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USING TEACHERS’ ASSIGNMENTS AS AN INDICATOR
OF CLASSROOM PRACTICE

Lindsay Clare
CRESST/University of California, Los Angeles

Abstract

This report describes research developing indicators of classroom practice for monitoring
the influence of school reform initiatives on students’ learning environments, and
supporting the improvement of instructional practice. The work reported here entailed
collecting assignments and student work and observing classrooms in schools
participating in a large-scale urban effort. Overall the reliability and consistency of the
assignment ratings were good. Results also indicate that the quality of the assignments
was statistically significantly associated with the quality of observed instruction and
student work. It appears that our method shows promise for use in large-scale evaluation
settings and identifies important dimensions of practice that could support teacher self-
evaluation and reflection.

Since the 1980s there has been a proliferation of reforms intended to improve
the quality of student achievement, especially for those students who are at the
greatest risk for academic problems. In spite of the adoption of many reform
programs in urban schools, however, there has been little change in the academic
welfare of poor and minority students, who continue to perform well below state
and national norms on standardized tests of achievement. Quality of teaching is the
single most important school factor in determining student success (Tharp &
Gallimore, 1988). According to the National Commission on Teaching and America’s
Future (1996), however, many teachers do not have the knowledge and skills needed
to significantly improve the quality of the learning environments they create for
students. It appears that reform efforts are not “working,” in part because teachers
are not able to achieve the goals for learning and instruction set out in many
programs (see, for example, Cohen & Ball, 1994).

Despite the fact that the effectiveness of school reform efforts for raising
student achievement ultimately depends on the quality of instruction, we do not yet
have effective and efficient ways to describe classroom practice and directly monitor
the influence of reform efforts on students’ learning environments. Teacher surveys



frequently have been used to indirectly assess the quality of students’ learning
environments, though this method has limitations as far as yielding accurate
information about the quality of teacher-student interactions and engagement with
reform practices (Mayer, 1999). Likewise, analyses of student work provide very
important information about student performance but do not directly assess or draw
attention to the opportunity that a student has in the classroom to produce high-
quality work. Classroom observations are the most direct way to measure
instructional quality, but these are expensive and time-consuming to conduct.

The purpose of this report is to present the results so far of work developing a
method to describe and assess classroom practice that has high technical quality
(reliability and validity), provides relevant and useful information to teachers and
school reform program leaders, and is efficient enough to be used in large-scale
evaluation settings. This research was developed from the strand of research at
CRESST focused on the development of effective educational indicators. Specifically,
this report presents data from two years of research investigating the use of
teachers’ assignments as an indicator of classroom practice in urban schools
participating in a large-scale comprehensive reform effort.

Although this method is not intended necessarily to be restricted to a single
subject area, our work so far has centered on language arts and student literacy. The
first year of this research, led by Pamela Aschbacher, focused on developing and
piloting the use of language arts assignments as an indicator of classroom practice.
In her report of the findings from the first year of research (Aschbacher, 1999), she
specifically addresses the usefulness of the assignment ratings, the relationship
between the quality of the assignments and student work, and teacher interview
data. She also reports analyses focused on the technical quality of the ratings and the
feasibility of the method for use in large-scale settings.

This report presents findings from the second year of the study (Clare, 1999;
Clare, Pascal, Steinberg, & Valdés, 2000). The data collection strategy for this strand
of research was expanded to include classroom observations. Further analyses
regarding the reliability of this method with a larger sample of teachers and
assignments are reported. The relationship between the quality of classroom
assignments and observed instruction and the relationship between these
assignments and the quality of student work are investigated as well. The results of
additional generalizability and decision studies also are reported to further
investigate the potential feasibility of this method for use in large-scale evaluations.



Importance of the Research

An indicator is a statistic that measures outcomes or important dimensions of a
system in comparison with a standard over time (Smith, 1988). The purpose of
indicators is to describe the relative functioning of a system and point the way
toward improving that system. Developing indicators of classroom practice thus is
important for directing attention to dimensions of practice that are germane to
student learning, as well as for monitoring and supporting diverse school reform
efforts (Linn & Baker, 1998). Because of limitations in available methodologies for
measuring classroom practice, the nature and quality of students’ learning
environments have existed as a “black box” in many large-scale evaluation designs.
Reform monies are expended and student outcomes are measured, but little
information is collected on a broad scale regarding the quality of instructional
practice. It is imperative that indicators of classroom practice be developed that
accurately describe the nature of students’ learning environments and are sensitive
enough to describe different aspects of practice, some of which may be differentially
influenced by reform efforts (Spillane & Zeuli, 1999). This is key to providing high-
quality formative feedback that helps diverse reform programs focus their efforts so
that they more effectively benefit students. This is important as well for providing
formative feedback to teachers and administrators on ways to improve the quality of
learning and instruction at their schools, and for supporting teachers’ reflection on
and self-evaluation of their practice (Aschbacher, 1999; Newmann, Lopez, & Byrk,
1998).

Theoretical Perspectives on Defining Quality of Classroom Practice

The framework for defining and measuring the quality of students’ learning
environments is rooted in sociocultural theory. Sociocultural theory proposes that
development is rooted and unfolds in social contexts and that successful instruction
hinges on the extent to which novices are given opportunities to engage in
meaningful, goal-directed activities that “scaffold” student understanding and build
on their funds of knowledge (Rogoff, 1990; Vygotsky, 1978). Research indicates that
teachers often have difficulty maintaining high standards for student achievement,
as reflected in assignment tasks that do not support the attainment of higher order
thinking skills or require students to engage with meaningful content material
(Newmann et al., 1998). Students often are not given the opportunity to actively
participate in classroom discussions that build on and expand their thinking (Tharp
& Gallimore, 1988) and do not receive meaningful feedback about their performance



and participation (Olson, 1990; Olson & Raffeld, 1987; Schunk & Swartz, 1993).
Additionally, teachers’ curriculum and instruction decisions often appear to be
driven by “activity for activity’s sake” rather than by clear goals for desired student
outcomes (Duffy, 1981). This lack of coherence is further reflected in assessment
criteria that are often not aligned with standards or goals for students (Aschbacher,
1994; Aschbacher & Herman, 1991; Aschbacher & Rector, 1996). The quality of
classroom practice in this study is thus defined in part by the degree to which
students engage in complex thinking and use content knowledge in lessons and
assignments, and by the degree to which teachers’ goals are focused on student
learning and are aligned with tasks and assessment criteria. We also examine
students’ opportunities to engage in classroom discussions and receive informative
instructional feedback.

Research Questions

This report first explores the reliability and independence of the classroom
assignment ratings. Evidence of the validity of using classroom assignments as an
indicator of classroom practice also is investigated by comparing assignment ratings
to ratings of classroom observations and to the quality of students’ written work.
The feasibility of using classroom assignments as an indicator of classroom practice
in large-scale evaluation settings is examined in terms of the number of assignments
and raters potentially needed to provide a consistent estimate of quality. The types
of assignments that might provide the best estimate of instructional quality also are
investigated. The specific research questions addressed in this study are as follows:

1. How reliable are the classroom assignment rating scales?
2. How independent are the classroom assignment rating scales?

3. What is the relationship between classroom assignment ratings and other
indicators of instructional quality (i.e., classroom observations and students’
written work)?

4. How many assignments and raters are needed to obtain a consistent
estimate of the quality of classroom practice?

5. What types of assignments might provide the best estimates of quality of
classroom practice?



Methods
Sites and Participants

This research is being conducted in a subsample of urban schools participating
in a large-scale school reform initiative. Third-grade teachers (N = 12) and seventh-
grade teachers (N = 12) were targeted for study in 4 elementary and 4 middle
schools (N = 8 schools). The average number of years teachers had been teaching
was approximately 11 years, with a range from 2 to 28 years. Table 1 presents the
demographic characteristics for the elementary and middle schools chosen for in-
depth study.

Procedures

Classroom assignments and student work. Teachers (N = 24) submitted four
language arts assignments. These assignments were “typical” writing, “typical”
reading comprehension, content area writing (elementary school only), and a
“challenging” major project. Teachers also were asked to complete a one-page
information sheet for each assignment and to submit four samples of student work
for each assignment that they considered to be of “medium” quality and “high”
quality. The teacher assignment materials (notebook, cover sheets, consent forms,
etc.) were distributed in the fall and collected in the winter and spring (see
Appendix A).

Table 1
Demographics and SAT-9 Scores for Elementary and Middle Schools (N = 8)

Elementary schools Middle schools
(n=4) (n=4)
Mean % % Range Mean % % Range
Enrollment by ethnicity
Asian 7.5 0.3-27.0 3.0 0.7-7.0
African American 12.0 1.4-20.0 18.0 1.4-355
Latino 63.0 34.0-92.1 61.0 41.0-92.7
White 145 3.8-37.3 13.0 3.8-31.9
Other 3.0 1.0-7.0 5.0 1.3-17.0
English language learner 86.8 50.4 -82.2 40.4 30.0-60.2
Free/reduced lunch 89.9 86.7 —93.8 72.7 56.6 — 80.0
1998-99 SAT-9 scores at or about 50th 24.0 17.0-32.0 24.5 15.0-36.0

NPR in reading for Grades 3 and 7




Observations. These same teachers, plus two additional teachers who did not
return the classroom assignment notebooks, were observed twice during the year in
fall and winter (N = 26). Observations lasted for one class period and were of a
“typical” language arts lesson. Before each observation, we contacted principals and
asked them to suggest dates and times when we could visit teachers’ classrooms. We
then contacted teachers to confirm that these dates and times were convenient for
them.

Interviews. The third- and seventh-grade teachers (N = 26) were briefly
interviewed about their lessons at each observation point. These interviews were
approximately 15 minutes long and focused on the observed lesson activities (e.g.,
goals for the lesson, context, specific student needs, etc. (see Appendix B for the
observation and interview protocols).

Measures

Classroom assignments. As described in the introduction of this report, our
criteria for looking at the quality of classroom assignments (see Appendix C) are
based on a sociocultural theoretical framework and embed a standards-based
approach to curriculum and teaching. We also based our criteria on research that
indicates that teachers do not always maintain high standards for student
achievement or hold clear goals for student learning outcomes. Additionally, prior
research has found teachers can have difficulty aligning their assessment criteria
with standards and goals for students. Based on this research, we used a 4-point
scale (1 = poor, 4 = excellent) to rate the following six dimensions of quality for each
assignment (see Clare et al., 2000, pp. 2-3).

= Cognitive challenge of the task. This dimension describes the level of
thinking required of students to complete the task. Specifically this
dimension describes the degree to which students have the opportunity to
apply higher order reasoning and engage with academic content material.
For example, an assignment given a high score for cognitive challenge
might require students to synthesize ideas, analyze cause and effect, and/or
analyze a problem and pose reasonable solutions using content-area
knowledge (e.g., comparing themes from different books, etc.). An
assignment given a low score on this dimension, in contrast, might require
students only to recall very basic, factual information (e.g., “What color is



the car?”) or to write on a topic requiring no academic content knowledge
(e.g., a fan letter to a movie star).

Clarity of the teacher’s goals for student learning. This dimension is
intended to describe how clearly a teacher articulates the specific skills,
concepts, or content knowledge students are to gain from completing the
assignment. The primary purpose of this dimension is to describe the
degree to which an assignment could be considered a purposeful, goal-
driven activity focused on student learning. An assignment given a high
score on this dimension would have goals that were very clear, detailed,
and specific as to what students are to learn from completing the
assignment. It would also be possible to assess whether or not students had
achieved these goals. For example, the goals stated for one elementary
school classroom assignment given a high score on this dimension were that
students “learn the concepts of life cycle and food chain (e.g., whether an
animal is prey, predator, or both; habitat, and the idea that different animals
live on different continents).” In contrast, the stated goals for another
assignment were that students “delete the information and improve the
information needed” on a worksheet. This assignment was given a low
score for clarity of teacher’s goals since it was not clear what specific
concepts or skills students were to learn from completing this task.

Clarity of the grading criteria. The purpose of this dimension is to assess
the quality of the grading criteria for the assignment in terms of their
specificity and potential for helping students improve their performance.
How clearly each aspect of the grading criteria is defined is considered in
the rating, as well as how much detail is provided for each of the criteria.
An assignment given a high score for this dimension would have grading
criteria in which the guidelines for success were clearly detailed and
provided a great deal of information to students for what they needed to do
to successfully complete the task (e.g., “To have a fully developed incident
that tells a story, your writing will include dialogue, movement, gestures,
names of people, and sensory details). An assignment that was given a low
score for this dimension, in contrast, would have unclear and nonspecific
grading criteria. For example, one assignment scored as such was reported
by the teacher to be graded “by looking at story development and
creativity—completely subjective.”



Alignment of learning goals and task. This dimension focuses on the
degree to which a teacher’s stated learning goals are reflected in the design
of the assignment tasks students are asked to complete. Specifically, this
dimension attempts to capture how well the assignment appears to promote
the achievement of the teacher’s goals for student learning. An assignment
given a high score on this dimension would involve tasks and goals that
overlapped completely. For example, the learning goals for one such
assignment were that students develop summary skills and learn to
distinguish between relevant and irrelevant facts and details, and the task
called for students to summarize the important points of a story. In contrast,
the learning goals for an assignment given a low score on this dimension
were that seventh-grade students recall information, develop
understanding, and remember important facts. The task, however, only
required students to write down facts that were written on the board. This
assignment was given a low score for this dimension since copying
information does not “match” the learning goals for development of
memory skills or understanding.

Alignment between the goals and grading criteria. This dimension is
intended to describe the degree to which a teacher’s grading criteria
support the learning goals. In other words, this dimension focuses on the
degree to which a teacher assesses students on the skills and concepts they
are intended to learn through the completion of the assignment. Also
considered in this rating is whether or not the grading criteria include
extraneous dimensions that do not support the learning goals, as well as the
appropriateness of the criteria for supporting the learning goals. An
assignment given a high score for this dimension would have goals and
grading criteria that overlapped completely. An assignment given the
lowest score on this dimension, in contrast, would have grading criteria that
did not support the learning goals. For example, the learning goals for one
such assignment were that students learn to use “proper business language
[and] business letter format.” In describing the grading criteria, however,
the teacher commented that students were not penalized for their use of
slang if the letter was a “fun letter to a movie star.” While it may be
appropriate to use slang in a letter to a movie star, this assignment was
given a low score on this dimension since the assessment criteria do not



match the stated goals that students learn to use formal business language
and apply a business letter format.

=« Overall quality of the assignment. This dimension is intended to provide a
holistic rating of the quality of the assignment based on its level of cognitive
challenge, the specificity and focus of the learning goals, the clarity of the
grading criteria, the alignment of the learning goals and the assignment
task, and the alignment of the learning goals and the grading criteria (see
Appendix C for further description of these dimensions based on the
assignments collected in elementary and middle schools).

Each assignment was scored by three independent raters on these dimensions.
Raters (N = 3) underwent approximately two weeks of training before scoring the
assignments. This training included scoring assignments collected from non-sample
teachers individually and as a group, and selecting anchor papers by scale point and
dimension to calibrate ratings and refine the rubric. Overall exact scale-point
agreement for the classroom assignment scales was 84% (see Appendix D).

Student work. We scored student work from the writing assignments (a final
writing project with earlier drafts). Student writing was rated by two bilingual raters
using three standards-based scales measuring organization, content, and MUGS (i.e.,
mechanics, language use, grammar, and spelling). These scales were from the
Language Arts Project rubric developed by CRESST at UCLA, in partnership with
LAUSD and United Teachers-Los Angeles (Higuchi, 1996). Each of these dimensions
was rated on a 4-point scale (1 = poor, 4 = excellent; see Appendix E). Both raters had
extensive experience scoring student work using these rating scales. Interrater
reliability was assessed by having both raters score a subset of 20% of the
assignments chosen at random. Overall exact scale-point agreement for these scales
was 81%.

Classroom observations. Observations were conducted by experienced
research staff and graduate students. Researchers wrote detailed field notes
describing the classroom, lesson activities, and the interactions between the teacher
and the students. The length of each activity (measured in number of minutes) and
the number of students involved in each of the observed lesson activities also were
recorded, and each activity was categorized according to social organization,
behavior of the teacher and students, resources in use, and language arts content.



A 4-point scale (1 = poor, 4 = excellent) was used to describe the overall quality
of the observed lesson for the following eight dimensions.

Challenge of the lesson activities. This dimension is intended to describe
the level of thinking required of students to participate in the observed
lesson activities (e.g., the degree to which students had the opportunity to
think critically; predict, analyze, and synthesize information; and engage
with substantive content material).

Quality of classroom discussions. The quality of the classroom discussion
or instructional conversation also is considered as a critical dimension of
classroom practice. This dimension captures the extent to which the teacher
provided students with the opportunity to learn through and engage as
partners in meaningful classroom discussions. This includes both the nature
of a teacher’s questions and the degree to which student contributions are
extended and built on, as well as the amount of time spent in discussion.

Level of student participation in classroom discussions. This dimension is
intended to describe the percentage of students who engaged in classroom
discussions.

Quality of instructional feedback. This dimension describes students’
opportunity to receive information about their performance and progress
toward learning goals and the degree to which this feedback appears to
support learning. The accuracy, substance, specificity, and helpfulness of
the teacher’s feedback are considered in the ratings, as well as the amount
of feedback the teacher provided to students during the observed lesson.

Level of student engagement in the lesson. This dimension is intended to
capture the level of student engagement in the observed lesson activities.
Specifically this dimension describes the percentage of students who
appeared to be on task and participating in the lesson activities.

Lesson implementation/classroom management. This dimension is
intended to describe the degree to which a teacher effectively carries out the
lesson activities. This scale focuses on a teacher’s classroom management
skills, including the amount of time spent on transitions from one activity to
another or procedural tasks, and how disruptive or distracting student
behavior was handled.
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= Clarity of the teacher’s goals for the lesson. This dimension is intended to
capture the degree to which a teacher is able to articulate the specific skills,
concepts, or content knowledge students are to gain from participating in
the lesson or lesson activities. This information is obtained from
interviewing the teacher prior to observing the lesson. The primary purpose
of this dimension is to capture the degree to which lessons could be
considered purposeful, goal-driven activities focused on student learning
versus “activity for activity’s sake.” In other words, this dimension attempts
to differentiate between teachers who plan their lessons with clear and
specific learning goals in mind and those who plan activities with no clearly
defined learning objective. The quality of the activities themselves—which
the goals may or may not describe—is not considered in this rating.

< Alignment between goals and the lesson activities. This dimension
attempts to capture the degree to which a teacher’s stated goals for the
lesson are reflected in the design of the learning activities. Specifically this
dimension attempts to capture how well the learning activities promote the
achievement of the teacher’s goals for student learning (see Appendix F for
more detailed description of these rating scales).

Training for observers (N = 4) included coding videotapes as a group and
observing in pairs in non-sample third- and seventh-grade classrooms at two
different points during the year prior to observing in our sample schools. Reliability
was assessed by comparing the scores for each possible pair of observers. Overall
exact scale-point agreement was 77.5%.

Analyses

Descriptive statistics were used to describe the quality of teacher assignments,
classroom observations, and student work. Cohen’s kappa coefficients were
calculated to investigate the proportion of agreement between raters after chance
agreement was removed. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were calculated to estimate
the internal consistency of the ratings (Abedi, 1996). Principal components analysis
was used to explore the interrelationship of scale items and dimensions of quality
practice for teacher assignment and classroom observation ratings, and to reduce the
data. Correlation coefficients were computed to examine the relation of teacher
assignment ratings to ratings of classroom observations and student work, and to
investigate the interrelationship of the rating scales. A generalizability study was
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conducted to investigate the consistency of our classroom assignment ratings, and a
decision study was conducted to investigate the number of assignments and raters
most likely needed to obtain a consistent rating of quality classroom practice.

Results

In this section, we provide a brief description of the quality of the classroom
assignments in our sample as a context for our findings. Results then are presented
organized around the different research questions. Specifically, we report data based
on analyses of teachers’ assignments, student work, and classroom observations to
explore the technical quality of our method and the feasibility of using teachers’
assignments as an indicator of classroom practice in large-scale evaluation settings.

Quality of Classroom Assignments

As illustrated in Table 2 and Table 3, the quality of the different types of
teachers’ assignments we collected in third- and seventh-grade classrooms (N = 24)
tended to be fairly basic. This is especially true with regard to the level of cognitive
challenge and the alignment of the teachers’ goals for student learning with their
assessment criteria. While we saw examples of excellent assignments, the majority of
the assignments were scored a 2 on the majority of the rating dimensions at both
levels of schooling. (See Appendix C for examples of assignments that were given
high and low scores for the different dimensions and the frequencies for each scale
point for each assignment type.)

Table 2

Description of Elementary School Teacher Assignments (N = 48)

Reading Content area
comprehension Writing writing Challenging

(n=12) (n=12) (n=12) (n=12)

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
Level of cognitive challenge 1.94 (.65) 1.82 (.43) 1.91 (.34) 2.48 (.50)
Clarity of learning goals 2.15 (.50) 2.03 (.41) 1.76 (.50) 2.21 (.40)
Clarity of grading criteria 1.83 (.79) 2.06 (.83) 1.90 (.57) 2.27 (.98)
Alignment of goals and task 2.00 (.52) 2.12 (.48) 1.97 (.57) 2.33 (.47)
Alignment of goals and grading 1.57 (.75) 1.70 (.46) 1.50 (.59) 1.87 (.74)

criteria

Overall quality 1.82 (.60) 1.82 (.50) 1.76 (.45) 2.27 (.47)

Note. Items were scored on a 4-point scale (1 = poor, 4 = excellent).
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Table 3
Description of Middle School Teacher Assignments (N = 46)

Reading
comprehension Writing Challenging

(n=11) (n=24) (n=11)

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
Level of cognitive challenge 1.97 (.74) 2.14 (.54) 2.39 (.59)
Clarity of learning goals 1.82 (.38) 2.00 (.50) 2.12 (.65)
Clarity of grading criteria 1.64 (.50) 2.00 (.78) 2.10 (.59)
Alignment of goals and task 2.00 (.42) 2.12 (.50) 2.06 (.59)
Alignment of goals and grading criteria 1.48 (.48) 1.80 (.74) 1.77 (.39)
Overall quality 1.76 (.42) 1.97 (.54) 2.21 (.54)

Note. Items were scored on a 4-point scale (1 = poor, 4 = excellent).

How Reliable Are the Classroom Assignment Rating Scales?

As part of our investigation of the technical quality of our indicator system, we
looked at interrater reliability for the evaluative scales—the degree to which
different people can independently look at the same phenomenon (in this case
teachers’ assignments) and agree on a score. We also investigated the internal
consistency of the classroom assignment scales. As illustrated in Table 4, kappa
coefficients for each dimension for each assignment type were statistically

Table 4

Reliability of Classroom Assignment Rating Scales Across Assignment Types (N = 37 Teachers)

% of exact scale-

Scale Kappa? Alpha point agreement?
Challenge of the task 45 - .56 .80 - .86 85.3
Clarity of the teacher’s goals for student learning .34 - .56 .74 - .85 86.1
Quiality of assessment criteria 42 - .59 .84 - .91 84.0
Alignment of goal and task 27 - A7 .68 - .84 80.1
Alignment of goal and assessment criteria 43 - .53 .84 -.90 82.7
Overall quality of task .38-.54 73 -.85 86.4

Note. These analyses include 6 additional elementary school teachers and 7 additional middle
school teachers from the first year of the study. Their parallel assignments were re-scored by the
same pool of raters to reduce coding bias and to measure the clarity of teachers’ goals for student
learning (a new scale that had been added to the rubric).

a Kappa coefficients for each assignment are significant at p < 0.01 and p < 0.001.
b Calculated as percent of exact scale-point agreement between two raters.
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significant (k = .35, p <.01 to kK = .59, p <.001). Alpha coefficients for each dimension
for each assignment type also were acceptable (a = .68 to .91), though somewhat low
for the alignment of goal and task for the reading comprehension assignment (a =
.68). Percent of exact scale-point agreement between at least two raters also was
acceptable for each dimension and ranged from 80.1% for the alignment of goal and
task to 86.4% for the overall quality of the assignment task. We concluded from
these analyses that our ratings of classroom assignments demonstrated an
acceptable level of reliability.

How Independent Are the Classroom Assignment Rating Scales?

In this section we explore the interrelationship of the classroom assignment
rating scales. Evaluating large-scale reform efforts can be quite costly, and so it is
imperative that measurement tools be as efficient and streamlined as possible. The
purpose of examining the interrelationship of the rating scales is to reduce
redundancy in our rating scheme by investigating whether certain scales may be so
highly correlated with one another that some scales could be eliminated.

As illustrated in Table 5 the correlation matrix for the combined assignments
indicates that most of the scales are statistically significantly associated with one
another. This is especially true for the scale measuring the overall quality of the
assignments (r = .43, p < 0.001 tor =.72, p < 0.001), which makes sense given that
this scale is intended to represent a holistic indicator of quality. This suggests that it
might be possible to holistically rate assignment quality. At this stage in our
research, however, we are reluctant to draw definitive conclusions about which

Table 5

Interrcorrelation of Classroom Assignment Ratings Across Assignment Types

Cognitive  Clarity of Grading Alignment Alignment

challenge goals criteria goals/task  goals/grade  Overall

Cognitive challenge 1.0
Clarity of goals 0.25** 1.0
Grading criteria 0.35%** 0.16 1.0
Alignment of goals/ 0.34%** 0.36*** 0.42%** 1.0

task
Alignment of goals/ 0.34x** 0.28*** 0.68*** 0.59%** 1.0

grade
Overall 0.72%** 0.43*** 0.53*** 0.57*** 0.52%** 1.0

) < 0,01, ***p < 0.001.
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scale(s) to eliminate. It would be important to conduct analyses with coders who are
less familiar with the instrument in order to determine whether the other scales
continue to be associated with the one scale measuring the overall quality of the
assignment (see Appendix G for additional tables measuring the interrcorrelation of
ratings by assignment types?). Additionally, retaining the different subscales might
also be important in terms of helping to communicate the different dimensions that
are important to look at when assessing the quality of classroom assignments, and
could help provide more specific feedback to teachers and school reform programs.

What Is the Relationship Between the Classroom Assignment Ratings and Other
Indicators of Instructional Quality (i.e., Classroom Observations and Student
Work)?

In this section we look for evidence of the construct validity of our method by
comparing our ratings of the assignments to other indicators of instructional quality.
The purpose of this is to assess the degree to which the classroom assignment
ratings provide us with meaningful and appropriate information about students’
learning environments that is commensurate with other measures of quality
practice. We first investigate the pattern of relationships between the quality of
classroom assignments and the quality of instruction observed in teachers’
classrooms. We then investigate the relationship between the classroom assignment
rating scales and the quality of student work.

To investigate the relationship between the quality of classroom assignments
and observed instruction, we first conducted exploratory factor analyses to reduce
the data and to examine the underlying dimensions of the ratings scales. These
analyses revealed two underlying dimensions in the classroom observation data.
The first factor based on the classroom observation ratings included variables that
measure aspects of constructivist-type practice—the quality of the instructional
conversation, student participation in the instructional conversation, the challenge of
the lesson, and quality of the teacher’s instructional feedback to students. The
second factor measured how well the lesson was implemented in terms of classroom
management, student engagement in the lesson, focus of the teacher’s goals on
student learning, and alignment between the teacher’s goals and lesson activities.
Factor analysis with teacher assignment data, in contrast, revealed a single factor for

1 We also investigated the interrcorrelation of the classroom assignment ratings by level of schooling.
These analyses did not show a unique pattern of results separate from assignment type.
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the rating scales which is not surprising given how highly correlated these scales
were with one another (see Table 6 and Table 7).

After the data had been reduced into factors, ratings from the observed lessons
from winter 1999 (the lesson closest to when the assignments were given to
students) were correlated with the teacher assignment ratings (from spring 1999).
These analyses revealed that the first classroom observation factor measuring
elements of constructivist practice was significantly associated with the quality of
teachers’ assignments (r = .57, p < 0.01). The second observation factor, in contrast,
measuring the quality of the lesson implementation, was not significantly

Table 6
Exploratory Factor Analysis of Classroom Observation Variables (N = 26 Teachers)

Factor 1: Factor 2:
Constructivist Lesson
Variables practices implementation
Quiality of instructional conversation .93 -.09
Challenge of the lesson .82 .07
Student participation in instructional conversation 76 .02
Quiality of instructional feedback .38 .34
Student engagement in lesson activity -.09 .88
Quiality of classroom management -.09 .87
Clarity and focus of the teacher’s goals on student learning A5 73
Alignment of goals and activity .26 .57
Eigenvalue 4.06 1.08
Percent of variance explained 50.8 135

Note. Boldface type indicates the variables that comprise each factor.

Table 7
Exploratory Factor Analysis of Teacher Assignments (N = 24 Teachers)

Factor 1:
Variables Teacher assignments
Overall quality of task .93
Alignment of goal and task .90
Alignment of goal and assessment criteria .88
Quiality of assessment criteria .81
Challenge of the task .78
Clarity of teacher’s goals for the task .69
Eigenvalue 4.19
Percent of variance explained 69.9
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associated with teachers’ assignments (r = .03). The relationship of the observation
factors to each other also was investigated. This analysis revealed that these factors
were significantly associated with each other (r = .50, p < 0.01).

Our analyses indicate that ratings of classroom assignments yield similar
estimates of quality obtained from classroom observations with specific regard to
elements of constructivist practice (i.e., challenge of the lesson activities, level in
instructional discourse, and quality of teachers’ feedback to students during the
lesson).

To further look for evidence of the validity of using teachers’ assignments as an
indicator of classroom practice, we examined the relationship between the quality of
classroom assignments and the quality of student work. To do this we correlated the
different dimensions of the teacher assignment scales to the quality of student work.
This analysis revealed that the quality of teachers’ assignments was associated with
the quality of student writing as assessed by the scales measuring writing content
and organization. The teacher assignment rating scales also were for the most part
significantly associated with students’ command of writing mechanics (MUGYS),
though the strength of this relationship tended to be weaker overall (see Table 8). It
appears that the quality of classroom assignments is statistically significantly
associated with the quality of student work, though it is important to note that our
analysis does not directly test for direction of influence—or a causal
relationship—between quality of assignments and quality of student work. Other
factors, such as the quality of supporting instruction around assignments, are
certainly important in terms of fostering high-quality student work.

Table 8

Relationship of Classroom Writing Assignments and Student Writing in the 1998-99
Evaluation Year (N = 24 Teachers)

Student writing scales

Content Organization MUGS

Challenge of the task 30%** 34Frx 27
Clarity and focus of teacher’s goals 22*% .28** A5
Quiality of assessment criteria 29%** 29%* .19*
Alignment of goal and task .28** .33 A7
Alignment of goal and assessment criteria 30%** .36%** 22*%
Overall quality of task CH Rl 34Frx 18(*%)

*p < 0.05. *p<0.01. **p<0.001.
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How Many Assignments and Raters Are Needed to Obtain a Consistent Estimate
of the