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PART TWO
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c h a p t e r

TWOThe Five Dimensions of
Teaching and Learning

The question, ‘‘How will we define ‘quality’ instruction?’’ forms

the basis for Chapter Two. In answering this question we in-

troduce a new framework that defines what expert observers of

teaching and learning look for when observing in classrooms. The

Five Dimensions of Teaching and Learning introduced here, or 5D

framework, was derived from an extensive four- to five-year effort

to mine research on what constitutes quality instruction,

informed by the experiences of practitioners we identified who

possessed demonstrated expertise with observing in classrooms

and providing feedback to teachers. This chapter summarizes the

findings from that effort and develops a supporting rationale for

including each of the five dimensions of teaching and learning as

the foundation of what expert observers pay attention to in

classrooms.

In defining this expertise base, we’ve drawn together material from

three sources: (1) empirically based studies of teaching and coaching prac-

tice, (2) practitioner-oriented prescriptions and frameworks for instruc-

tional and coaching practice, and (3) descriptions of practice from an

identified panel of expert observers who included instructional coaches and
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school administrators hired as consultants or project managers for CEL and

who work daily with teachers to improve instructional practice. Specifically,

we paid attention to the kinds of questions our panelists asked about what

they observed and combined those with findings from the research and

practice literature. Taken together, analysis of information gathered from

these three sources enabled us to form a framework for differentiating

expert observers of instruction from those who are more novice. Our frame-

work addresses these key questions regarding the nature of expertise in the

practice of observing instruction and providing feedback to teachers:

� What do expert observers of instruction pay attention to in classrooms?

� How do experts make sense of what they observe?

� How do experts use what they see in classrooms to craft feedback to

teachers?

In answering these questions, we present the scholarly basis of the five

broad dimensions of instructional practice (Figures 2.1) in our framework and

Figure 2.1.

Five Dimensions of Teaching and Learning

24 Leading for Instructional Improvement



C02 01/20/2011 11:2:37 Page 25

corresponding thirteen subdimensions (Figure 2.2) and make a case for the

nature of expertise that observers need. Please refer to Appendix A for a

complete copy of the Five Dimensions of Teaching and Learning framework

(Version 3.0).

The graphical representation in Figure 2.1 of an eye is meant to symbol-

ize the expertise required to see deeply into the craft of teaching and learn-

ing. Just as movie goers don special glasses to take in the wonders of 3D

movies, the idea behind CEL’s 5D framework is similar. However, in this

case the ‘‘glasses’’ one wears to see all five dimensions of teaching and

learning in their full interactive depth and breadth is instructional

expertise.

The remainder of the chapter explains each one of the five dimensions and

the thirteen subdimensions in depth. While you are reading this—and staying

with our metaphor of ‘‘seeing’’ the five dimensions—we invite you to think

about your own instructional visual acuity. In other words, how much exper-

tise will you need to develop to be able to see all five dimensions and thirteen

subdimensions with 20/20 (or better) vision?

Figure 2.2.

Five Dimensions and Thirteen Subdimensions

of Teaching and Learning

Purpose
1. Standards

2. Teaching Point

Student Engagement

3. Intellectual Work

4. Engagement Strategies

5. Talk

Curriculum & Pedagogy

6. Curriculum

7. Teaching Approaches and

Strategies

8. Scaffolds for Learning

Assessment for Student Learning
9. Assessment

10. Adjustments

Classroom Environment and Culture

11. Use of Physical Environment

12. Classroom Routines and Rituals

13. Classroom Culture

The Five Dimensions of Teaching and Learning 25
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PURPOSE

Expert observers of instruction pay attention to ways that the lesson pur-

pose is made clear in the context of the lesson and the extent to which

the purpose is meaningful and relevant through these measures:

� Standards—how does the lesson purpose connect to external standards for

what students should know and be able to do at this age or grade level?

� Teaching point—what are the specific learning goals that students are

expected to accomplish for this particular lesson?

Standards

In observing for standards in the classroom, an expert instructional leader

first identifies the extent to which the lesson purpose is clearly articulated,

connected to standards, embedded in instruction, and understood by stu-

dents. Expert observers ‘‘examine the explicit nature of a teacher’s communi-

cation of expectations in terms of its being direct, specific, repeated, positive,

and tenacious for different tasks in different cases—and then look at the stan-

dards implicit in those expectations’’ (Saphier & Gower, 1997, p. 330). Panel-

ists raised questions such as ‘‘How is the purpose of this lesson connected to

external standards for what student should know and be able to do at this age

or grade level?’’ and ‘‘What do students understand about what they are learn-

ing and why they are learning it?’’

Along with simply paying attention to whether and how standards are

communicated, the expert observer of instruction critically analyzes lessons

and raises questions about teacher decision making based on evidence of

student learning. Schmoker (2001) notes that when trying to understand a

lesson’s appropriate connection to standards, it is important to remember

that standards, particularly explicit ones, are more about what students

should be able to achieve rather than what teachers, parents, and the com-

munity think they can achieve. The latter is often a level of mastery far

lower than what a student can and should be pushed to reach. Expert ob-

servers therefore ask questions such as ‘‘are [the standards] high enough,

reasonable, and appropriate as we look at a teacher dealing with different

groups and different individuals?’’ (Saphier & Gower, 1997). Our panelists

reinforced these ideas by relating the types of questions they would typi-

cally focus on in observations such as ‘‘Does the lesson match the purpose?’’

26 Leading for Instructional Improvement
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and ‘‘How does what students are actually engaged in doing help them to

achieve the desired outcomes?’’ Panelists also reinforced the importance of

observing not just for the presence or absence of a reference to standards in

any given lesson, but also for the crucial next step of ascertaining whether

those are appropriate standards for students to attain and how the standard

connects to meaningful learning.

From this process, CEL faculty identified vision statements that define

high-quality instruction related to standards. These vision statements can be

found in the actual 5D framework as well (Appendix A), but for ease of read-

ing, we will provide these vision statements in the form of a summary at the

end of each subdimension.

Teaching Point

Expert instructional leaders also pay attention to the teaching point of the

lesson. Sometimes called the lesson objective, the learning target, or

the lesson purpose, the teaching point establishes the specific learning goals

for the lesson. These goals should be linked in key ways to help students

meet identified standards. As Danielson (1996) points out, teaching ‘‘is a

purposeful activity—it is goal directed, designed to achieve certain well-

defined purposes. These purposes should be clear’’ (p. 68). Experts are able

to identify whether the teaching point is clearly articulated, connected to

standards, derived from specific content demands, embedded in instruc-

tion, and understood by students.

V I S I O N O F H I G H - Q U A L I T Y I N S T R U C T I O N

R E L A T E D T O S T A N D A R D S

� The lesson is based on standard(s) that are meaningful and rele-

vant beyond the task at hand (for example, relate to a broader

purpose or context such as problem solving, citizenship, and so

on) and helps students learn and apply transferable knowledge

and skills.

� The lesson is intentionally linked to other lessons (previous and fu-

ture) in support of students meeting standard(s).

The Five Dimensions of Teaching and Learning 27
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The teaching point can be observed in various ways and focuses on what

students are expected to know and be able to do. Perhaps the simplest and

most direct communication can be observed when teachers write the teaching

point or objective for the lesson on the board or state it explicitly for students.

However, as our expert panel was quick to point out, observers may find evi-

dence of the teaching point of a lesson in the ways effective teachers, for exam-

ple, ‘‘target questions to lesson objectives’’ (Stronge, 2002, p. 76) or how the

teacher talks with students about the expectations for learning or the rele-

vance of what is to be learned. Expert observers also recognize instances when

teachers fail to connect narrowly stated behavioral objectives with a deeper

trajectory of learning that is meaningful and relevant. For example, a more

expert observer would notice the difference between a stated objective that

asks students to learn three facts about the Boston Tea Party and one that

connects the events of the Tea Party with an understanding that revolutions

such as the American Revolution occur as a result of social, political, and

economic upheaval. An expert observer is able to critically analyze the content

and delivery of a lesson in relation to the teaching point and raises questions

about teacher decision making based on evidence of student learning. How

teachers connect the teaching point of a given lesson to prior learning, for

example, is critical for bridging students’ understanding. As Bransford,

Brown, and Cocking (2000) suggest, ‘‘a logical extension of the view that new

knowledge must be constructed from existing knowledge is that teachers need

to pay attention to the incomplete understandings’’ (p. 10). Expert observers

notice whether and how teachers connect the teaching point to what students

already know and are able to do.

We have learned that expert observers also consider whether and how the

teaching point helps students to meet grade-level standards and content de-

mands. Eighty percent of teachers polled in an early validation study of the

parameters [of teaching] thought the most important parameter of teaching

was having a clear objective for what is to be taught and learned. In explana-

tion they said, ‘‘if you don’t know where you’re going, you can’t get there’’

(Saphier & Gower, 1997, p. 397). Moreover, the issue of relevance answers why

the objective or teaching point is something worth learning, whether it is

meaningful and relevant beyond the task at hand—in other words, what is the

transferable skill? This is what Saphier and Gower (1997) call the ‘‘who cares’’

question (p. 212).

28 Leading for Instructional Improvement
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STUDENT ENGAGEMENT

The second broad dimension of the framework focuses on student engage-

ment. Expert observers move well beyond simple time-on-task checks in ob-

serving for student engagement and focus on

� Intellectual work—who is doing the work and what is the nature of that

work?

� Engagement strategies—what are the particular structures, strategies, and

approaches teachers use to elicit student engagement in learning?

� Talk—what is the substance of student engagement as embodied in com-

munication between and among students and between teacher and

students?

Intellectual Work

Experts observe for student engagement in terms of the nature of intellectual,

academic work and critically analyze the substance of that work in support of

student learning. Our panelists pointed out the importance of observing for the

relationship between assigned tasks and specific content demands. They ask

questions of the lesson such as ‘‘What is the level and quality of intellectual work

in which students are engaged?’’ and ‘‘Does the work focus on factual recall? On

making inferences? On analysis? Metacognition? Based on what evidence?’’

Experts also critically analyze who is doing what work in the classroom,

when and how this work occurs, and whether it connects to or directly fosters

V I S I O N O F H I G H - Q U A L I T Y I N S T R U C T I O N

R E L A T E D T O T E A C H I N G P O I N T

� The teaching point is based on knowledge of students’ learning needs

in relation to standard(s).

� The teaching point is clearly articulated, linked to standard(s), em-

bedded in instruction, and understood by students.

� The teaching point is measurable. The criteria for success are clear to

students and the performance tasks provide evidence that students

are able to understand and apply learning in context.

The Five Dimensions of Teaching and Learning 29
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student learning. For example, our panelists reinforced the importance of pay-

ing attention to the frequency of teacher talk versus student talk and the kinds

of questions teachers and students ask during the course of learning. This re-

inforced the importance of considering the question, ‘‘Where is the locus

of control over learning in the classroom?’’ and assessing the extent to which

control resides primarily with the teacher, with students, or whether it is

shared in key ways.

Expert observers consider the role of students in their learning, which

could include paying attention to how students ‘‘own’’ the content—how the

processes of engagement reflect efforts to help students to engage in making

meaning. The nature of questions students ask of the teacher or of each other

can reveal the extent to which tasks are aimed at moving beyond basic factual

recall to more sophisticated forms of understanding. To this end, experts

notice the nature of students’ participation in constructing meaning, not just

what the teacher does to foster this. This is consistent with Danielson’s

(1996) characterization of the classroom as a ‘‘community of learners,’’ where

‘‘a teacher is not the sole source of knowledge; students also participate in

generating and sharing understanding’’ (p. 26).

Our panelists further suggest that expert observers raise questions

about teacher decision making about planning for engagement in intel-

lectually challenging work and the rationale for choices the teacher

makes about which tasks to provide for students. Experts also consider

and discuss alternative tasks that could assist students with meaning

making, grounded in evidence from the observed lesson, knowledge of

content, and pedagogy.

V I S I O N O F H I G H - Q U A L I T Y I N S T R U C T I O N

R E L A T E D T O I N T E L L E C T U A L WO R K

� Students’ classroom work embodies substantive intellectual engage-

ment (reading, thinking, writing, problem solving, and meaning

making).

� Students take ownership of their learning to develop, test, and refine

their thinking.
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Engagement Strategies

Expert instructional leaders critically analyze the efficacy of strategies teachers

use to ensure that all students have access to and are expected to participate in

learning, including how strategies serve to engage students in learning within

particular content areas and how to use the academic language associated with

those content areas. Panelist’s comments about what they look for in terms of

access to content included questions such as ‘‘Do all students have access to

participation in the work of the group? Why or why not?’’ And simply, ‘‘How

is participation distributed?’’

Experts also consider how the use of strategies encourages equitable and

purposeful student participation in talk, in their own learning and meaning

making, and in informing teaching decisions. Such strategies can vary but

they are well described in the literature. For example, Danielson (1996) notes,

‘‘instructional techniques that enhance student engagement and achievement

include frequent review, multiple learning tasks, engaging and appropriate

material, and clear explanations that highlight key concepts and make use of

appropriate metaphors’’ (p. 126). Our expert panelists described a number

of engagement strategies or structures they look for, including small-group

work, partner talk (when students are engaged in group work with an assigned

partner), turn and talk (when students quickly turn to a partner to share their

thinking as the teacher listens in), and think-pair-share (when students spend

a few minutes of individual think time in response to a teacher’s question or

prompt, share their thinking with an assigned partner, and then share their

thoughts with the class and others).

Expert observers further consider how the teacher takes into account

student needs and interests to foster active engagement in learning. Such

observations range from simple attention to the ways in which lessons are

structured to including necessary breaks and changes in activity in order

to (Yatvin, 2004) avoid boredom that invites ‘‘daydreaming or engaging in

disruptive behavior’’ (Saphier & Gower, 1997, p. 31) to activities that are

‘‘guided by the students’ interests and strengths’’ (Danielson, 1996, p. 26).

Our panelists suggested expert observers further consider teacher moves

with regard to engagement in the ways that teacher’s questions reflect

knowledge of content, pedagogy, and student learning and how the

teacher capitalizes on student responses in order to extend conversation

The Five Dimensions of Teaching and Learning 31
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and learning as evidence of strategies for engagement. As Danielson (1996)

further notes, ‘‘what is required is mental engagement, which may or may

not involve physical activity. Hands-on activity is not enough; it must also

be ‘minds-on’ ’’ (p. 95).

Finally, in following up from a lesson observation, expert observers may

raise questions about the teacher’s decision to use particular engagement

strategies and the rationale for those choices, while at the same time consider-

ing alternative strategies that could be helpful, grounded in evidence from the

observed lesson, knowledge of content and pedagogy, and a vision for student

engagement.

Talk

Attention to the nature of talk, whether teacher initiated or student initi-

ated, also offers insight into student engagement in learning. An expert

observer critically analyzes the rigor of student and teacher discourse, in-

cluding the use of academic language, content knowledge, construction of

new meaning, metacognition, and the nature of questions raised. The im-

portance of talk in making meaning is well supported by learning theory.

As Bransford, Brown, and Cocking (2000) note, ‘‘because metacognition

often takes the form of an internal dialogue, many students may be un-

aware of its importance unless the processes are explicitly emphasized by

teachers’’ (p. 21). Expert observers, therefore, pay close attention to the

substance of what is said in classrooms and how the dialogue prompts

deeper learning processes of various kinds.

V I S I O N O F H I G H - Q U A L I T Y I N S T R U C T I O N

R E L A T E D T O E N G A G EM E N T S T R A T E G I E S

� Engagement strategies capitalize and build on students’ background

knowledge, experience, and responses to support rigorous and cultur-

ally relevant learning.

� Engagement strategies encourage equitable and purposeful student

participation and ensure that all students have access to, and are

expected to participate in, learning.
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Part of the rationale for a focus on talk when observing teaching and learn-

ing stems from the need to reveal students’ prior knowledge in order to con-

nect new learning and to create accountability for that learning. The expert

observer considers how talk connects student background knowledge and

experience to discipline-specific ways of thinking and communicating

through, for example, brainstorming activities that ‘‘activate prior knowledge

and allow students to be introduced to concepts in an accessible manner’’

(Wiske, 1998, p. 128). Furthermore, the nature of student talk reveals ways

they are accountable for learning habits of thinking (both individually and

collectively) within the particular discipline and to the content or concept un-

der consideration. Experts consider the teacher’s language in facilitating ac-

countable student talk, raising questions such as ‘‘What questions does the

teacher use to encourage students to share their thinking with each other?’’

and ‘‘How are students asked to build on each others’ ideas and assess their

understanding of each others’ ideas?’’

Expert observers also demonstrate the ability to raise and consider

alternative ways to promote substantive student talk. For example,

experts recognize that for some students, engaging in talk may be cul-

turally discouraged. As Bransford, Brown, and Cocking (2000) note,

‘‘norms [about classroom talk] can also encourage modes of participa-

tion that may be unfamiliar to some students . . . . Expert observers pay

attention to how teachers use knowledge of students’ cultural norms to

encourage authentic engagement’’ (p. 146).

Although experts use evidence they gather from the observed lesson, and

link to a vision of what high-quality talk sounds like, they also recognize the

importance of talking with the teacher to examine the teacher’s understanding

of the role of student talk in a given lesson.

V I S I O N O F H I G H - Q U A L I T Y I N S T R U C T I O N

R E L A T E D T O T A L K

� Student talk reflects discipline-specific habits of thinking and ways of

communicating.

� Student talk embodies substantive and intellectual thinking.
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CURRICULUM AND PEDAGOGY

Curriculum and pedagogy form the third broad dimension of focus for expert

observers of instruction and includes experts’ emphasis on the following:

� Curriculum—assessing the instructional materials (for example, texts,

tasks, and so on) used in the lesson and the extent to which these are

aligned with the lesson purpose and appropriately challenging and support-

ive for all students

� Teaching approaches and strategies—identifying what pedagogies are used

and how instruction reflects pedagogical content knowledge

� Scaffolds for learning—observing how the teacher balances the interplay of

explicit teaching, scaffolding for the gradual release of responsibility

Curriculum

Expert observers focus attention on the content of the lesson and how it

links to lesson purpose. They analyze choices of curriculum materials such

as texts or tasks, asking whether the materials are appropriately challeng-

ing and supportive for students and evaluating the extent to which the

materials are aligned with the lesson purpose and content area standards.

Our expert panelists raised questions such as ‘‘How does the content of the

lesson, such as the text being read or the task that is assigned, influence

intellectual demand, such as the thinking or the reasoning that students

are required to do?’’

Experts also analyze the use of curriculum materials to support student

learning of content area knowledge and skills and how this knowledge builds

over time. Panelists raised questions linked to the development of conceptual

understanding, for example, ‘‘How does the content actually reflect what

mathematicians do and how they think?’’ This emphasis highlights teacher

V I S I O N O F H I G H - Q U A L I T Y I N S T R U C T I O N

R E L A T E D T O C U R R I C U L UM

� Instructional materials (e.g., texts, resources, etc.) and tasks are appro-

priately challenging and supportive for all students, are aligned with

the teaching point and content area standards, and are culturally and

academically relevant.
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decision making regarding choice of materials and use for promoting particu-

lar aspects of learning. Expert observers also wonder about the relationship of

the observed lesson to the larger unit of study and to the sequence and devel-

opment of conceptual understanding over time.

Teaching Approaches and Strategies

Expert observers also pay attention to the particular instructional strategies or

teaching approaches (methods) used in the context of a given lesson. As Stigler

and Hiebert (1999) note, ‘‘challenging content alone does not lead to high

achievement. The same content can be taught deeply or superficially’’ (p. 58).

We found that expert observers of instruction analyze both the rationale and

use of instructional approaches and strategies for the particular purpose of the

observed lesson. Our expert panelists raised questions for consideration about

teaching strategies such as ‘‘How does the particular set of strategies used in the

lesson serve the identified purpose of learning or the teaching point?’’ and ‘‘To

what extent do the teacher’s choices of instructional strategies support student

learning of particular content or development of specific transferable skills?’’

Expert observers also pay attention to the ways that teachers gradually re-

lease responsibility for learning to students so as to foster independent use of

transferable skills. We heard our expert panel reference the ‘‘to, with, and by’’

approach to literacy learning, which involves a gradual shifting of responsi-

bility for the demonstration of learning from the teacher to the student

(Mooney, 1990). This is consistent with a more general focus experts bring to

evaluating teacher decision making in the ways that pedagogies support spe-

cific aspects of learning.

Experts are also able to suggest alternative pedagogical strategies grounded

in evidence of student learning, knowledge of content and pedagogy, and

a vision of effective, powerful instruction. This ability is consistent with

Danielson’s (1996) notion that ‘‘no one [pedagogical] approach is a ‘one size

fits all.’ But some approaches will be better suited to certain purposes than

others. Making good and defensible choices is the hallmark of a professional

educator’’ (p. 19).

� The lesson materials and tasks are related to a larger unit and to the

sequence and development of conceptual understanding over time.

The Five Dimensions of Teaching and Learning 35
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Scaffolds for Learning

Finally, expert observers of instruction focus on analyzing planned teacher

moves to provide scaffolding and support of student learning. Scaffolding in-

volves the specific ways teachers provide assistance to students to take owner-

ship of their learning and aids the gradual release of responsibility. Teachers’

scaffolding of learning may occur in various ways, for example, through the

use of co-constructed charts (between the teacher and students) in literacy or

by the introduction of strategies for guided practice on key concepts.

Experts look for both planned methods to scaffold for students and the iden-

tification and discussion of in-the-moment teacher decisions to support student

learning. Teachers can change lessons in the moment to assist with learning. As

Stronge (2002) notes, ‘‘effective teachers think through likely misconceptions

that may occur during instruction and monitor students for signs of these mis-

conceptions’’ (p. 57). This is consistent with Saphier and Gower’s (1997) com-

ment that ‘‘many teachers . . . pursue personalized objectives for particular

students . . . outside the formal boundaries of their academic agendas. . . . For

many teachers these moves are quick and spontaneous’’ (p. 558).

Ultimately, scaffolding should help move students toward independence.

As Saphier and Gower (1997) suggest ‘‘guidance should be high with new tasks

and withdrawn gradually with demonstrated student proficiency’’ (p. 249).

Experts who pay attention to scaffolding analyze if and how teacher support is

strategic and intentional in moving students toward increasing independence

with a transferable skill. Experts also raise questions about teacher decision

making regarding how the sequence of learning experiences supports each

student in reaching the learning objective(s) and grade-level standards.

V I S I O N O F H I G H - Q U A L I T Y I N S T R U C T I O N

R E L A T E D T O T E A C H I N G A P P R O A C H E S A N D

S T R A T E G I E S

� The teacher makes decisions and uses instructional approaches in ways

that intentionally support the instructional purposes.

� Instruction reflects and is consistent with pedagogical content knowl-

edge and is culturally responsive in order to engage students in disci-

plinary habits of thinking.
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Experts recognize that scaffolding of learning may be assisted by technology-

based tools, which can enhance student performance when they are integrated

into the curriculum and used in accordance with knowledge about learning.

But as Bransford, Brown, and Cocking (2000) note, ‘‘the mere existence of

these tools in the classroom provides no guarantee that student learning will

improve; they have to be part of a coherent education approach’’ (p. 216).

Expert observers pay attention to the subtleties associated with using technol-

ogy as an aid for learning not as an end in itself.

Finally, expert observers recognize the importance of feedback about ways

to adjust the instructional strategies observed in classrooms for the benefit of

student learning. Experts possess pedagogical content knowledge that enables

them to pose alternative suggestions to teachers for how to scaffold student

learning, grounded in evidence from observation and their knowledge of con-

tent and pedagogy (Stein & Nelson, 2003).

ASSESSMENT FOR STUDENT LEARNING

The fourth broad dimension of instructional practice that experts observe for

in classrooms is assessment for student learning. Expert observers pay atten-

tion to how teachers determine and help ensure student success through

� Assessments—ways teachers expect students to demonstrate learning in re-

lation to the lesson objectives, specific content demands, and transferable

skills

� Adjustments—instructional decisions or moves made in the moment to

better support student learning based on evidence of progress gleaned dur-

ing the course of the lesson

V I S I O N O F H I G H - Q U A L I T Y I N S T R U C T I O N

R E L A T E D T O S C A F F O L D S F O R L E A R N I N G

� The teacher’s use of instructional approaches balances the interplay of

explicit teaching, scaffolding for the gradual release of teacher re-

sponsibility, and for student choice and ownership.

� The teacher uses different instructional strategies based on planned

and in-the-moment decisions to address individual learning needs.
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Assessment

Planful assessment of student learning feeds information back to the instruc-

tional process and allows teachers the opportunity to refine and redirect strate-

gies for improving learning. Danielson (1996) posits that assessments should be

congruent with the instructional goals, have clear criteria and standards, and

be used in planning the next steps of instruction. Expert observers should

analyze how the classroom teacher uses multiple forms of assessment to under-

stand the learning of each student within the observed lesson and over time. Our

expert panelists made clear their emphasis on assessment of learning, raising

questions for focus in observations such as ‘‘How does the teacher gather

information about student learning in the lesson?’’ and ‘‘How comprehensive

are the data sources used to inform instruction and decision making?’’

Expert observers also analyze the quality of assessment tools and strategies

the teacher uses and how these inform lesson objectives and higher-level

thinking skills. As Bransford, Brown, and Cocking (2000) note, ‘‘assessment

should reflect the quality of students’ thinking, as well as what specific content

they have learned’’ (p. 244). Our expert panel pointed out that assessment

should include a variety of tools and approaches to gather comprehensive and

quality data and that these tools should include efforts to understand evidence

such as anecdotal notes from student-teacher conferences and student work

samples among other sources.

Expert observers also look for teacher decisions that are assessment driven

and consider multiple ways teachers can help students to demonstrate and rep-

resent their learning in context. As Wiske (1998) suggests, experts ask ‘‘What

might students do to develop and demonstrate their understanding?’’ (p. 73).

Answering this question reminds teachers that students can undertake a much

more varied range of activities as part of their schoolwork than is encompassed

by typical assignments. Experts pay attention to what is guiding the teacher’s

assessment of student learning, for example, ways that assessment efforts con-

nect to benchmark standards or reflect on professional development efforts to

improve particular aspects of the teaching and learning process. This process

is consistent with Saphier and Gower’s (1997) notion that ‘‘the act of assess-

ment should be an act of learning too’’ (p. 480). Connecting assessments to

expectations for learning and then using this connection to drive changes in

instruction completes the cycle of teaching and learning improvement. As

Stigler and Hiebert (1999) note, ‘‘the true meaning of learning goals becomes
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apparent only as teachers link them to assessments and weave them into a

coherent curriculum and use them to guide their teaching decisions’’ (p. 142).

Beyond a focus on teacher decision making and instructional improvement,

expert observers also analyze opportunities for student self-assessment and

reflection in lesson observations, which is consistent with Wiske’s (1998)

notion that ‘‘teachers should encourage students to reflect on their learning

by having a clear ongoing assessment plan’’ (p. 311).

Experts also pay attention to ways assessment(s) could be used for future

planning and pose alternative methods or strategies for assessing learning

based on knowledge of content and pedagogy and a vision for powerful

instruction, about what is being assessed, how it is being assessed, and how

evidence of student learning will be used to shape future teaching decisions.

Such a focus is consistent with the way Marzano, Pickering, and Pollock

(2001) emphasize the importance of early planful assessment in the process

of defining goals and expectations for student learning, noting that ‘‘at the

beginning of each unit, one should define learning goals for the students.

The middle of the unit will contain strategies for monitoring progress as

V I S I O N O F H I G H - Q U A L I T Y I N S T R U C T I O N

R E L A T E D T O A S S E S S M E N T

� Students are able to assess their own learning in relation to the teach-

ing point.

� The teacher creates multiple assessment opportunities and expects all

students to demonstrate learning.

� Assessment methods include a variety of tools and approaches to

gather comprehensive and quality information about the learning

styles and needs of each student (for example, anecdotal notes, con-

ferring, student work samples, and so on).

� The teacher uses observable systems and routines for recording and

using student assessment data (for example, charts, conferring re-

cords, portfolios, and rubrics).

� Assessment criteria, methods, and purposes are transparent and

students have a role in their own assessment to promote learning.
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well as introducing new knowledge. The end of the unit comes back to the

learning goals, where teachers and students measure their success in meet-

ing their goals’’ (p. 146).

Adjustments

Schmoker (2001) argues that there is a great value in brief and frequent assess-

ments, both formal and in the moment, while teaching is in process. Clearly,

creating and carrying out best-laid plans for assessing learning is critically

important, yet we also agree with Danielson (1996) that ‘‘the most difficult

[teaching] decisions have to do with adjusting a lesson plan in midstream,

when it is apparent that such adjustments will improve students’ experience’’

(p. 103). With regard to observing for adjustments in the moment during a

lesson, an expert observer analyzes how teachers assess student learning—

understandings, confusions, and so on—based on students’ performance

throughout the lesson.

These in-the-moment assessments should relate directly to progress made

toward lesson objectives. As Wiske (1998) reminds us, ‘‘goals not only serve as

endpoints, but as constant reminders during a lesson of how far the class still

needs to go’’ (p. 138). Progress in the moment can be assessed in relation to

specific content demands or in relation to helping students achieve and dem-

onstrate transferable skills. In operationalizing the issues of in-the-moment

assessment, our panel of experts raised questions such as ‘‘How does assess-

ment inform the teacher’s instruction right now as well as decisions about

what to do next?’’ and ‘‘How does the teacher’s understanding of each

student as a learner inform how that teacher pushes for depth and stretches

boundaries of student thinking?’’

Recognizing the importance of adjusting instruction in the moment is only

the first step. Expert observers also analyze how the teacher actually adjusts

his or her own teaching based on evidence of student learning in the moment.

Evidence of this can be observed in whether the teacher persists with premade

plans in spite of evidence of student misunderstanding or confusion or

chooses to modify both expectations and pedagogy based on evidence that

students need more instruction on a key idea.

Part of this adjustment lies in the teacher’s ability to diagnose the reasons why

students may not be able to demonstrate understanding(s) and how the teacher

responds. Expert observers pay attention to the ways in which teachers talk
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about their decisions to adjust instruction post-lesson, and offer feedback that is

sensitive to expressed teacher decisions and may raise questions about teacher

decision making or pose alternatives grounded in evidence from the lesson.

Finally, expert observers of instruction are able to pose alternative ideas

about both formal and in-the-moment assessments to help inform teaching

decisions based on evidence from the observed lesson, knowledge of content

and pedagogy, and a vision for the role of assessment in powerful instruction.

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT AND CULTURE

How teachers structure the classroom environment and create cultures that

are inviting and respectful of student learning efforts form the final broad di-

mension for focus by the expert observer. Specifically, expert observers pay

attention to the following:

� The physical environment—how teachers use resources and space to pur-

posefully support and scaffold student learning

� Routines and rituals that support learning—how systems and routines of

the classroom facilitate student ownership of learning and independence as

well as reflect values of community, inclusivity, equity, and accountability

for learning

� Classroom culture and climate—what discourse and interactions reveal

about what is valued in the classroom

Use of Physical Environment

How the physical environment serves learning is an important aspect of

the instructional process. An expert observer of instruction pays attention

V I S I O N O F H I G H - Q U A L I T Y I N S T R U C T I O N

R E L A T E D T O A D J U S T M E N T S

� The teacher plans instruction based on ongoing assessment and an

understanding of students, standards, texts, tasks, and pedagogical

content knowledge.

� The teacher makes in-the-moment instructional adjustments based on

student understanding.
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to how the physical arrangement of the room (for example, meeting area,

resources, student seating, technology, and so on) is conducive to student

learning and how the physical environment (for example, libraries, materi-

als, charts, technology, and so on) is used to assess student understanding

and to support learning. Experts pay attention to ways in which the physi-

cal environment of the classroom shifts to correspond to the particular

instructional focus and how these shifts occur in the context of instruction

(Saphier & Gower, 1997).

Attention to the physical environment also involves observing for whether

and how materials and resources are accessible to all students, and how teach-

ers use resources in the physical environment to scaffold student learning (for

example, whether the teacher listens to student talk, moves around the room

to observe and confer with students, and so on). As Danielson (1996) notes,

‘‘organization of space sends signals to students about how teachers view

learning: ‘centers’ for exploration, desks facing forward for a presentation,

chairs in a circle for a group discussion, or a science lab organized in a busi-

nesslike manner’’ (p. 88).

Experts observe for teacher behavior and decisions regarding physical space

and also watch for how students use resources in the physical environment to

support learning and independence. Members of our expert practitioner

group, for example, observed for whether students refer to instructional charts

posted around the room during independent work time and whether it is

apparent that students know how to access the appropriate materials in the

rooms, independently, to support their learning.

Observers recognize the importance of the physical arrangement of space in

support of helping students concentrate on tasks of various kinds, particularly

when multiple modes of learning are occurring inside one physical classroom

space. As Yatvin (2004) notes, ‘‘when large numbers of students are engaged

in different types of work at the same time—some of it interactive and noisy,

and some of it solitary and quiet—they need elbow room, boundaries, and

neutral passing zones to minimize distractions’’ (p. 14).

Expert observers also focus on how student learning is physically repre-

sented and accessed in the classroom. They pay attention to how student

work is posted for viewing in the classroom and how this work reflects stu-

dent critical thinking and ownership of learning. Our expert observer panel

highlighted a number of kinds of student work examples they look for in
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classrooms, including co-constructed charts that focus on key learning and

concepts, assignments that provide evidence of student reasoning or critical

thinking, and examples that show various facets of student writing ability.

Finally, in conversations with teachers, expert observers may raise questions

about teacher decisions regarding the use of physical space or suggest alterna-

tive ways for the teacher to reconsider the use of space. These reflections on

practice should be based on specific evidence from the observed lesson, knowl-

edge of content and pedagogy, and an articulated vision for how physical space

in or around the classroom can be used to effectively support student learning.

Classroom Routines and Rituals

A second aspect of the classroom environment and culture that expert observ-

ers pay attention to is analysis of the routines and rituals used to facilitate

learning in the classroom. Our panel of experts noted transitions between les-

son segments and the kind of processes for management and collaboration

used and how they appear to be engrained in student routines to maximize

student learning time. This focus is consistent with Danielson’s (1996) com-

ments about noninstructional routines: ‘‘experienced teachers devise routine

techniques for expediting the myriad non-instructional duties for which they

are responsible, leaving maximum time for instruction’’ (p. 83).

But rituals and routines are not just about maximizing learning time, al-

though that is an important focus. Experts also pay attention to how

V I S I O N O F H I G H - Q U A L I T Y I N S T R U C T I O N

R E L A T E D T O U S E O F P H Y S I C A L E N V I R O NM E N T

� The physical arrangement of the room (for example, meeting area, re-

sources, student seating, and so on) is conducive to student learning.

� The teacher uses the physical space of the classroom to assess student

understanding and support learning (for example, teacher moves

around the room to observe and confer with students).

� Students have access to resources in the physical environment to sup-

port learning and independence (for example, libraries, materials,

charts, technology, and so on).
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classroom routines and rituals facilitate student ownership and learning and

foster inclusive and respectful relationships in building a community of learn-

ers to make students ‘‘feel like useful, confident, and successful members of

the classroom community’’ (Yatvin, 2004, p. 25). Our panel of experts noted

rituals such as greeting one another by name and ways teachers identify and

highlight the specific intellectual contributions of all students as key aspects of

building community in the classroom. Further, student ownership of class-

room rules and norms forms an important focus for the expert observer, con-

sistent with Saphier and Gower’s (1997) emphasis on ‘‘opportunities students

have to influence the rules of the classroom game, to shape the form and dy-

namics of interaction and operation’’ (p. 377).

The expert observer further examines student work habits and how these re-

flect responsibility for their own learning as shown by coming prepared to class,

using time productively, and participating in small- and large-group learning

experiences. This focus on work habits is consistent with Marzano, Pickering,

and Pollock (2001), who note that ‘‘effort itself is a primary indicator of [learn-

ing] success; those students and teachers who exhibit a belief in its importance

demonstrate high levels of achievement’’ (pp. 50–51). As our expert panel

pointed out, routines also focus on procedures and processes for entering class

and getting to work, for accessing tools and resources students need to work

independently, and for functioning within a collaborative learning community.

Classroom Culture

The culture and climate of the classroom create the needed conditions for stu-

dent learning. Expert instructional leaders analyze how the importance of the

learning is conveyed through time on task, expectations, accountability, lan-

guage, and actions.

V I S I O N O F H I G H - Q U A L I T Y I N S T R U C T I O N

R E L A T E D T O C L A S S R O OM R O U T I N E S

A N D R I T U A L S

� Classroom systems and routines facilitate student responsibility, own-

ership, and independence.

� Available time is maximized in service of learning.
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When it comes to creating a culture of learning, Danielson (1996) highlights

the responsibilities teachers have in creating such an atmosphere in their

classroom. How teachers convey messages about the value of learning matters

a great deal. Expert observers focus on how language and interactions

(teacher-student, student-student) reflect belief about whether all students are

valued, respected, and viewed as intellectually capable. Expert observers pay

attention to how teachers emphasize beliefs in their students’ abilities and

‘‘expect all of them to learn, regardless of their skill levels and starting points’’

(Stronge, 2002, p. 36).

Expert observers also pay attention to participation, communication, and

interaction patterns to assess intentional efforts toward creating a culture

of equity and learning (for example, explicitly addressing issues of power

and inequity, including and valuing all voices). Such a focus is consistent with

Yatvin (2004), who argues that ‘‘children learn best in a community of equals

where they continually teach and learn from each other and produce in con-

cert what no one of them could produce alone’’ (p. 13). Experts take note of

routines that support a culture of risk taking, academic press (how students

clarify and elaborate their thinking, how they challenge each other’s ideas and

premises, and so on), and collective ownership and accountability for learning

in the classroom. Routines can also be supportive of the development of what

Saphier and Gower (1997) call a ‘‘psychological climate of safety’’ and, in fact,

esteem for students who need and seek assistance.

Expert observers further consider the extent to which the work of the class-

room is intellectually rich and reflects the lives, interests, and culture(s) of

students as shown in opportunities for student choice in selection of tasks

and initiative for learning. As Wiske (1998) notes, ‘‘students must construct

their own understanding. Identifying one’s own interests, developing one’s

own arguments, discerning the new layers of questions beneath every provi-

sional set of answers are all concomitant with constructing one’s own under-

standing rather than merely absorbing knowledge made by others’’ (p. 36).

Experts also consider evidence and raise questions about the extent to

which classroom culture reveals opportunities for strong, ongoing develop-

ment of relationships. Stronge (2002) asserts that effective teachers are

‘‘caring, outwardly so; demonstrate fairness and respect; are able to interact

with their students in ways appropriate to any given situation, varying their

stance from highly professional to informal or even joking; show
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enthusiasm for both the material and the act of teaching itself; and cultivate

high levels of motivation in their students’’ (p. 71). Experts also consider the

ways in which student-student interaction embodies relationship building

and supports learning.

CONCLUSION

The framework described in this chapter rests on a synthesis of research,

policy prescriptions, and practitioner wisdom that is well established. The

framework we’ve articulated focuses on five broad dimensions of instruc-

tional practice that form the basis of what ‘‘experts’’ pay attention to

when observing in classrooms: (1) purpose, (2) student engagement,

(3) curriculum and pedagogy, (4) assessment for student learning, and

(5) classroom environment and culture.

We suggest that effective instructional leaders at a minimum need to

embrace these five broad dimensions in their classroom observations and

begin to specify the more fine-grained thirteen subdimensions associated with

these five dimensions. In Chapter Three, we elaborate on the initial descrip-

tions of how to put into practice each of these dimensions with an example

that reveals how expert observation of instruction plays out in real time.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

� To what extent does your vision of high-quality teaching and learning align

with the five broad dimensions explained in this chapter?

� Which of these dimensions require more attention and study on your part

or the part of school leaders in your district?

V I S I O N O F H I G H - Q U A L I T Y I N S T R U C T I O N

R E L A T E D T O C L A S S R O OM C U L T U R E

� Classroom discourse and interactions reflect high expectations and be-

liefs about all students’ intellectual capabilities and create a culture of

inclusivity, equity, and accountability for learning.

� Classroom norms encourage risk taking, collaboration, and respect for

thinking.
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