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Abstract
The adoption of “College and Career Ready” standards—including Common 
Core State Standards—aims to raise academic expectations for students 
nationwide. Meeting these outcomes requires shifts in teaching, which, in 
turn, requires developing measures for the observation, assessment, and 
support of new kinds of instruction. This essay focuses on our efforts to 
develop such measures in a research project conducted in the District of 
Columbia Public Schools, which raised fundamental questions about whether 
existing measures can meet this challenge. By emphasizing observable 
elements of individual lessons, current measures produce a restricted view 
of instructional quality, omitting crucial elements of instruction called forth 
by new standards. Having identified this disconnect, we offer suggestions for 
developing multi-measure systems to capture a fuller picture of standards 
aligned teaching.
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For decades, American politicians and policy makers have focused educa-
tional policy on setting more ambitious goals for students. Whether driven by 
dissatisfaction with “old” approaches or fear of falling behind international 
competitors, each decade has brought a new statement about what we want 
from our schools. Most recently, this impulse has given rise to the widespread 
adoption of “College and Career Ready” standards—including, but not lim-
ited to, the Common Core State Standards (CCSS; Council of Chief State 
School Officers, 2010).

Though policy makers have found it easy to ask for more from our schools 
and our students, figuring out how to secure these more ambitious goals—to 
leave “no child behind,” or have “every student succeed” or be “college and 
career ready”—has been an endemic challenge for American educators and 
an enduring focus for educational researchers. A major source of this chal-
lenge is that policies invariably articulate discrete learning goals for students 
but not specific curricular or pedagogical choices for teachers. As in the case 
of the newly adopted “College and Career Ready” standards, the standards 
imply a certain kind of teaching and a certain set of pedagogical choices but 
stop short of explicitly spelling out for teachers the particular facets of 
instructional quality that would facilitate students’ meeting those standards 
(Cohen & Hill, 2008; Hiebert & Stigler, 2017). For example, the first CCSS 
standard for mathematical practice asserts that students should be able to 
“make sense of problems and persevere in solving them,” but does not articu-
late what kind of instruction would support students in sense making or per-
severing when solving mathematical problems. The facets of instructional 
quality and the tools that would support the high-quality teaching that would 
facilitate these outcomes are left to the imagination.

Whatever the motivation for doing so, the decision to avoid direct discus-
sion of instructional quality in the context of new standards creates the pos-
sibility for wildly divergent outcomes: productive variation in pursuit of 
these standards at one extreme and, at the other extreme, aberrant, counter-
productive interpretations that undermine the goal of uniform standards. In 
any case, this decision places a particular emphasis on the systems developed 
by individual schools or districts to support teachers as they adapt to new cur-
ricula, develop new pedagogies, and create new modes of instruction in light 
of new learning goals. As a result, the ability for teachers to fulfill new stan-
dards becomes a function of these support systems.
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The goal of this paper is to highlight what we consider to be the incompat-
ibility between the vision of ambitious instruction embedded in, if not articu-
lated by, our current “next generation” standards and our current support 
systems and tools for facilitating instructional quality. At the heart of this 
incompatibility between standards for students and tools to support teachers 
is a misalignment around the construct of instructional quality. By instruc-
tional quality, we mean the learning experiences teachers provide students. 
These include the ways individual teachers support students in classroom 
interactions (Hill et al., 2008; Pianta & Hamre, 2009), as well as the ways that 
teachers within a school coordinate those experiences across subjects and 
grade levels (Johnson, 2015). It also includes the tasks, texts, and learning 
activities a teacher selects, and the degree to which curricular resources align 
with grade-level expectations for students (Pepin & Haggarty, 2001; 
Remillard & Heck, 2014; Stein & Kim, 2011; Walkowiak et al., 2014). Thus, 
when we talk about instructional quality, we are discussing the nexus of stan-
dards-based reform and increased student learning.

In developing our argument, we provide a fundamentally theoretical 
account of these issues. By theoretical we mean that our goal is not to provide 
a description of any specific district, system, or protocol, but instead to 
explore the issues we see as inherent to the work of developing systems to 
support instructional quality to meet ambitious learning standards. Though 
theoretical, our account is not abstract or hypothetical. It is rooted in the con-
crete experiences of a research project focused on Washington, DC Public 
Schools’ (DCPS) efforts to support teachers in implementing teaching prac-
tices that would help students in meeting the ambitious learning goals delin-
eated in the CCSS and associated student assessments.

We provide an account of these challenges by asking questions that we 
think are foundational to this kind of work: what constitutes instructional 
quality? Is it a characteristic of an individual teacher? A set of teachers? An 
entire school? What is the relationship among instructional quality, curricula, 
and/or instructional materials? To what extent is instructional quality a visi-
ble characteristic of classroom interactions? Are there invisible, but crucial, 
aspects of instructional quality that could be supported in ways other than 
classroom observations?

In particular we focus on the use of classroom observation protocols, 
which are used widely in DCPS and districts across the country to provide 
teachers with clarity about performance goals and targeted feedback for 
improving practice (Hill & Grossman, 2013; Kane & Staiger, 2012). We do 
so because, as official tools, these rubrics convey important messages about 
how instructional quality has been operationalized in a particular context 
(Cohen & Goldhaber, 2016; Bell et. al., 2012; Hill & Grossman, 2013). As 
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one of the documents that attempts to translate learning goals into instruc-
tional practices, these rubrics play a key role in the reform cycle and warrant 
careful study, as they can only be as effective at directing teacher practice as 
their interpretive choices.

In examining these issues, we argue that existing observational tools iden-
tify some critical aspects of teaching, but they also make several assumptions 
about the relationship between instructional practice and outcomes that do not 
address key aspects of the broader terrain instructional quality suggested by the 
newest generation of widely adopted learning standards. These assumptions 
include: (1) that an individual lesson is the appropriate unit of analysis for 
instructional quality, and (2) that instructional quality is a function of visible 
elements within a lesson. Indeed, as we illustrate in the context of our work in 
DCPS, the observation of individual lessons—the foundation of virtually all 
school districts’ summative instructional evaluation and formative support rou-
tines (Cohen & Goldhaber, 2016; Goldring et al., 2015)—provide a view of 
instructional quality that obscures many central facets that conceptually under-
gird new standards. Moreover, the curricular materials that teachers employ, 
such as whether teachers were working with grade level texts in language arts 
lessons, were also outside the aperture of most observational protocols.

Ultimately, we argue that classroom observations can provide important 
but insufficient information about the broader terrain of instructional quality 
that is conceptually aligned with new standards. While some of the chal-
lenges we encountered could be mitigated through changes in the implemen-
tation of observation systems, such as observing teachers in sequences of 
lessons rather than individual lessons spaced over time, others were more 
intractable problems. Some elements of instructional quality, such as collabo-
ration among colleagues across grade levels, are simply not visible or mea-
surable, nor could they likely be made so (Jones et al., 2019; Ronfeldt et al., 
2015). If we intend to do more than pay lip-service to these new standards 
and provide teachers with formative support in meeting those standards, we 
will have to address the general incongruence between our existing under-
standings, tools, and routines for promoting instructional improvement in an 
era of ambitious standards for students.

We develop this argument in three parts. First, we provide some back-
ground research on instructional reform, highlighting how current systems 
emphasize readily observable aspects of teaching (Kane & Staiger, 2012). 
We then provide a brief account of efforts aimed at instructional reform in 
the context of DCPS. Finally, we conclude with a description of what a 
system that supports instructional quality in the Common Core era might 
entail. Though our proposed system is hypothetical, we identify elements 
that we believe may be achievable by school districts in the short-term, 
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with requisite resources, as well as those that could operate as medium and 
long-term goals for the future. We draw on examples from DCPS not 
because we want to make systematic or generalizable claims about DCPS’s 
experience, but because in highlighting these authentic dilemmas we can 
spur more precise thinking about the challenges districts face in developing 
systems and policies to support and improve instructional quality. We sus-
pect that these practice-based challenges will sound familiar to scholars and 
practitioners across the country, as will the need to develop more robust 
responses to these issues.

A Framework for Instructional Improvement in an 
Era of Assessment

Focusing on the formal, observable aspects of teaching at has been the defin-
ing feature of American schooling for more than a century. Whether it was 
school exhibitions in the 19th century (Reese 2013), the “walk-through” in 
the mid-20th century (Brophy & Good, 1986), or the observation and evalu-
ation protocols of today (Cohen & Goldhaber, 2016; Sykes & Wilson, 2016), 
there has been widespread and enduring agreement that observing teachers’ 
in the classroom provides valuable information.

Though there is singular agreement on the value of classroom observation, 
there is considerable variation in the goals that schools seek to accomplish in 
collecting observational information. These uses range from individual per-
sonnel decisions to collective professional development to school improve-
ment (Wise et al., 1984). Systems often initiated to fulfill one of these goals 
eventually get tasked with fulfilling additional goals, as adapting existing 
routines is seen as easier than building new, possibly redundant ones (Hill & 
Grossman, 2013). This becomes problematic because though observation 
may be central to each of these aims, the same information—and the same 
routines and systems for collecting it—is not equally suited to achieve all 
them. The information and tools required to support these various goals differ 
dramatically in terms of the required aperture, character, and quality. For 
instance, the detailed descriptive accounts necessary to provide formative 
information to support instructional quality are likely quite different than the 
standardized measures necessary for summative evaluations that reward and 
sanction teachers on the ends of the performance distribution (Hiebert & 
Stigler, 2017; Hill & Grossman, 2013; Papay, 2012).

To be clear, we are not making a normative case for the value of one kind 
of information over another. To the contrary, different tools vary in their util-
ity depending on the goal. We may well want teachers to be able to demon-
strate certain kinds of observable practices for licensure, tenure, and other 
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consequential decisions—and scoring them on observable practices may be 
the most practical and reliable way to capture this information. But the infor-
mation necessary to determine whether a prospective teacher is minimally 
qualified to enter a classroom is not necessarily the same kind of information 
we need to support teachers in demonstrating high levels of instructional 
quality in the classroom, nor is it likely sufficient in communicating with 
teachers the specific ways they might improve their instruction, particularly 
when working within and across grade levels (Hill & Grossman, 2013).

This tension points to a general truism about observational measures 
regardless of their purpose: to construct an observation protocol is neces-
sarily to emphasize certain observable portions of instruction and, in so 
doing, to bring some things into focus and to crop out, or blur, others. The 
choice of what to bring into focus and what to exclude from the frame has 
consequences not only for the suitability of the protocol’s use for different 
purposes (e.g., development or evaluation) but also for its specific por-
trayal of the construct of “good teaching.” Crucially, every observational 
instrument, regardless of its components, rests on a theory of instruction 
that is contested and supported by competing, and often contradictory, 
empirical claims of effectiveness. For instance, some tools, like Hill et al. 
(2008) Mathematical Quality of Instruction (MQI) tool, conceptualize 
“good teaching” by foregrounding the clarity and accuracy of teachers’ 
representation of academic content and their instructional explanations 
(Hill et al., 2008). Others, like Pianta and Hamre’s (2009) CLASS tool, 
focus on the extent to which teachers foster a positive classroom climate 
and engage in affirming interactions with students (Pianta & Hamre, 
2009). Districts seeking to help teachers develop instructional quality 
would need to collect different information and provide different supports, 
depending on which conception of quality they sought to support. Using 
the MQI or the CLASS in the same classroom would provide distinct 
information about instruction and what the teacher should do to better sup-
port students (Berlin & Cohen, 2018; Praetorius & Charalambous, 2018).

If this were not complicated enough, there are also questions about the 
alignment between the theory of instruction embedded in the protocol and the 
theory of instruction implied by the operative standards for students. One 
upshot of standards-based reform becoming increasingly intertwined with—
some would argue inseparable from—accountability systems is that the 
importance of alignment among standards, curricular materials, and instruc-
tion has never been greater (Polikoff, 2017; Polikoff & Porter, 2014). Thus, 
each new shift in standards and/or corresponding curricula raises the question 
of whether the observational tools schools use to support instructional quality 
are still appropriate and conceptually aligned.
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Using Observations to Support Instructional Quality

Districts spend considerable time, effort, and money investing in structures 
and tools both to monitor and support teaching (Gitomer, 2008; Papay, 2012). 
These investments take multiple forms such as organizational routines, com-
munal sense making, and developing common languages and coaching pro-
tocols around these practices and the associated goals (Cohen & Goldhaber, 
2016; Hill & Grossman, 2013). These outcomes are hard-earned, making the 
cost of disrupting or abandoning them in the wake of a new reforms very 
high. Thus, there is a strong incentive to avoid reform churn and, instead, to 
try and adapt existing tools to new standards and tasks. Indeed, in the wake 
of new standards, authors of observation rubrics have sought to assist with 
this adaptation by highlighting existing alignment between the conceptual-
ization of instruction in their tools and college and career ready standards 
(Grossman, et al., 2014; Danielson, 2012).

Leveraging existing observational measures to promote teaching aligned 
with new standards makes conceptual sense. If districts want teachers to shift 
their instruction to support students in meeting new goals, they need tools to 
clarify to teachers what such instruction might look like. Observation rubrics 
provide users a common lens for making sense of classroom instruction in the 
midst of reform (Hill & Grossman, 2013) and when designed carefully, can 
spotlight important facets of desired practice to teachers (Adnot, 2016; 
Grissom & Youngs, 2015) and the coaches and instructional leaders who sup-
port them (Kraft et al., 2018). In fact, there is empirical evidence that teachers 
work to align their instruction to the practices delineated in an observation 
rubric, particularly during classroom observation windows (Phipps & 
Wiseman, 2020). Coaches and principals, too, shift their foci based on evalu-
ation tools selected by a district (Cohen, et al., 2020), and are differentially 
helpful to teachers depending on what they choose to highlight in coaching 
sessions (Allen et al., 2011; Kraft et al., 2018). Thus, given the centrality of 
observational measures in current evaluation and support systems (Cohen & 
Goldhaber, 2016; Goldring et al., 2015), the shortcomings of these tools can 
adversely affect the overall success of reform efforts, especially if they 
encourage the adoption of practices that emphasize the most visible elements 
of new pedagogical practices, rather than those most instrumental to support-
ing students’ meeting new standards.

Visible and Invisible Aspects of Instructional Quality

The possibility that observation protocols might be poorly equipped to cap-
ture the kind of instruction envisioned by the standards remains relatively 
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uncharted territory both in the research literature and in practice. Despite the 
long tradition of classroom observation and the many strengths of current 
observational protocols, particularly for summative evaluation, traditional 
observational methods may well be insufficient for formative information 
and/or coaching and other supports for the broader and less visible aspects of 
instructional quality. In the context of newly adopted standards, we know 
very little about what constitutes “Common Core aligned” teaching and/or 
whether we can consistently observe it using existing rubrics. This, however, 
has not stopped districts and states from continuing to require classroom 
observations as part of annual teacher evaluations (Polikoff, 2017).

Most observation protocols developed in the last decade use the visible 
elements of classroom practice as the sole source of evidence of instructional 
quality (Kane & Staiger, 2012). The Danielson Framework for Effective 
Teaching (FFT) represents an exception, with domain one (planning and 
preparation) and domain four (professional responsibilities) incorporating 
some of the “behind the scenes’ work of teaching” (The Danielson Group, 
2017). Though the framework itself recognizes these additional dimensions 
of instructional quality, very few states actually incorporate scores from these 
domains in evaluation ratings (Steinberg & Donaldson, 2016).

For the vast majority of states, what a teacher does in front of the class 
during a lesson is synonymous with instructional quality. Yet, there are clearly 
aspects of instructional quality called for in College and Career Ready stan-
dards that are not visible within the context of a single lesson. We attempt to 
capture the features of this problem in the visual model below (see Figure 1). 
The figure illustrates that instructional quality involves a complex interaction 
between Teachers (T), Students (S), and Materials (M), which is often 
referred to as the “instructional triangle” (Cohen et al., 2003). This interac-
tion plays out from class to class and lesson to lesson, in a particular sequence 
of learning experiences. The nature and tenor of those classroom interactions 
is a function of what teachers actually do in a particular lesson—asking 
pointed questions, providing a specific and clear instructional explanation, 
capitalizing on students’ cultural backgrounds to engage them in a lesson. 
This is the part of instructional quality that is observable through traditional 
means (as indicated by the solid lines in the figure).

But showing up in a classroom and assuming that this is the whole of 
instructional quality is a little like watching a single play of a football game 
and assuming that the well-choreographed, synchronized motion on the field 
was all the result of spontaneous (and remarkable) improvisation. What is 
hidden from view is all of the careful, thoughtful, and strategic pre-planning 
that preceded the executed events observed on the field, or in the classroom. 
Important features of teachers’ pre-lesson planning that bear directly on 
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matters of instructional equality include the selection of appropriate materials 
from multiple potential options, as well as a consideration of how the lesson 
and materials fit other prior lessons and future planned lessons (represented 
in Figure 1 by dashed lines). Single lesson observations only capture a small 
fraction of this dynamic (represented by the solid lines in Figure 1)—a single 
day, in-classroom interaction between student (S), teacher (T), and materials 
(M) are visible. Adding more observation days or altering the length of these 
observations could capture more of this dynamic (turning more of the Figure’s 
dashed lines solid) but would not change which elements of instructional 
quality remain visible.

Equally invisible are the ways in which teachers work together to ensure 
content and instructional experiences are appropriately sequenced across grade 
levels, so material is neither redundant nor inaccessible (Engel et al., 2013). 
This is hard to depict visually, but the reader can imagine duplicating Figure 1 
for sequences of teachers spanning grade levels—the choices made by one 
teacher providing the opportunity for future instructional opportunities. In this 
way, sequences of instructional interactions within and across grades and teach-
ers work in concert to support students in achieving learning goals.

A foundational premise of all these observational measures, as with more 
contentious value-added measures, is that the individual teacher is a quality 

Figure 1. Visible and invisible aspects of instructional quality.
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purveyor. That is, instructional quality is operationalized as the characteristic 
of an individual teacher’s classroom which has the effect of reinforcing—
conceptually, and in practice—what scholars have described as the “egg 
crate” model of teaching (Johnson, 2015, 2019; Lortie, 1975). It stems from 
this view of instructional quality—as an observable characteristic of a class-
room—that a single lesson from a single teacher makes sense as the primary 
unit of analysis, either for evaluation or coaching support. Regardless of the 
particular content or topic of the lesson, the theory goes, the instructional 
quality of the teacher will be on display and apparent to the observer.

Even when districts and researchers opt to aggregate lesson level scores 
over time to create a broader picture of instructional quality and to make 
inferences about the general quality of teachers’ practice (Hill et al., 2012), 
the arithmetic does not change the assumption that each teacher provides a 
discrete contribution to the measured educational ends, and that each lesson 
provides a valuable window into a teacher’s instruction. This focus on indi-
vidual teachers may prove helpful for summative evaluation purposes, as 
evaluation decisions are indeed made at the individual level. However, this 
focus on an individual teachers’ performance on single lessons may disin-
centivize collaborative activities, especially in evaluation systems that 
require a certain percentage of teachers be assigned to each evaluation tier. 
Others have noted that while collaboration has tremendous potential upside 
for teachers and students, effective collaboration is difficult to measure, in 
either formative or summative ways (Jones et al., 2019; Saunders et al., 
2009). The challenges in developing formative systems that also incentivize 
and support breaking down the walls of the egg crate school may be worth 
the effort, given multiple studies that indicate an association between high-
quality teacher collaboration and changes in teacher practice and student 
achievement (Goddard et al, 2007; Jones et al., 2019; Ronfeldt et al., 2015; 
Vescio et al., 2008; Wiley, 2001).

As Figure 1 highlights, we need to widen the aperture of our formative 
systems of observation and corresponding coaching supports in order to 
accommodate both capacious notions of student learning (as codified in state 
standards) and a complete view of instructional quality. If not, we risk inscrib-
ing an overly narrow conception of instructional quality that ignores the 
involved instructional work that precedes a teacher’s classroom perform, as 
well as the potentially complex relationships between lessons and among 
teachers. These aspects of quality pushed out of the aperture may well be 
foundational to the goal of students achieving the most ambitious learning 
standards.

In the next section, we show that these challenges are not just hypotheti-
cal, but they were practical obstacles for work we were doing with DCPS to 



Cohen et al. 11

use observational protocols to understand how teachers adapted their practice 
to new learning standards. Extrapolating from these challenges, we identify 
the specific tensions between newer standards, existing observation tools, 
and current understandings of instruction and instructional change. Identifying 
these friction points is the first step to developing the new tools and concep-
tions to support instructional change.

Supporting Instructional Quality in Common Core 
Aligned Teaching

Beginning in the 2016 to 2017 academic year, DCPS implemented a dis-
trict-wide professional development program called Learning Together to 
Advance our Practice (LEAP), designed to support teachers in helping stu-
dents meet CCSS in mathematics and language arts. DCPS had done 
important work on teacher evaluation with IMPACT (Dee & Wyckoff, 
2015) and district leadership were invested in creating systems of teaching 
development, too. The district was, therefore, an ideal site for trying to 
understand the implementation and effects of a content specific program 
designed to support teachers through the transition to new standards. 
DCPS trained 600 “LEAP leaders” to support content-based teams at their 
respective schools, which met weekly for a ninety-minutes to support 
teacher analysis of student work and instructional materials, as well as to 
build content-based pedagogical knowledge and skills. LEAP leaders also 
engage in classroom observations and structured debriefs to provide teach-
ers with formative feedback.

To measure Common Core aligned instructional quality in this context, we 
collaborated with Student Achievement Partners (SAP),1 a non-profit organi-
zation dedicated to helping teachers work toward new learning standards. In 
partnership with SAP, we spent a year designing observation protocols that 
could reliably measure instructional practices aligned to the expectations of 
the CCSS in ELA and Mathematics. The focal point of these efforts was 
adapting SAP’s Instructional Practice Guides (IPGs), a set of coaching rubrics 
designed to support “Common Core aligned instruction,” into standardized 
observation tools that could be used reliably at scale.

The IPGs focus on three subject-specific shifts in both mathematics and 
ELA instruction that are necessary to meet the learning demands of CCSS.2 
According to CCSS, in mathematics, teachers should: (1) focus narrowly on 
grade-specific foundational topics with adequate depth, (2) build content 
connections both across and within grades, and (3) attend to conceptual 
understanding, procedural skill and fluency, and application of knowledge 
with equal intensity; and in ELA, teachers should: (1) regularly focus on 
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grade-level complex texts and vocabulary with their students, (2) ground 
reading, writing, and speaking skills in text-based evidence, and (3) build 
content knowledge through the inclusion of content-rich, non-fiction texts. 
These practices were not entirely absent from prior generations of standards 
but were emphasized to a lesser degree than in the CCSS.

In consultation with SAP, we developed the Instructional Practice Research 
Tool (IPRT) for mathematics and ELA as a complement to the IPGs to under-
stand the degree to which teaching in DCPS reflected the shifts described 
above. Over 2 years, these observation tools were used to analyze teaching 
practices in over 1,000 lessons. Below, we focus on our experience in using 
these tools and the concrete issues raised about visible and invisible aspects 
of instructional quality.

Visible Elements of Instructional Quality

We were able to identify and reliably score multiple facets of teaching that 
are conceptually aligned with and in service of CCSS goals for students. In 
mathematics, for example, mathematical practice 3 (MP3) requires students 
“construct viable arguments and critique the reasoning of others.” We created 
two distinct scales to measure this. The first focused on how teachers pro-
vided students opportunities for justification and critique. The second mea-
sured students’ depth of argumentation and reasoning, privileging student 
responses that included a logical sequence of mathematical reasoning.

ELA standards expect students to carefully read text. To capture whether 
teachers pose general questions about text (“What is the author’s purpose?”) 
versus questions that direct students to a particular aspect of text (“Why does 
the author include the images on page 21?”), we created two distinct scales. 
One distinguishes between non-text questions that ask students to draw on 
their own experience (e.g., “In the text, Casey strikes out. Describe a time 
when you failed at something.”) rather than support textual claims. The other 
distinguishes between text-based questions that ask students to use the text 
more generally (e.g., “What is the theme of the story?”) and those that require 
students to understand specific elements of the text (e.g., “How does the main 
character’s conflict help the reader understand the theme of this passage?”).

Including two scales targeting separate aspects of text-based questioning 
allowed us to better identify the range of practice in ELA classrooms in 
DCPS. The standards foreground the notion that students should critically 
engage with text to understand it more deeply. Rather than posing questions 
that might be asked of any text, the standards call for questions and tasks that 
require students to dig into the content and language of a particular text. Our 
separation of text-dependent versus text-specific questioning allowed us to 
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parse whether teachers in DCPS were asking students to respond to text-
based questions and tasks broadly, or in the more specific way the standards 
envision.

Challenges in Measuring Common Core Aligned Teaching

Although we were able to capture some important elements of teaching 
aligned with CCSS, the observation protocols we developed were ultimately 
insufficient for measuring the full range of the shifts delineated by SAP and 
others who support teachers in shifting instruction to support new learning 
goals for students. These challenges coalesced around the visibility of cur-
ricular resources and instructional materials used, coupled with temporal 
challenges and determining the appropriate unit of analysis.

Temporal issues and appropriate units of analysis. Determining the unit of anal-
ysis is an integral part of every measurement decision because it indicates the 
level at which conclusions will be drawn (Cronbach et al., 1972). Protocols 
rely on different sampling parameters to generalize about a teacher’s “prac-
tice” (Bell et al., 2012; Herlihy et al., 2014; Hill et al., 2012). Despite consid-
erable work over the last decade, questions remain about the ability to make 
accurate inferences about instructional quality from classroom observation 
(Cohen & Goldhaber, 2016).

Common Core aligned teaching raises additional questions about the unit 
of analysis because of the standards’ emphasis on sequencing knowledge 
both within a lesson and across broader units of study. Many of the shifts that 
teachers might make in their instruction to fulfill this requirement are not vis-
ible at the lesson level. For example, one shift in mathematics entails making 
connections between content both within and across grade levels. In the con-
text of a single lesson in DCPS, outside raters were unable to determine 
whether content meaningfully built on previous grade-level topics or material 
learned in earlier grades. While we were able to measure explicit connections 
to prior content (e.g., “We’ve been working on. . .; today we’ll use what 
we’ve learned to. . .”), we were unable to measure the full intent of the shift 
in a fulsome way.

Analyzing coherence across broader units of study using a single lesson as 
the unit of analysis also proved challenging. The new mathematics standards 
require teachers to “pursue conceptual understanding, procedural skill and 
fluency, and application with equal intensity” (Council of Chief State School 
Officers, 2010), a task SAP terms “rigor.” This balance between conceptual 
understanding and procedural fluency is expected at the topic level (e.g., 
within a series of lessons on fractions), rather than at the individual lesson 
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level (e.g., within one lesson on adding fractions with common denomina-
tors). In DCPS classrooms, we observed some lessons that included all 
aspects of rigor, but most focused on just one or two. This makes good sense 
given the way lessons are often sequenced over time, but it complicates infer-
ences about “quality” based on individual lessons, even in instances in which 
individual lessons are aggregated over time. Observing individual lessons 
that were not necessarily in a sequence did not allow our raters to know if 
teachers were achieving a balance of rigor across the topic as a whole, which 
was necessary to score the rigor of the instruction in a way that was consistent 
with the standards. Most often we found that, within a given topic, teachers 
seemed to teach separate, complementary lessons—some focused on devel-
oping conceptual understanding, others on procedural skill or application of 
knowledge. Our attempts to observe and score single lessons meant that the 
rubric score could not accurately capture the instructional quality of teachers 
who achieved this shift at the topic, rather than lesson, level, despite the fact 
that such instructional decisions might make good pedagogical sense.

We encountered a comparable problem in observing elements of 
Common Core aligned ELA practice. One of the primary shifts in ELA calls 
for a very specific balance between fiction and non-fiction texts. For exam-
ple, in elementary schools, the recommended ratio is 50/50 across the year. 
How this final balance is obtained is a question of instructional planning 
over the course of a school year, rather than a single lesson, making that 
balance unobservable using our observational tool, the IPRT-ELA, and all 
other widely used observation protocol procedures (Marzano, 2007; Pianta 
& Hamre, 2009), including those that are purportedly “Common Core 
aligned” (Danielson, 2013).

To be clear, these aspects of instructional quality are not literally invisi-
ble. A coach or principal could observe the balance of texts or mathematical 
rigor if they were in a teacher’s classroom every day over the course of a 
unit in mathematics, or year in ELA. However, these shifts are functionally 
invisible in the context of observational systems that focus on sampling 
individual lessons.

Beyond the issue of whether and how this instructional balance is achieved, 
there is an additional temporal component that is not addressed by existing 
observational frameworks. The extended period of instructional interest 
within the standards themselves means the number of possible ways and 
means of securing the desired instructional result are far more numerous than 
the comparatively small set of optimal instructional practices highlighted by 
observational frameworks that focus on individual lessons. How to track and 
evaluate those decisions—even putting aside questions of how to assess the 
relative strength of alternative approaches or alternative sequences—is far 
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beyond the capacity of any available observational framework and, in truth, 
beyond anything explored in the existing research literature. While many 
scholars have studied the number of scored lessons needed to make infer-
ences about teacher quality (Hill et al., 2012; Mashburn et al., 2014), we 
know next to nothing about the optimal spacing or intervals between such 
lessons as they pertain to inferences about instructional quality, more broadly 
defined. We also know little about how coaches make sense of and support 
instructional quality based on what and when they observe the teachers with 
whom they work (Kraft et al., 2018). These are both important areas for 
future work.

Materials and curricular resources. In addition to the temporal issues detailed 
above, other facets of standards-aligned instruction also proved difficult to 
observe. A major focus of the CCSS standards in ELA is using complex, 
grade-level text, which necessitates a teacher making a thoughtful text selec-
tion based on contextual knowledge of students. Measuring this construct 
through classroom observation was difficult.

The standards delineate a three-pronged approach to judging text com-
plexity for students: (1) A teacher may consider a range of texts that meet the 
appropriate quantitative criteria (e.g., using Lexile levels); (2) The teacher 
reads each text carefully, paying attention to the meaning, structure, lan-
guage, and knowledge demands (the qualitative criteria for literature); (3) 
The teacher considers the match between text, reader, and task (e.g., what 
background knowledge might make this text less challenging?) and balances 
the goals of the unit and lesson for knowledge and skill development, in light 
of the learning goals called for by the standards.

When it comes to evaluating a teacher’s performance on text selection, 
only the final selection itself is visible to observers. The process by which a 
teacher arrived at that selection, by contrast, is totally invisible to a classroom 
observer and it is difficult to imagine how it could be made visible: teachers 
may engage in this process during planning sessions, perhaps using district-
provided lists of complex texts by grade level (Valencia et al., 2014); or they 
may do so through more informal consultation with colleagues or trusted 
mentors; or through reference to their past experience with similar students. 
And yet, these different sources of information and distinct decision-making 
processes matter for coaching or supporting the teacher in this skill.

In working with SAP, we considered varied approaches to examining 
text selection, given its unobservable qualities. Instead of directly observ-
ing a teacher’s process, raters identified the text used in a lesson and rated 
it quantitatively. While this approach is useful in determining the overall 
complexity of the text, it does not capture any dimension of its contextual 
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appropriateness. This approach fails to consider both qualitative complex-
ity of the text, which would require the full text and human readers, rather 
than software programs, as well as an assessment of the text-reader match, 
which would require knowledge of students that outside observers cannot 
possess. Thus, while we were able to capture some information about text, 
we were not able to measure the full intent of the CCR standards’ focus on 
text complexity.

Similarly, the standards in mathematics call for attention to teaching that 
fully captures the depth of grade level cluster and content standards (Council 
of Chief State School Officers, 2010). To engage in this practice, teachers 
must be able to classify different approaches to mathematical tasks by grade 
level. For instance, while multiplication with a product within 100 is aligned 
to the standards in third grade, an identical problem that asks students to 
make mathematical comparisons is aligned to the standards in fourth grade. 
So, for example, “Gabriel had three pots. He planted seven seeds in each pot. 
How many seeds did he plant?” is aligned to third grade mathematical stan-
dards, while, “Gabriel planted seven seeds. His mom planted three times as 
many seeds as he did. How many seeds did his mom plant?” is aligned to 
fourth grade mathematical standards. This measure of what is being taught, 
rather than simply how it is being taught, represents a broader shift to the ele-
ments of ambitious teaching involved in the planning and preparation phase 
of a lesson across both content areas. This aspect of instruction is enacted 
outside live classroom practice, in planning sessions, and is also contingent 
on which curricular materials teachers have access to and which ones are 
promoted in a given district.

As we detailed in this section, the instructional shifts to using more com-
plex texts in the classroom and to ensuring that lessons and units reflects the 
full rigor of the standard targeted—both key features of CCSS standards in 
ELA and mathematics—represents a shift in how we conceptualize the scope 
of available evidence related to instructional quality.

To oversimply these findings only slightly: our current protocols can 
capture some of the how of teaching but cannot see the what or when of 
instructional quality. That is, current protocols—developed in an era 
rightly concerned with identifying pedagogical practices that can be reli-
ably measured for summative evaluation decisions—draw our attention to 
the visible instructional moves undertaken by a teacher. While discrete 
lesson observations were sufficient for determining whether teachers had 
these practices in their repertoires, they are insufficient for responding to 
our new standards that ask teachers to engage more deeply with questions 
of material selection (i.e., what) and sequencing within and across years 
(i.e., when).
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Most observation rubrics reflect the position that instructional quality 
should be attributed to individual teachers. Our work in DCPS suggests some 
teaching practices aligned to CCR standards are invisible, given current 
observation protocols. In mathematics, a key instructional shift requires a 
balance of procedural, conceptual, and application-oriented instruction across 
a unit of study, which cannot be observed without observing multiple lessons 
from the same unit. In ELA, a key instructional shift requires thoughtful text 
selection based on knowledge of students’ experiences and readiness, which 
also cannot be observed without access to the planning process.

Next Steps for Conceptualizing and Measuring 
Implementation of Standards-Based Reforms

New, more ambitious learning standards for students require new and more 
ambitious forms of teaching. If districts are to develop teachers as they pur-
sue these more ambitious forms of instruction, then they would likely benefit 
from tools capable of accurately analyzing and ultimately supporting instruc-
tion in light of these new goals. If districts only employ observation protocols 
and other supports that either misidentify, fail to identify, or completely 
ignore aspects of ambitious instruction, districts run the risk of circumscrib-
ing ideas about what ambitious teaching looks like or, worse, disincentivizing 
teachers from pursuing the full-range of instructional practices necessary to 
support students in meeting next-generation standards.

We are not suggesting that classroom observation has no place measur-
ing instructional quality aligned with new standards, especially for sum-
mative evaluation and assessment purposes. Indeed, many standards-aligned 
teaching practices are visible in a single lesson. In mathematics, we cap-
tured the opportunities teachers provided for students to justify and cri-
tique, as well as the ways in which students took advantage of those 
opportunities. In ELA, we reliably measured text-based questioning with 
respect to the demands of the standards, classifying classroom questions as 
non-text, text-dependent, or text-specific. In the wake of a new policy 
reform, however, researchers and policy makers should thoughtfully con-
sider the extent to which previous measures are aligned to new policy 
goals and adapt accordingly.

Our central goal in this essay is to make clear that many distinctive fea-
tures of Common Core aligned teaching cannot be supported with traditional 
observational systems. And this is for good reason: new standards are more 
ambitious precisely because they place demands on instruction that ask 
teachers to move beyond atomized thinking about the presentation of indi-
vidual lessons. However, there is nothing that prevents a state or district from 
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requiring non-evaluative, formative observations and coaching supports 
focused on some of the issues we raise here, including the texts or other 
instructional materials used, or oriented around the interconnectedness and 
sequencing of lessons, over time. In some ways, the policies have been too 
focused on summative evaluation with too little attention paid to supporting 
teachers as they undertake the difficult task of transitioning their instruction. 
We argue that now is an important time to take a broader view of the issue and 
develop correspondingly robust systems of formative support for teacher 
development aligned with new learning standards. These two systems can 
and should work in tandem and to promote instructional quality in its broad-
est sense.

Addressing all the shortcoming of our current tools will be an unquestion-
able challenge and require the development of new tools and, likely, the 
adoption of new policies to implement their use. Indeed, we believe there are 
elements of ambitious instruction that are fundamentally incommensurable 
with our current systems of instructional support grounded in organizational 
practices of teacher observation. That said, we believe it is possible to widen 
the aperture of our current system of observation system to bring into view 
more aspects of teacher practice we include in Figure 1, with district resources 
and support and policies that foreground the importance of invisible aspects 
of instructional quality.

These policies and supports could take a variety of forms ranging from the 
commitment of financial resources to develop new tools or reporting systems 
to capture additional information; the commitment of personnel resources 
necessary to train people on how to use and implement these tools; and the 
adoption of explicit state, district, or school policies (or the promulgation of 
specific guidance) that specify the minimum expectation around the use of 
these tools and the incorporation of these practices. We would note that these 
are policies that accompanied the adoption of CCSS in the first place—that 
is, states adopted the standards, committed, resources to new textbooks, and 
facilitated various forms of professional development. We are suggesting that 
another round of similar investments is necessary to create the corresponding 
practices to support teachers’ instructional development, as well as an empiri-
cal base about the degree to which and ways in which coaches and other sup-
port providers could widen the aperture of their view of instructional quality 
to include more about the what and when of teaching practices.

With the two specific challenges raised by our work in DCPS in mind, we 
offer suggestions on how these issues might be mitigated in the short-term 
through the incorporation of explicit practices aimed at developing multiple 
vantage points of teacher instructional practice. These short-term fixes, how-
ever, must be succeeded by policies that reframe the whole system of 
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instructional support in a way that reduces our reliance on what can be seen 
of instructional practice and toward a more holistic and collaborative view of 
teaching.

Temporal Issues: Capturing the “When” of Instruction

Just as we are not arguing that observation has no role to play in supporting 
teachers’ instructional practice, we are not arguing that lesson level observa-
tions should cease playing an important role in systems of instructional eval-
uation. We may well want teachers to be able to demonstrate particular 
practices in a given lesson, and districts do need to be able to observe and 
measure those practices reliably, a hallmark of evaluation policies in DCPS 
and around the country, in order to make fair personnel decisions (Cohen & 
Goldhaber, 2016). However, our experience in DCPS made clear that obser-
vations and current observation systems cannot get us all the way to support-
ing some of the broader and less readily observable aspects of instructional 
quality described here. Reducing reliance on lesson level snapshots likely 
necessitates a multi-pronged approach that involves shifting to larger units of 
observations, as well as developing ways for teachers to make visible key 
aspects of their instructional planning and decision-making. These changes 
would allow for more (and more kinds of) information to be captured. If we 
want formative assessment systems for teachers, then incomplete informa-
tion can at best be unhelpful in a teacher’s efforts to improve, and at worst, 
distort the teacher’s focus toward visible aspects of instruction.

For instance, new sampling approaches for observational data might bet-
ter capture the interrelated character of individual lessons. An ideal policy 
might structure district policies around observations at the curricular topic 
level. Collecting data for an entire sequence of lessons focused on a par-
ticular topic would help answer questions about the ways in which lessons 
were sequenced to scaffold student understanding over time and could also 
provide information about the weight teachers give particular topics or 
texts. This approach, in which several lessons are observed back-to-back, 
would require much higher levels of coordination between administrators 
and teachers than current one-off observation systems, but it may ultimately 
yield more useful information about instructional quality than would the 
same number of lessons observed in spaced-out intervals over the course of 
the year. This is an empirical question that we have not tested, but at the 
very least its structure is theoretically aligned to the goals articulated in the 
Common Core Standards.

In addition to modifying existing observation systems to shift from les-
son level snapshots, districts may also benefit from developing formative 
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assessment and instructional support systems that require teachers, coaches, 
and other school-based leaders collect a wider range of evidence that speak 
directly to the components of standards-aligned teaching we have high-
lighted here. These systems do not require, but would be helpfully rein-
forced by, the development of explicit policies. These policies might detail 
the kinds of information that could be used or collected for these purposes. 
They will also need to grapple with how best to analyze the correspondence 
between the intended plan and the actual lesson—taking into account that 
improvised deviation is sometimes necessary and often a mark of good 
pedagogy. When we begin to consider the amount and kinds of information 
necessary to capture and support more ambitious forms of instruction, it 
becomes clear how limited our current systems are for these purposes. A 
great deal of research on all these elements is required before we will have 
a fully robust system, but we will only gain this knowledge if we raise our 
expectations for these systems.

Finally, and perhaps most radically, districts may benefit from models 
that zoom out from the traditional focus on individual teachers and instead 
bring into view the instructional quality provided by teacher teams that 
work together over time. We need to create school-level systems and cor-
responding policies for promoting instructional quality, which necessitates 
moving beyond thinking of individual teachers as quality purveyors 
(Johnson, 2019). Though teachers are instrumental in supporting students’ 
learning, an individual teacher’s work will always be amplified when we 
support coordination across classrooms and grade levels, and when we cre-
ate systems that prioritize and reward such efforts. Coaches could work 
with groups of teachers to ensure coherent and rigorous sequences of learn-
ing over time, pushing teachers to explain the ways in which their instruc-
tion builds on prior learning experiences and readies students for the 
expectations in future grades.

Indeed, DCPS’ LEAP policies were in many ways constructed in service 
of such goals. DCPS built LEAP teams to be content-focused but span 
grade levels; a LEAP leader might work with an ELA team composed of 
teachers from the 3rd, 4th, and 5th grades. The structure makes conceptual 
sense, but if we want to generate coherent vertical trajectories of teaching 
and learning, then we likely need corresponding tools to help guide and 
support that work. This, too, will necessitate instrument development and 
future research on how such tools promote instructional quality across 
classrooms and over time. Such models also present logistical challenges, 
including a stable teacher workforce, a rare commodity in many schools, 
even in the best circumstances. In addition, such systems also necessitate 
early feedback on the results of implementation processes as these results 
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might counsel a substantial change in direction or approach. This kind of 
dynamism should be welcomed and rewarded, but it poses challenges for 
those looking to measure and support the developmental capacities of 
instructional teams (Jones et al., 2019).

Material and Resources Selection: Capturing the “What” of 
Instruction

Our work in DCPS surfaced the ways in which classroom observations can 
treat the materials used and the content of instruction as either static and 
decontextualized (e.g., rating a text’s lexile level) or as immaterial (i.e., rating 
the quality of questions a teacher asks about a text without considering the 
appropriateness of the text for a particular group of students). Both approaches 
run counter to the central role that materials play in the “instructional trian-
gle” and many other conceptual models of instructional quality (Cohen et al., 
2003; Hiebert & Stigler, 2017).

Artifact analysis may prove a powerful complement to classroom obser-
vation in measuring instructional quality, to capture some of the materials 
and content so central to the instructional triangle we feature in Figure 1 
(Cohen et al., 2003). One approach, used primarily to assess science teach-
ing, asks teachers to respond to written reflection prompts and submit evi-
dence of student work and classroom materials (Kloser et al., 2017). Raters 
then assess these portfolios or “notebooks” against instructional criteria 
(Martínez et al., 2012). Artifact analysis would have allowed us to gather 
richer information about teacher decision-making, particularly with respect 
to text selection. In mathematics, it might have made accessible a new dimen-
sion of student reasoning, as well as some mathematical practices obscured 
from observers, such as whether students used mathematical tools strategi-
cally. Districts, for instance, could require teachers to submit and review 
notebooks with coaches or with other instructional support providers, which 
would allow districts to signal the importance of elements of practice that go 
beyond what is observable in a classroom.

We believe that shifting policies to include formative assessments that 
extend beyond observable teaching practices, if implemented well, would 
appreciably improve the alignment between our new learning goals and our 
systems for understanding and promoting high quality instruction. As a path 
forward, the research community must think creatively about multi-measure 
systems, including more formative assessment systems that promote and 
support instructional quality at scale. Modifying existing systems and tools 
may well make instructional assessment and support systems more robust 
and better aligned with ambitious standards, but such modifications would 
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also require considerable work and resources. The trade-off might be worth 
it, though, if it meant that our assessment systems provided the kind of infor-
mation necessary to support the continual development of instruction that 
moved students toward the ambitious learning goals outlined in new stan-
dards (Hiebert & Stigler, 2017).

Conclusion

In this paper, we have tried to accomplish two goals. First, we highlight the 
many ways in which current observation protocols that are in wide use 
nationwide give short shrift to the ambitious instruction imagined by newly 
adopted state standards. Because teachers take important cues from these 
protocols, and because districts use them to provide instructional support 
(and at times evaluation and assessment) for teachers, this is a budding 
policy issue that needs to be addressed. We have also tried to suggest some 
of the directions that policy might go in meeting these challenges, in large 
part by illuminating the gaps in our current systems. Though we have 
refrained from particular prescriptions, we have tried to highlight the extent 
to which a variety of approaches already in use in to varying degrees in 
other contexts (e.g., collecting artifacts, working with coaches, reflections 
on teaching) could be adapted to fill these gaps. But to do this work we need 
to develop new tools and protocols that communicate and capture a more 
fulsome picture of ambitious instruction. We will also need researchers to 
evaluate the effectiveness of these new tools and to identify best practices 
in their development and application.

We recognize that in proposing these changes we are making a big ask not 
only of researchers to develop these tools, but also of the districts that would 
seek to find ways to implement and support this work. But it would seem that 
this is the steady work necessary to have our supports for instructional 
improvement match our aspirations for student learning.
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Notes

1. The first, third, and fourth author worked closely with SAP throughout the LEAP 
study.

2. We focus on CCSS in mathematics and ELA because our work in DCPS focused 
on these subjects. We recognize there are other “next generation” or “college and 
career ready” standards in other subjects, including science and social studies.
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