
 

 

     

 

Introduction and background 
 
In March 2017, the publication of a small-scale reliability study signalled a change in emphasis in Ofsted’s 
use of research. Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector (HMCI) announced that this was the first step towards a 
continuing programme of research into inspection, particularly around its reliability and validity, in 
preparation for a new inspection framework which will be launched in 2019. The first part of inspection that 
Ofsted decided to critically evaluate for the new framework is inspectors’ use of lesson observation. In 
order to widen the scope of its research into lesson observation, Ofsted hosted an international seminar in 
November 2017 to which 14 experts from around the world were invited to share their knowledge. Two 
main questions were addressed at the seminar, namely:  
 

• what can Ofsted learn from international best practice in the use of lesson observation for the 
evaluation and improvement of teaching quality? 

• what changes should Ofsted consider in developing its inspection framework for 2019?  
 

This report describes the 6 observation models presented by attendees. Three of the models are 
commonly used in the US, two are linked with European inspection systems, and the other has been 
developed for use across borders. All of them have a research base that supports claims to their validity 
and reliability.  
 
Key points 
 
Ofsted’s observation methodology 

 
• In today’s shorter inspections, lesson observation is 

generally used to provide evidence for an Ofsted 
inspection team’s main lines of enquiry. For example, if 
girls’ performance in mathematics was a key line of enquiry 
for the inspection, lesson observation would focus on this 
element. 

• Since 2015, inspectors have no longer graded the quality 
of teaching and learning in individual lessons nor do they 
judge the quality of teaching of individual teachers. Rather, 
lessons are observed to provide an aggregate picture of 
teaching quality. 
There has also been a greater focus on learning over time, 
for example through work scrutiny and discussions with 
pupils about what they do and do not remember about 
what they have been taught.  

 
Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) 
 
• CLASS was originally designed for early years contexts 

and later extended to the full age range of pupils. It is an 
observational tool which focusses on the effectiveness of 
classroom interactions between teachers and students.  

• Research conducted using the CLASS model has 
highlighted the key role which teacher-student interactions 
play in promoting children’s social and academic 
development.   

• CLASS measures three domains of interactions among 
teachers and children: emotional support, classroom 

organisation and instructional support. Each domain 
includes several dimensions that relate to what is directly 
observed and indicators for each of the dimensions that act 
as behavioural markers. The dimensions of classroom 
organisation are: behaviour management, productivity and 
instructional learning formats. Within behaviour 
management, the indicators are: ‘having clear rules and 
expectations which are constantly reinforced’; ‘being 
proactive in anticipating difficulties’; and ‘reinforcing 
positive behaviours and redirecting unwanted behaviours’. 

• The tool includes four cycles of approximately 15-minute 
observations of teachers and students by a certified 
CLASS observer. The observations are then rated using a 
manual of behaviours and responses. However, CLASS is 
not a simple checklist, but a high-inference model. 
Observers take extensive behavioural notes throughout 
and are trained to ensure that they make high-level 
inferences before converting their observations to a seven-
point scale. 

 
Framework for Teaching (FfT) 
 
• FfT claims to be the most widely used definition of teaching 

in the US and is frequently used for teacher accountability 
purposes. It was one of the protocols used and validated in 
the measures of Effective Teaching (MET study) and it has 
also been validated by the Chicago Consortium of School 
Research. 
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• The FfT is made up of 22 dimensions and 76 smaller 
indicators clustered into four domains of teaching 
responsibility: planning and preparation; classroom 
environment; instruction; and professional responsibilities. 

• Rubrics indicating levels of teaching performance have 
been developed to describe each dimension. An evaluation 
instrument allows observers to measure the level of 
performance on different behaviours within the rubric on a 
four-point scale: unsatisfactory, basic, proficient and 
distinguished. 

• FfT is not an observation tool but a set of teacher 
standards, informed by research. Observation is just one 
way of measuring the standards in this framework. Teacher 
and student questionnaires are other methods used.  

• The framework has been used for many purposes: for 
instance, for mentoring, coaching, professional 
development and teacher evaluation processes at school 
and district level. 

 
International Comparative Analysis of Learning and 
Teaching (ICALT); 
 
• ICALT was developed for use in the inspection system in 

the Netherlands. It has been shown to be positively and 
significantly related with pupils’ involvement, attitudes, 
behaviour, and attainment. It is most commonly used for 
evaluating a single lesson. 

• Unlike most of the other models, ICALT includes a number 
of low-inference indicators. These are factual accounts, 
such as noting how many times students gave the correct 
answer to a question. ICALT includes 32 high-inference 
indicators (for optimising inter-rater reliability) and 120 low-
inference indicators that specify observable teaching 
behaviours.  

• These behaviours are grouped into six domains: safe 
learning climate; the relationship between teacher and 
class; clear instruction including making connections 
among lesson parts; activating teaching methods, (various 
teaching strategies that motivate students to think about 
the topic); learning strategies, (teachers’ efforts to teach 
students how to learn); and differentiation.   

• Observers rate the items on a four-point scale (1 = mostly 
weak; 2 = more often weak than strong; 3 = more often 
strong than weak; 4 = mostly strong). 

• As there is a clear element of observer judgement involved 
in deciding where the teacher is on the scale, ICALT 
remains a high-inference model. 

 
International System for Teacher Observation and 
Feedback (ISTOF) 
 

• ISTOF was developed as an instrument to work across 
borders in international school effectiveness studies. It was 
developed by a team with members from 20 countries. 

• ISTOF consists of 11 domains identified as elements of 
good teaching, as follows: assessment and evaluation; 
clarity of instruction; classroom climate, i.e. the extent to 
which the teacher communicates high expectations; 
classroom management; differentiation and inclusion; 
instructional skills (questioning skills and engagement); 
planning of single lessons; long-term planning; subject and 
pedagogical knowledge; teacher professionalism and 
reflectivity; and promoting active learning and developing 
metacognitive skills. Four of these domains are not 
observable. 

• Each domain has between two and four dimensions and 
each dimension consists of two indicators. For example, 
the domain ‘differentiation and inclusion’ is broken down 
into: ‘the teacher creates an environment in which all 
students are involved‘ and ‘the teacher takes full account of 

student differences’. The latter indicator consists of two 
indicators: ‘the teacher makes a distinction in the scope of 
the assignments for different groups of students’ and ‘the 
teacher gives additional opportunities for practice to 
students who need them’.  

• Each indicator in the instrument is rated on a five-point 
Likert scale (5 = strongly agree, 4 = agree somewhat, 3= 
neutral, 2 = disagree somewhat, 1 = strongly disagree). A 
‘not applicable’ category is also available, since not all 
indicators will be seen in all lessons. 

• ISTOF is a high-inference model meaning that observers 
have to have sufficient training in its use. 

 
Mathematical Quality of Instruction (MQI) 
 
• MQI, which was developed by researchers at the 

University of Michigan and Harvard University, has been 
shown to be a valid model: teacher ratings are significantly 
related to student outcomes, teacher value-added scores 
and teachers’ mathematical knowledge for teaching. 

• MQI is focussed on mathematical content and observers 
therefore need to have strong mathematical subject 
knowledge.  

• The 5 measurable domains of MQI are: common core-
aligned student practices (captures the ways in which 
students engage with mathematical content); working with 
students and mathematics (identifies whether teachers can 
hear and understand what students are saying 
mathematically and respond appropriately); richness of 
mathematics (measures the attention to the meaning of 
mathematical facts and the procedures and engagement 
with mathematical practices and language); errors and 
imprecision (identifies mathematical errors and distortion of 
content by the teacher); and classroom work is connected 
to mathematics (captures whether classroom work has a 
mathematical point or whether instructional time is spent 
on activities that do not develop mathematical ideas).  

• MQI is applied through video capture of mathematics 
lessons. These are generally broken down into seven-and-
a-half-minute segments, scored by two observers per 
segment. 
 

Generic Dimensions of Teaching Quality 
  
• The Generic Dimensions of Teaching Quality has been 

used in a large number of research studies in Germany, 
Switzerland and Austria. It has also been adapted at an 
international scale in OECD-TALIS and PISA, and for 
school inspection in Germany, most prominently in 
Hamburg.  

• The three basic dimensions of teaching quality in the 
framework are classroom management, student support 
and cognitive activation. The validity of the framework has 
been confirmed by research studies, although the 
predictive validity on cognitive and motivational student 
learning outcomes remains weak.  

• Unlike other models aiming at measuring teaching quality, 
the Generic Dimensions of Teacher Quality is not a 
standardised instrument. Different measurements are used 
to focus on different perspectives (for instance observer, 
student and teacher perspectives), although it is more 
frequently applied using high-inference observation 
protocols. There is also no standardised rubric.  

• An advantage of the fact that this is a framework rather 
than an instrument is that users can construct different and 
changeable indicators for use in observation. For example, 
the Hamburg inspectorate can vary items from year to 
year, avoiding an over focus by schools on specific 
measured indicators.  


