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Using Operational Data, Including Classroom Observations
 Center on Instruction/Center on Innovation & Improvement

Student learning data tells us the results of the school’s operations. To improve those results, we must also 
examine operational data. Operations include each teacher’s delivery of instruction, but also teachers’ instruc-
tional planning, their development and alignment of curriculum, and their teaming processes. Operations also 
extend to the support services provided for students, the curriculum and course offerings, the schedule, and the 
allocation of resources. In other words, the school’s operations are seen in the daily practices of the adults in 
the building, the people with responsibility for students’ learning. In order to make the adjustments in practice 
that lead to improved student learning, information about the school’s operations must be examined alongside 
student learning data. Results for students improve when the adults in the school change what they do that 
influences student learning.  

The quality of school operations can be assessed by rating practices using indicators of effective practice, rubrics, 
and examples of evidence. States and districts provide instruments and assessment/planning tools for school 
teams to engage in continuous improvement cycles through regular examination of their operational practices 
(Redding, 2006). See the Appendix for examples of indicators of effective practice from the Center on Innovation 
& Improvement and the National High School Center.

Enhancing the quality of instruction is a key to school improvement. To improve teaching quality, data on class-
room instruction is essential. These data may focus on teacher behavior only or on the interaction of teacher and 
student behavior. The former is common for teacher appraisal and the latter is common for understanding how 
variations in teaching behaviors affect gains in student achievement (Foorman & Schatschneider, 2003; Smith, 
Dickinson, Sangeorge, & Anastasopoulos, 2002; Taylor, Pearson, Peterson, & Rodriquez, 2003). 

In the latter case the observation may include questions about student engagement and the fidelity with which a 
particular curriculum is implemented. In both cases, the observation instruments must have adequate reliability 
and validity if they are to be used for decision making. Reliability can generally be increased by increasing the 
number of times the teacher is observed or by increasing the number of observers. In order for a measure to be 
valid, it must be reliable, i.e., replicable. Thus, the goal of measuring instruction of inferential comprehension 
strategies is only realized if inter-rater reliability is adequate (Gersten, Dimino, & Jayanthi, 2007). 

Action Principles

For State

Provide districts and schools with standards and indicators of effective practice along with tools for self-1.	
assessment and planning for continuous improvement.

Use a classroom observation tool for monitoring schools in need of improvement, in corrective action, or 2.	
undergoing restructuring; make it a part of the leadership plans for instruction.

For District 

Maintain a district-level improvement team that engages in continuous examination of district practices, 1.	
guided by standards and indicators of effective district practice.

Use a classroom observation tool for monitoring schools in need of improvement, in corrective action, or 2.	
undergoing restructuring; make it a part of district leadership and instruction plans. 

For School

Maintain a school improvement team that engages in continuous examination of school practices, guided by 1.	
standards and indicators of effective district practice.

The administrative team might use a classroom observation tool to link data on instructional practices to stu-2.	
dents’ achievement. These data can be used to inform decisions regarding teacher professional development 
and the need for additional instructional resources.
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