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Abstract: Many instructional observation systems are designed to provide rough, qualitative, 
highly-evaluative assessments on numerous core dimensions of teaching. Such systems achieve 
comprehensive overviews of teaching but are poorly suited to answering many discovery-oriented 
research questions. In contrast, fine-grained agnostic systems are needed to pose and answer 
causal questions about instruction, and to fully understand instructional variation and change. 
More speculatively, I argue that the agnostic quality of fine-grained systems may also be useful in 
promoting teacher learning. Agnostic systems offer choice, withhold judgement, make room for 
locally-compensatory practices, and promote a greater locus of control. Instructional observation 
systems that carefully and agnostically quantify instructional processes may best help teachers 
leverage their professional judgment and invigorate their professional practice.   
Keywords: instructional practices; school/teacher effectiveness; observational research 
 
Agnosticismo en los sistemas de observación instruccional 
Resumen: Muchos sistemas de observación de la instrucción están diseñados para 
proporcionar evaluaciones aproximadas, cualitativas y altamente evaluativas sobre numerosas 
dimensiones fundamentales de la enseñanza. Dichos sistemas logran una visión general 
integral de la enseñanza, pero no son adecuados para responder muchas preguntas de 
investigación orientadas al descubrimiento. Por el contrario, se necesitan sistemas agnósticos 
de grano fino para plantear y responder preguntas causales sobre la instrucción y para 
comprender completamente la variación y el cambio en la instrucción. Más 
especulativamente, argumento que la calidad agnóstica de los sistemas de granularidad fina 
también puede ser útil para promover el aprendizaje de los docentes. Los sistemas agnósticos 

http://epaa.asu.edu/ojs/
https://doi.org/10.14507/epaa.31.7493


Education Policy Analysis Archives, Vol. 31 No. 7  2 

 

ofrecen opciones, retienen el juicio, dan cabida a prácticas localmente compensatorias y 
promueven un mayor lugar de control. Los sistemas de observación de la instrucción que 
cuantifican cuidadosa y agnósticamente los procesos de instrucción pueden ayudar mejor a 
los maestros a aprovechar su juicio profesional y fortalecer su práctica profesional.  
Palabras-clave: prácticas instruccionales; efectividad de la escuela/maestro; investigación 
observacional 
 
Agnosticismo em sistemas de observação instrucional 
Resumo: Muitos sistemas de observação instrucional são projetados para fornecer avaliações 
aproximadas, qualitativas e altamente avaliativas em várias dimensões centrais do ensino. Tais 
sistemas alcançam visões abrangentes de ensino, mas são pouco adequados para responder a 
muitas questões de pesquisa orientadas para a descoberta. Em contraste, sistemas agnósticos 
refinados são necessários para formular e responder questões causais sobre a instrução e para 
entender completamente a variação e a mudança instrucional. Mais especulativamente, 
argumento que a qualidade agnóstica de sistemas refinados também pode ser útil na 
promoção da aprendizagem do professor. Os sistemas agnósticos oferecem escolhas, retêm o 
julgamento, abrem espaço para práticas localmente compensatórias e promovem um maior 
locus de controle. Os sistemas de observação instrucional que quantificam cuidadosa e 
agnóstica os processos instrucionais podem ajudar os professores a alavancar seu julgamento 
profissional e revigorar sua prática profissional. 
Palavras-chave: práticas instrucionais; eficácia da escola/professor; pesquisa observacional  

 

 

Agnosticism in Instructional Observation Systems 
 

In this essay I consider a fundamental property in the observational study of teaching: how 
agnostic is the measurement of instructional practice? Is instruction coded almost entirely along a 
continuum of effective practice? Or is salient variation in instructional practice measured more 
agnostically, such that the principal ways in which instruction varies are identified and carefully 
measured, without making assumptions about whether that instruction is effective or ineffective? 

In practice, and to date, the agnostic (or the opposite, judgmental) quality of measurement 
tends to co-occur with the granularity of measurement (Hennessy et al., 2020); fine-grained coding 
systems focusing, for example, on the precise allocation of classroom time (time summary statistics) 
tend to be more agnostic than “global” observation protocols that provide rough, qualitative 
assessments on numerous core dimensions of teaching (Kelly et al., 2020). Indeed, the granularity of 
measurement may tend to generate agnosticism, where the specificity of coding allows the observer 
to set aside questions of impact or appropriateness. Such tendencies are not absolute, a 
fundamentally judgmental approach could still entail fine-grained measurement, and global codes 
could be agnostic (as in some of the codes of Cooley & Leinhardt, 1980 discussed below). More 
importantly here, I will argue that beyond the granularity of measurement, agnosticism itself is a core 
conceptual consideration in instructional observational systems. The balance of agnostic vs. 
judgmental approaches in research on teacher observation may have profound implications for 
future policy and practice. 

 

Teacher Observation in Educational Policy and Research 

  Prompted by the federal Race to the Top initiative (RttT), in the 2010s many states (e.g., 
New York, Ohio, Tennessee, Ohio, North Carolina, Colorado, Michigan) adopted composite 
systems of teacher evaluation that included systematic teacher observations along with other 
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components. For example, the New Jersey Department of Education’s Teacher Evaluation plan, 
Achieve NJ, rates teachers on a four-category scale (highly effective to ineffective), where teacher 
practice on a state-approved observation instrument accounts for 70–85% of the total evaluation 
score (New Jersey Department of Education, 2019). Observational protocols remain central to 
teacher evaluation policies, although the policy emphasis has shifted to formative feedback for 
instructional improvement as opposed to high-stakes, summative evaluation (Close et al., 2018). As 
this important change in use occurs, researchers will need to develop new observational tools to 
better match those goals. 
 Although difficult to document with certainty, it seems that the emphasis on using global 
observation protocols in teacher evaluation policy, and the research emphasis on developing and 
validating global observation protocols, were mutually-reinforcing. That is, interest among 
policymakers in summative evaluation motivated development by researchers of global observation 
protocols, while researcher claims of validity and reliability helped justify policy adoption of teacher 
evaluation with global protocols. This connection between policy and research is evident for 
example, in Kane and Staiger’s (2012) Gathering Feedback for Teaching report from the Measures of 
Effective Teaching study, where the executive summary begins with a teacher evaluation motivation, 
and ends with implications, again, for teacher evaluation. 
 Yet, evaluation is just one use of observation protocols. As policy shifts from summative 
evaluation to more formative uses, another important development in teacher observation is 
occurring on the research side—the emerging possibility of automated methods of classroom 
observation (see e.g., Franklin et al., 2018; Jacobs et al., 2022; Jacoby et al., 2018; Jensen et al., 2021; 
Kelly et al., 2018; Liu & Cohen, 2021; McCoy et al., 2018; Ramakrishnan et al., 2021; Watson et al., 
2021). For example, the TalkMoves system (Jacobs et al., 2022) records data with an iPad and a 
Swivl robotic camera base, along with five linked microphones arrayed around the classroom. This 
data is then automatically processed by TalkMoves, producing estimates of six talk moves (e.g., 
pressing for accuracy) as well as the overall ratio of student to teacher talk. As discussed by Ridge 
and Lavigne (2020) many of the policy challenges and possibilities for unintended negative 
consequences of teacher evaluation in the RttT era stemmed from the difficulty of administrators 
carrying out reliable, in-depth observations of teachers in person. Automated methods can in theory 
overcome those basic challenges, but first, a basic question must be addressed that will greatly affect 
the use of automated methods in policy and practice. What should the underlying coding scheme 
look like? More specifically, how fine-grained should it be, and how agnostic?  Automated methods 
are developed in tandem with traditional human coding of instruction guided by protocols; indeed, it 
is the traditional human coding that provides the “gold-standard” referent and allows researchers to 
develop automated algorithms to analyze classroom audio and video data. Should the next 
generation of teacher observation protocols be judgmental or agnostic? 

In some basic sense, “should-type” questions are related to intended uses (Goe et al., 2008), 
suggesting the need for varying observational designs to accommodate diverse uses and goals. In 
this essay I will also acknowledge several desirable properties that are relatively intrinsic to today’s 
global observation protocols that promote important uses. In addition, while the granularity of 
measurement and the agnostic vs. judgmental approach are key axes of difference in the approaches 
I consider, it is also important to note basic similarities in approach. Throughout the essay, whether 
referring to agnostic or non-agnostic approaches, I am primarily concerned with instructional 
observation that uses existing codes, not exploratory research designed to identify new constructs 
and codes (See Derry et al., 2010 for discussion). That is, where observation is carried out using 
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codes developed a-priori, not that emerge during coding.1 Another important similarity is that both 
the agnostic and non-agnostic approaches described here can be used to study and document 
variation in opportunity to learn (Kelly et al., 2020b). In that way, both can be employed for 
discovery-oriented research to understand the sources of educational inequality. In contrast, in terms 
of uncovering the instructional practices that are most critical to learning and development, it is 
perhaps tautological that we should approach research more agnostically, focusing on instructional 
questions we don’t already know the answers to. What may be less obvious is how an agnostic 
coding of instruction can inform teacher learning, an argument I develop in the final section.  

In the remainder of the essay, I begin by considering in more detail what it means to conduct 
fine-grained, followed by, agnostic observations of teaching. I then discuss the relationship between 
the granularity of coding and agnosticism, which are definitionally distinct, but empirically correlated 
in existing systems of teacher observations, and I would argue causally linked, with small units of 
measurement promoting coding agnosticism. Next, I provide a brief (and highly selected) discussion 
of agnosticism in classic and contemporary classroom-observation research, providing concrete 
examples of agnostic approaches to teacher observation. Importantly, agnosticism is a matter of 
degree, rather than an absolute or binary distinction. I then conclude with the more speculative 
discussion of teacher learning. 
 

What are Fine-Grained Measures of Instruction? 

 The term “fine-grained” is used to describe units of analysis/measurement that break the 
process and/or materials of classroom instruction into—in terms of the visual metaphor of grain-
size—small pieces, as opposed to large chunks. Although this is a relative and qualitative rather than 
absolute and binary description, fine-grained measures of instruction would include measures at the 
level of individual seconds of time use, individual utterances (see discussion in Hennessy et al., 
2020), or even various features within utterances, including acoustic features and individual words 
and phrases. Fine-grained measures also include primary units of analysis in texts and assignments 
used; for example, measures of text complexity based on exhaustive consideration of features of 
words, sentences, and the text as a whole. 
 Fine-grained measures may entail a simple binary coding2 (e.g., was this second of class spent 
in small-group work, yes or no?), but result in a nearly continuous, ratio-scale measurement when 
used as summary statistics at the lesson level (e.g. 200 seconds of small-group is twice as much as 
100 seconds, and an absolute zero value is well-defined). Fine-grained measures are often based on 
an exhaustive coding, as in the examples above. That is, every eligible unit is identified, and each and 
every unit coded for whether it meets criterion A, B, etc. I would also include measures produced 
through a nomination procedure that yield count data as fine-grained. For example, when a researcher 
reviews audio or video data and counts the number of times students are sanctioned, praised, etc. 
However, this does not produce fully satisfying ratio-scale data, because the denominator is 

                                                           
1 There is an “inductive quality” to the idea of building up a portrait of instruction at the lesson- or teacher-
level from many smaller, fine-grained observations.  There is also an inductive quality to carrying out research 
on theoretically interesting instructional constructs, but ones where prior research offers competing 
perspectives on effects, where the effect can’t be deduced ahead of time.  Yet, the general framework I am 
discussing is deductive insofar as the codes are all known in advance, not developed during the study. 
2 Throughout this article I use the term “coding” to refer to the process of generating the values of an 
instructional variable from observational data.  Similar to the process of survey response (Groves et al., 2009), 
this entails various cognitive processes, including judgement and estimation.  Note that much of the literature 
relating to global observation protocols uses the term “rater” (see e.g., the MET Observation Measures 
Report), which has a much more evaluative connotation than “coder.”  
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unknown or in a different scale. For example, using a nomination approach a researcher might 
identify three instances of praise in a 15-minute interval of instruction in each of two classes. Those 
classes would appear to offer identical levels of praise, but we don’t know how many utterances 
were “eligible” for coding in those two different classes, and while there is a common denominator 
(15 minutes) it is not in the same units as the numerator and may ultimately make interpretation of 
the ratio somewhat ambiguous. 
 The term fine-grained does not refer to the number of categories in the response or rating 
scale applied to coding each unit, but again, to the units of analysis themselves.3  For example, when 
coding the cognitive level of a question, task, etc., each unit might be scored simply low (simple 
reporting of information required) or high (analysis required), or instead, on a more finely 
differentiated response scale. While more finely differentiated response scales will in theory produce 
more precise measures, choice or construction of a response scale is a separate question from the 
units of analysis. Choice of a response scale should be based on the nature of variation in 
phenomenon under study, and how well the judgement process of coders can match that variation. 
For example, throughout Nystrand and Gamoran’s program of research (discussed below), authentic 
questions were always conceptualized, as well as measured, as binary.4  Other constructs, like “off-
task behavior” are better conceptualized as continuously varying, based on the percentage of off-
task students and just how distracted or disruptive they are, but there is a limit to a coder’s ability to 
make those distinctions (see related survey methods research by Krosnick & Fabrigar, 1997). If 
binary codes for dozens or even hundreds of, for example, utterances, are aggregated to the lesson 
level, the resulting measure already provides quite precise distinctions (assuming the binary coding 
distinction does in fact capture meaningful differences in the construct itself). Overall, while the 
number of response categories may have some effect on measurement precision, response categories 
are a secondary concern compared to the more substantial distinctions in measurement considered 
here.   

What is an Agnostic Approach? 

 In using the term “agnostic,” I am describing instructional coding efforts that do not make 
assumptions about whether that instruction is effective or ineffective at the point of coding. Describing 
an approach to coding as agnostic has a similar meaning to describing an approach as “non-
judgmental.”  However, I do not mean to imply that the information contained in the coding will 
never be used to make an inference about instructional effectiveness, or never be linked either in 
research or an applied setting to some outcome. Rather, the term agnostic is used in particular to 
highlight that the judgement does not occur at the point of coding even as it may occur in the 
future. For example, researchers might code teacher discourse for the occurrence of conjunctive or 
serial questions (Morine-Dershimer, 1985). It may be the case that in certain instructional contexts, 
increasing the prevalence of serial questions may lead to desirable outcomes. And with enough 
research, we may come to learn what those contexts are. However, an agnostic approach would 
simply code whether a given question was part of a series, without making any judgement about 
whether that series demonstrated excellence in teaching at that moment. 

                                                           
3 Muijs et al. (2018) use the term fine-grained in their discussion of the International System for Teacher 
Observation and Feedback (ISTOF) to refer to a qualitative analysis structured by or informed by first 
scoring a lesson using ISTOF. In this case, the term does not correctly apply to the ISTOF itself as defined 
by the actual units of analysis (which is the entire lesson in the ISTOF). 
4 Arguably, there is still meaningful variation in “authenticity,” and I have seen this arise in training raters to 
code for authentic questions (i.e., questions that seem partially authentic). Yet, our experience over time never 
suggested there was enough meaningful variation to justify revising the basic 0, 1 coding scale. 
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 Importantly, while the judgmental quality of a protocol may be influenced by the 
anchoring/response labels, fundamentally, the judgmental quality pertains to or stems from the 
definition of the construct, not the labels. Consider the version of FFT used in the MET study, 
where each dimension of the protocol was scored on a 4-point scale labeled as unsatisfactory, to 
basic, to proficient, to distinguished. These labels are clearly very judgmental, and so, they contribute 
to that quality. Would the protocol become agnostic if those labels were changed to something like: 
low, somewhat low, somewhat high, high? Not in the case of FFT, because that protocol is defined 
as, and constructed with, the explicit goal of making judgements about teaching practice (Danielson, 
2011, p. v). Thus, the constructs themselves are also defined, a priori, as being desirable and 
constituent components of teacher effectiveness. For example, there is no way that the domain 
“establishing a culture of learning” could in anyway be construed as agnostic, no matter the 
response/anchoring labels. That the outcomes are presumed in advance as part of the coder’s 
judgement is made especially clear in FFT because the indicators and coding examples explicitly 
contain reference to student outcomes (see Kelly et al., 2020). Indeed, in some cases, it would not 
even by possible to change the anchor labels to “low” vs. “high” because that would change the 
meaning of the domain. For example, Domain 3a of FFT, “Communicating with students” is not 
about the amount of communication (as would be conveyed with a label like “high”), but rather 
characterized by judgmental adjectives like “rich” and “vivid.” Overall, anchor/response labels will 
influence but not determine the agnostic quality of an observational system. 
 A second way in which the term “agnostic” seems to capture the approach I refer to in 
particular differently than a term like “non-judgmental,” is in its relationship to interest or 
disinterest. Agnostic is not meant to mean “disinterested,” and indeed, conveys an underlying 
interest, even as any ultimate judgement about the impacts of instruction at that moment are simply 
not present. In the case of serial questions for example, researchers may be specifically interested in 
the potential benefits of this discourse move in fostering widespread engagement, in checking for 
understanding, etc. But again, that interest does not factor into the coding; the coder simply has to 
decide whether the teacher question was part of a series or not. A third, very subtle connotation 
intended by use of the term agnostic, is that the approach I am referring to generally cannot be said 
to be immutably or perfectly non-judgmental. Indeed, I assume that in the real world of teacher 
observation, some judgement will always enter into the observational process. For example, if a 
coder, in the process of observation reaches the summary conclusion that what they are seeing from 
a given teacher is not high-quality instruction, and at the same time has made up their own mind that 
serial questions are generally beneficial, then this might cause them to underestimate the prevalence 
of serial questions. Likewise, the coder may believe that instructional Practice A tends to co-occur 
with Practice B; say for example, that serial questions tend to be of lower cognitive difficulty level 
than stand-alone questions. This too would introduce a judgmental quality to coding. However, 
these processes do not define the coding task as judgmental. Rather, they simply acknowledge that 
judgement may always contaminate a coding process. 
 

Grain-size and Agnosticism 
 

 I developed my present preoccupation with agnosticism over the course of carrying out a 
program of research using fine-grained instructional observations, and at the same time as I was also 
part of a team of researchers working with the global observation protocols in the Measures of 
Effective Teaching Study data. Thus, I often contrasted these two research activities in my mind 
multi-dimensionally, as differing simultaneously in both grain-size and in agnosticism. Does such a 
multi-dimensional characterization of existing lines of research conflate two conceptually distinct 
features of teacher observation protocols?  To be clear, these are, by definition, conceptually distinct 



Agnosticism in Instructional Observation Systems  7 

 

features. The elaborated definition of agnosticism provided above does not include reference to 
grain size. Moreover, in the next section, I cite deviant case examples in the history of classroom 
observation, illustrating that agnosticism is not immutably coupled with grain size, in the past, and it 
need not be in the future. Indeed, even the coding in some of the global protocols used in MET 
were largely agnostic (see subsequent discussion of PLATO). 

  Yet, I maintain that the co-occurrence of fine-grained units of measurement and 
agnosticism in much research is no coincidence, that there is some causal link between the two that 
increases the likelihood that a fine-grained system of observation will be more highly agnostic. It is 
more than an accident that the running example above was the coding of individual serial questions 
(a quite fine-grained unit of measurement). What might be behind that causal linkage?  There are 
three general possibilities. Agnosticism could promote selection of fine-grained units of analysis. The 
choice of fine-grained units of analysis could constrain or influence the generation of constructs that 
are coded. Or, both grain-size and agnosticism could be due to some other common cause; as would 
be true if they were both the logical result of a given research focus, that the researcher is focusing 
on discourse, or instructional time use, or other aspect of instruction.  

All of these linkages seem possible, even likely to me, but here I will highlight the potential 
effect of grain-size on agnosticism. As the grain-size decreases, judgements of effectiveness would 
seem to become less and less reliable, and more and more contingent on the larger context of what 
that instruction is embedded in, in what came before, and what comes after. Even if the researcher is 
themselves convinced that a higher level of Construct A is on average, desirable, are they prepared 
to argue that each and every occurrence is by definition desirable, and that the coding task should be 
defined as making a judgement of effectiveness?  In other words, once a researcher has decided on a 
fine-grained unit of analysis as the basis for coding, I believe that decision will tend to promote 
agnosticism in what is coded. Infusing judgements of effectiveness into fine-grained codes would too 
obviously reduce the validity and reliability of those codes. 

As an example of the relationship between grain-size and appropriateness of judgmental 
coding, consider the use of PLATO Prime (containing 8 of the original 13 PLATO instructional 
elements) in the Measures of Effective Teaching study. Of the global protocols used in MET, I 
judge PLATO to be the most agnostic. Many of the codes pertain to the presence or frequency of 
specific forms of instruction and teacher moves, such as for example, the extent to which the 
teacher engages in modeling, or strategy use and instruction.5  In this case, the system is not 
particularly fine-grained though, English/Language Arts instruction is scored over 15-minute 
instructional segments. As a result of early studies (Grossman et al., 2010), the PLATO developers 
realized that if this system were to be used in MET to produce inferences about overall teaching 
effectiveness, then the scores in each domain would only be valid (or much more valid) when 
aggregated across multiple segments over multiple days (MET Project, 2010), because lesson scores 
were highly sensitive to overall lesson context. For example, in the pre-MET pilot study (Grossman 
et al. 2010), with the exception of the modeling domain, scores were lower across the board in 
writing lessons than in literature lessons. Thus, even at the relatively large grain-size of 15-min 
intervals, it does not make sense to evaluate, for example, the presence or absence of strategy use as 
evidence of teaching effectiveness per se. It does however make sense simply to pose a question 
about how prevalent attention to strategy use was during that time interval (which is what the 
PLATO protocol does). In this example, an instructional domain (e.g., strategy use) appropriately 
maps onto a given unit of analysis (15 min intervals) when it is treated agnostically but not when it is 

                                                           
5 Other codes in PLATO Prime, like the codes for behavior management and time management are more 
holistic and judgmental (i.e., is the behavior management effective). 
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judgmental.6  I hypothesize that in general, finer-grained units of analysis require or encourage an 
agnostic approach to coding. 
 

Other Features of Classroom Observation Protocols 
 

 Before proceeding with a continued discussion of agnosticism, I offer a brief discussion of 
other fundamental features of classroom observation protocols, summarized in Table 1. The six 
features in Table 1 are presented without reference to, or inclusion of traditional measurement 
concerns (reliability and validity). Table 1 implicitly reveals the limited focus of the present 
discussion; agnosticism is only one of many important features  

 
Table 1 

Some fundamental features of classroom observation protocols  

Feature Explanation/Definition Example Further Reading 

Comprehensiveness The extent to which the 
protocol encompasses a 
variety of separable (in 
theory) dimensions of 
teaching.  

A protocol focused 
only on the nature of 
teacher talk lacks 
comprehensiveness. A 
protocol focusing only 
on evidence of 
dialogism in teacher 
talk is even less 
comprehensive. 

Praetorius & 
Charalambous (2018) 
provide a content 
analysis of protocols and 
the dimensions and 
constructs they measure 

Grain-size of units of 
measurement 

The extent to which a 
protocol identifies and 
utilizes the finest (smallest) 
units of measurement at 
which a construct can be 
robustly scored. 

A protocol classifying 
activity structure in 15-
min increments is 
courser-grained than a 
protocol classifying 
activity structure in 1-
second increments. 

Hennessy et al. (2020) 
discuss grain-size 
considerations in the 
coding of classroom 
dialogue. 

Agnosticism The extent to which codes 
on a given variable are 
defined without reference 
to, or presumption of 
effectiveness, such that no 
judgement of effectiveness, 
appropriateness, etc. is 
made at the moment of coding. 

A protocol classifying a 
given domain as 
“positive” (e.g., 
“positive behavioral 
climate”) is inherently 
judgmental and lacks 
agnosticism. A 
protocol counting the 
number of times a 
teacher references 
classroom rules is 
agnostic. 
 

See present article 

                                                           
6 Technically in this example the coding itself does not vary (the authors are commenting that judgmental 
uses become more feasible as smaller units of analysis are aggregated to larger units), but I infer that if a 
judgmental use would be inappropriate, then so would building that overall judgement of effectiveness into 
the coding itself. 
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Feature Explanation/Definition Example Further Reading 

Formative (vs. 
reflective) emphasis 

The extent to which a 
protocol presumes internal 
consistency. Relatedly, the 
extent to which dropping a 
measure changes the 
meaning of the overall scale 
score 

Protocols 
conceptualized as 
formative may have 
identical surface 
features to protocols 
conceptualized as 
reflective. Yet, a 
formative 
conceptualization 
emphasizes that no 
internal consistency is 
assumed, but instead, 
the set of measures 
collectively constitute, 
rather than reflect, 
[effective, if 
judgmental] teaching 
practice.  

Jarvis et al. (2003) 
provide an overview of 
this distinction. White et 
al. (2021) discuss this at 
length with regard to 
teacher observation. See 
also Kelly et al. (2020). 

Preoccupation with a 
specific locus of 
authority 

The extent to which a 
protocol presumes a 
student-centered 
(developmental) perspective 
on authority as opposed to 
a teacher-centered 
(incorporative) perspective 
on authority, or vice-versa, 
is either fundamentally 
related to effectiveness (if 
judgmental) or otherwise 
fundamentally of interest (if 
agnostic but still focused on 
expressions of instruction 
that reflect a developmental 
perspective on authority). 

Protocols that assume a 
particular locus of 
authority is desirable 
are imbalanced in 
focusing only on the 
positive expression of 
that authority. For 
example, protocols 
heavily informed by 
theories of dialogism 
may assume a 
developmental 
perspective on 
authority is desirable, 
and contain only 
measures related to the 
positive expression of 
that perspective.  

See Pace & Hemmings 
(2007) and Metz (1978) 
for general discussion, 
Kelly (2010) for relation 
to instructional 
measures, and 
Lehesvouri et al. (2018) 
for discussion of 
observational research. 

Focus on teacher 
moves (vs. realized 
nature of instruction) 

The extent to which a 
protocol more narrowly 
emphasizes what teachers 
do, or “teacher moves,” as 
opposed to the realized 
nature of instruction  

A protocol measuring 
the ratio of student to 
teacher talk has 
measured the realized 
nature of instruction, 
where the observed 
ratio is due to a blend 
of teacher and student 
influences. 

See Kelly et al. (2020) 
for discussion of this 
feature in global 
protocols. See Russ et 
al.(2016) for discussion 
of teaching 
conceptualized as a set 
of actions. 
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Beyond agnosticism and grain-size, the comprehensiveness of a protocol, along with the 
formative (vs. reflective) emphasis, the extent to which the protocol is preoccupied with a specific 
locus of authority, and the relative emphasis on teacher moves (vs. the realized nature of instruction) 
are all key features of classroom observation protocols. Literature discussing these features is 
referenced in Table 1. These features are sometimes discussed in documentation accompanying the 
development of a protocol (e.g., a grounding in student-centered theories of instruction is often 
cited), and in other times are notably absent, as in the case of whether protocols have a formative or 
reflective emphasis. Subsequently, in my view, a great deal of research then focuses narrowly on 
traditional measurement properties (i.e., the most common expressions of reliability and validity), 
without much consideration of the basic features outlined in Table 1 and how they affect the results. 
However, this focus is beginning to change, as researchers interrogate how these features might 
function (Hennessy et al., 2020; White et al., 2021). The present discussion seeks to add to that 
changing focus by highlighting agnosticism in particular. 

 

A Look Back at a More Agnostic Era of Measurement: 1970s Era Process-Product Research 
 

 A remarkable amount of process-oriented, quantitative research on classroom instruction 
occurred in the 1970s and surrounding years (Brophy, 1986; Dunkin & Biddle, 1974; Rosenshine, 
1971). In this research, the unit of analysis was often well-defined and exhaustive (e.g., every second 
of instruction was classified as X or Y), or alternately, the coder nominated events/instances as 
having occurred, which produced counts of events over an interval of time, even as the unit of 
analysis, or the number of units evaluated, was less clear. Another feature of this research is that it 
often involved a very close correspondence between measures of achievement and instruction, 
which was useful for demonstrating important variation in opportunity to learn in schools. For 
example, Barr and Dreeben (1983) documented the number of vocabulary words students were 
exposed to, and hence learned, in ability-grouped classrooms (see e.g., Arehart, 1979; Good et al., 
1978 for other examples of content coverage). In contrast, modern studies of instruction and 
learning using global instructional protocols focus on much more comprehensive dimensions of 
teaching, and much more comprehensive, standardized test outcomes (Aucejo et al., 2022; Mihaly et 
al., 2013). 
 A third feature of 1970s era process-product research is that it often (but not always) 
incorporated fine-grained, agnostic measures of instruction. Some major process-product studies 
used a mix of global (including teacher reports) and fine-grained (based on coding of video-tapes) 
approaches (Cooley & Leinhardt, 1980). But much of the process-product research focused on a 
careful coding of instructional time use, or counts of particular instructional events, without building 
inferences about the desirability of that time use or events into the codes themselves. For example, 
Smith (1979) conducted a fine-grained coding of teacher questioning, the percentage of content-
related teacher questions in an Algebra unit, that was carried out directly from audio tapes, without 
transcription, to aid coding efficacy. In another example, Smith and Land (1981) summarize the 
results of 12 fine-grained studies by their team and others where the vagueness of teacher speech 
was quantified as a rate/frequency of instances per minute.  

In these cases, although researchers might have hypothesized in advance that vagueness 
would reduce student learning, or a greater incidence of content-related questioning would enhance 
learning, these codes were agnostic at the point of coding. That is, the coder was not making a 
judgement of effectiveness at the time of coding. Indeed, vagueness included sub-categories of 
terms including probability-related terms (e.g., “frequently,” “in general,” etc.), which one might 
view as desirable or even essential to cultivating statistical thinking (Ritchey, 1999). Importantly, this 
agnostic quality overlaps with but is not the same as the distinction between low- vs. high-inference 
coding of teacher behaviors (Rosenshine, 1970, 1971). Rather, specifically, it refers to a low, or 
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ideally completely absent, inference about linkages with outcomes in particular. As the next section 
shows, there are many examples of fine-grained, agnostic coding that require a substantial amount of 
judgement by coders and are simply quite difficult to code, and thus are not low-inference in the 
more holistic sense. 
 The agnostic quality of much of the 1970s era process-product research was I believe, 
instrumental to reaching nuanced, non-obvious understandings of instruction. Consider for 
example, Brophy’s (1986) summary of findings on the cognitive level of questions posed to students. 
Again, while researchers might have a priori expectations about such effects, the actual coding of 
cognitive level for an individual question is an evaluation orthogonal to the ultimate effect of that 
question (but at the same time this is by no means an easy construct to code). Brophy argues that 
not only did the research on the cognitive level of questions not reveal that more high cognitive level 
questions is uniformly better, if anything it reinforced the value of less demanding questions.7  
Overall, according to Brophy, process-product research validated several abstracted principles of 
instruction, such as the importance of active instruction, but also showed how complicated, and goal 
and context dependent teaching is.  
 

Nystrand and Gamoran’s Computer-Based Coding Platform 
 

The influence of process-product research was evident in the subsequent generation of 
instructional research, including Nystrand and Gamoran’s computer-based coding platform (called 
CLASS, but to avoid confusion with other research I will refer to it as the N&G system). The N&G 
approach is an important example of an instructional observation system not only because it is well 
known and influential, but because it is exceptionally fine-grained, and fundamentally agnostic even 
in spite of its developers’ belief in the value of dialogic instruction. This system was used in English 
language arts and social studies classrooms in a series of studies beginning in the late 1980s and 
culminating in the Partnership for Literacy study in the early 2000s (Gamoran & Kelly, 2003; 
Gamoran & Nystrand, 1992; Juzwik et al., 2008; Kelly, 2008; Nystrand & Gamoran, 1997). The 
N&G system had slight variations over time (e.g., changing codes for varieties of uptake), but the 
basic system can be described as follows. First, the coding platform was computerized, with an 
interface to make coding efficient and minimize errors and omissions. Second, instructional time use 
was exhaustively coded into 14 mutually exclusive activity segments: procedures and directions, 
discipline, classroom interruptions, lecture, question and answer, discussion, reading aloud, silent 
reading, role play, games, tests and quizzes, student presentation, seatwork (further sub-divided 
according to teacher involvement), or small group work, with anything else coded as other. Third, in 
addition to these codes, which produced time summary statistics (e.g., number of seconds spent in 
discussion), certain properties of questions were coded, including source (teacher or student), 
response (was the question answered), nature of evaluation in the response, authenticity, uptake, and 
cognitive level, thereby producing question property statistics (e.g., the proportion of teacher 
questions that were authentic, etc.). 
 A number of basic properties are evident in this early and influential computerized coding 
platform. First, while the coding system is fairly well-elaborated, it is hardly comprehensive of 
dimensions of instruction that might be related to learning outcomes. For example, teacher 
affect/emotion is entirely omitted (apart from any inherent association with evaluation, uptake, etc.), 
as are many cognitive processes related to development in literacy and other subjects that are well-
developed in other programs of research (e.g., elements of argumentation; Connor et al., 2014; 
Reznitskaya et al., 2001; Wilkinson et al., 2010; or differentiated instruction, see e.g., Van Geel et al. 

                                                           
7 Findings on cognitive level paralleled findings on question difficulty, a related but conceptually distinct 
concern with the rate at which students are able to offer a correct response. 
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2019). Indeed, the focus of statistical analyses with data generated from the system was often further 
narrowed to the sub-set of measures most closely related to dialogic instruction (discussion, question 
authenticity, and uptake). The most influential finding from this work is perhaps a very simple one; 
the low incidence of genuine discussion in secondary ELA classrooms (Gamoran & Nystrand, 
1997).8  Second, the N&G coding scheme is exceptionally fine-grained, with time exhaustively coded 
in seconds, and every single instructional question during Q&A segments recorded, averaging about 
70 questions per class session (Juzwik et al., 2008). As a result, and even with the decision to not 
code all discourse, entering and revising codes took more than three hours per class session. 

Third, this coding system was a mix of low and high-inference codes, with difficult 
subjective judgements involved in the distinction between Q&A and discussion, question 
authenticity, uptake, and cognitive level among others. Fourth, while the program of research was 
almost always closely linked with dialogic theories of instruction, and explicit beliefs in the value of 
dialogism among the research team, the coding itself was agnostic with respect to outcomes.9  That 
is, in coding a question as incorporating uptake or not, the coder was making no judgement about 
the timeliness, necessity, or appropriateness of that uptake. Indeed, this agnosticism is clearly present 
in the findings of this program of research. Indicators of dialogism are not uniformly, consistently, 
or strongly linked with achievement growth, and positive effects were often context dependent.10 
 

Global Protocols for Teacher Accountability 
 

Following efforts by researchers like N&G who carried out large-scale research with 
agnostic, fine-grained observational systems, a new generation of observational protocols was being 
developed that provided much more global and valenced assessments of instruction. Global 
protocols include cross-subject systems such as the Framework for Teaching (FFT), Classroom 
Assessment Scoring System (CLASS), Teaching for Robust Understanding of mathematics (TRU), 
as well as subject specific ones such as the Mathematical Quality of Instruction system (The 
Danielson Group, 2011; Hamre et al., 2013; Hill et al., 2008; Schoenfeld, 2014).  

It is difficult to find statements of intended use associated with the development of these 
protocols. To preface this, I don’t recall N&G ever providing a discussion of appropriate use of 
their system; while it was clearly designed for discovery-oriented research purposes, it also found 
uses in teacher education (Caughlan et al., 2013) and could conceivably be used in other applied 
ways. Likewise, I have rarely found “use this observational system for X but not Y” type statements 
in articles, reports, or manuals accompanying the initial development of global protocols. One 
exception occurs in the Protocol for Language Arts Teaching Observation (PLATO) tool literature, 
where the developers describe it as useful for (1) research on teaching, (2) teacher development, and 
(3) clinical supervision (Grossman et al., 2010, p. 26). Another exception is the Classroom 
Assessment of Sociocultural Interactions (CASI), whose developers describe as promising in 
exploratory research, in the development of interventions, in teacher preparation, in professional 
development, but not in summative evaluation (Jensen et al., 2018). Likewise, in a later analysis, Bell 

                                                           
8 Not to undersell the varied implications of this research, which included ground-breaking inferences about 
how teacher discourse moves build toward dialogism (Nystrand et al., 2003), how instruction differs across 
tracked classrooms (Gamoran et al., 1995; Gamoran & Kelly, 2003), and fundamental inferences about the 
distribution of student engagement (Kelly, 2008). 
9 For some evidence on researcher perspectives in this line of research see for example the well-developed 
discussions in the first Chapter in Nystrand’s Opening Dialogue on why/how dialogism promotes learning, or 
Gamoran & Nystrand (1992). 
10 As a good example of this, consider the findings reported in Gamoran et al. (1995). 
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et al. (2012) caution against summative use of the CLASS-S system.11 My own view is that in 
developing a research tool, it would be surprising if the developers articulated a narrowly tailored 
utility for the tool. If the tool provides any kind of useful insight into teaching, then it might be 
useful for many different purposes, and scientifically, why preclude investigation of possible uses.  
 If the espoused use of global observational protocols is unclear or multipurposed, they were 
quickly put to one particular use, teacher accountability. One interpretation of the development and 
use of global protocols for teacher accountability is that these tools helped translate the insights of a 
huge body of educational research into tools for instructional improvement. This includes the basic 
insights of the process-product era of research, and definitely includes insights from Nystrand and 
Gamoran’s research (domains in global protocols related to teacher questioning are highly consistent 
with that research). For myself, I find many of the global protocols offer an impressively clear and 
helpful organization of instructional processes.12 They are also quite comprehensive, even as some 
protocols have special emphases. When used for evaluation, it is useful to have a comprehensive 
observational protocol, to reduce construct under-representation (i.e., important domains of practice 
not captured in the protocol). Praetorius and Charalambous (2018), comparing 12 observational 
systems in use in the US and Europe, find that none of the frameworks are comprehensive of all 
constructs used in others, and that for similar constructs they differ somewhat in the elements that 
comprise key instructional constructs. Likewise, Jensen et al. (2019) argue the protocols used in 
MET were in fact not comprehensive of the full range of teaching practices affecting achievement 
and were not necessarily theoretically/conceptually coherent. Nevertheless, many educational 
researchers probably view this set of tools as a logical, timely, and generally coherent and well-
developed extension to more discovery-oriented approaches to classroom observation.  
 How global observational protocols function in different approaches to school improvement 
depends in part on their measurement properties. In various ways, if they are flawed measures, this 
may negatively impact use. There is a literature investigating the measurement properties of global 
observation protocols (Bell et al., 2014; Campbell & Ronfeldt, 2018; Cohen & Goldhaber, 2016; 
Gitomer et al., 2014; Humphry & Heldsinger, 2014; Liu et al., 2019; McCaffrey et al., 2015; White, 
2018; White et al., 2021), and some of that literature offers very sharp critique (Kelly et al., 2020). To 
describe just one concern, scores on the various sub-domains of global protocols, ostensibly 
important to providing teachers useful, domain-specific feedback, are not anywhere near as 
separable in practice as the structure of the protocols would make them out to be (Aucejo et al., 
2022; Humphry & Heldsinger, 2014; Liu et al., 2019; McCaffrey et al., 2015). Yet, even an imperfect 
measure of classroom instruction can be very useful and have uses beyond the scores themselves. 
For example, Goldring et al. (2015) find that apart from the utility of actual scores in evaluation or 
staffing (which may be unreliable and clustered in the middle of the scale), principals report that the 

                                                           
11  Using a decomposition of variance analysis with 4-5 CLASS observations per teacher, Bell et al. (2012) 
caution against making generalized inferences about the average level of teaching for the selected classroom 
for the school year, and relatedly, various high stakes decisions that might accompany such generalizations 
including merit pay, certification, etc.  However, I did not find the consideration of the lesson-level variance 
in particular as problematic for this form of generalization (although other sources were, so Bell et al.’s overall 
point may still hold).  I interpret lesson level variance as a reliability concern at the teacher-level, not a validity 
concern (i.e., lesson to lesson variance is expected, and as long as a sufficient number of observations is 
conducted, variance at the lesson level will average out and the unreliability will be tolerable). 
12 Along with that impression, I also wonder about the level of abstraction in a given protocol. Why four 
domains, why five domains? Why not just two, as in for example, Shernoff’s (2013) theory of environmental 
complexity? What is most useful? A given protocol has to settle on a set level of abstraction for the main 
scoring domains, even as different levels may be differently useful for different purposes or different stages of 
teacher learning. 
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observational frameworks themselves do focus teacher attention and reflection on appropriate 
domains of instruction and enhance professionalization by providing a shared pedagogical language. 
Thus, the overall use of the observational tool is not restricted merely to producing scores.  
 One of the most important shifts in the global protocol era was from fine-grained 
measurement of individual seconds of time, individual questions, even individual words, to a much 
more course-grained, global qualitative coding. Such course-grained measurement does not lend 
itself to promoting incremental, continuous improvement. Additionally, score distributions are not 
often very uniform (in the statistical sense of the uniform distribution). In such systems, most 
teachers, most of the time are just scored as “in the middle” (Kelly et al., 2020; Kraft & Gilmour, 
2017). Global protocols are unlikely to detect small improvements or other changes in teaching. Yet, 
my central point in this essay is that an even more important shift, the most important shift, was the 
shift from an agnostic coding to a valenced, judgmental coding. The judgmental quality of global 
observation protocols is entirely consistent and fitting with the use of those protocols in teacher 
evaluation. At the same time, it limits these tools’ ability to continue to build causal understandings 
of teaching processes. If the coder, by definition, must make an assessment about what is effective 
at the time of observation, the utility of the protocol is limited primarily to describing variation in 
effectiveness, rather than adjudicating competing perspectives/hypotheses on what practices are 
effective.13 Additionally, I will argue below that agnosticism is a valuable property in promoting 
teacher learning. Agnosticism is of no use in evaluation for accountability purposes, but what may be 
overlooked, is that it can be useful in feedback and instructional improvement. To preface this 
argument, I first consider recent technological advances that make feedback with instructional 
observation systems more efficient. 
 

Contemporary Fine-Grained Systems in the Automated Era 
 

 One trait that classroom observation systems/tools have shared, from the early process-
product research, to research in the 1980s and 1990s, to the global protocols of today, is that they 
are just fundamentally labor intensive and costly. A trained observer/coder has to go to a class, or sit 
down and watch a video, and make judgements that are challenging in their complexity or just in the 
concentration required to review and code a lot of content. Attention has been paid to streamlining 
this process, and there has been almost continuous deliberation in all of these literatures about how 
many teaching constructs to include in a coding system, how much of a lesson to code, and when 
making inferences about teachers’ stable instruction, how many lessons to code per teacher (Van der 
Lans et al., 2016). But even if the coding itself is streamlined, and aided by computerization, it is still 
labor intensive and subject to the risks of coder fatigue, bias, or even mischievousness.  
 Automated systems of observations, based on audio and/or video data, where teachers 
themselves autonomously collect and submit data online for processing, offer a truly remarkable 
increase in efficiency of classroom observation. In the audio-based research my colleagues and I are 
carrying out, when the recording equipment and software expenses are amortized over an intensive, 
long-term program of research in schools, districts, or beyond, the cost is orders of magnitude 
cheaper than using university or school-system based data collectors.   
 Measurement challenges in classroom research, whether human or automated, go far beyond 
simple questions about reliability. For example, does the system focus on the teacher’s contribution 
to instruction, the enacted quality of instruction students experience, or some unknown combination 
thereof?  Considering such grand challenges, it remains to be seen how well automated systems 

                                                           
13 Global protocols can also in theory investigate differential importance of effectiveness across sub-domains, 
or context-dependent effectiveness (e.g., interactions between classroom composition or other contextual 
variables and a given sub-domain). 
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function compared to human coded systems, although there is at least now evidence some 
important instructional constructs can be reliably coded (Kelly et al., 2018; Jensen et al., 2020; Jensen 
et al., 2021). Yet, beyond/before these basic challenges, a huge question looms in the development 
of automated systems of classroom observation; will these systems be based on global coding 
protocols, or will a more fine-grained, agnostic approach provide the gold-standard human codes 
that automated systems use to classify classroom instruction?  While it is of course possible to 
eventually pursue both of these methods/goals, given limited resources for educational research, I 
encourage a focus on fine-grained, agnostic approaches.  

Four Principles of Agnostic Classroom Observation for Research and Teacher Learning 

No research is ever fully agnostic. Even noticing salient variation in the first place raises the 
question of why it is deemed to be salient. Nystrand and Gamoran were coding authentic questions 
because of an interest in dialogism. But classroom observation research of the process-product era 
and beyond was agnostic enough to shed light on competing perspectives on classroom instruction. 
What competing perspectives can such research address? Does whole-class instruction, as opposed 
to small group and individualized instruction (activity structure) really create a classroom 
motivational climate risky for lower-achieving students? Does the cultural content of instruction 
really affect student engagement? Is too much teacher-centered instruction detrimental to learning or 
school belonging, and if so, how much is too much? Agnostic, balanced, fine-grained research is the 
only way to generate real answers to these questions, even as individual studies offer only 
incomplete/partial views into these questions.14 Researchers can’t answer any of these questions 
using a global observation protocol because the judgement of effectiveness is made at the time of 
coding. 
 What may be less obvious is how agnosticism in a situation where teachers receive feedback 
on instruction might be beneficial to teacher learning. Overall, I find Clarke and Hollingsworth’s 
(2002) interconnected model of teacher professional growth useful in considering feedback with 
teacher observation systems. In this model, the teacher observation system serves as an external 
source of information and stimulus, which supports reflection and enactment, including 
“professional experimentation.” The context in which observational systems provide external 
information and stimulus could range from pre-service teacher training, to individualized “fit-bit” 
style use by teachers, to professional study groups, to whole-school interventions. Beyond this basic 
model, I do not view observational systems as necessarily restricted to a specific conceptualization of 
what teachers should be reflecting on or on what is most foundational to the teaching process over 
the long-run (i.e., teaching as a set of actions, teaching as a way of thinking, teaching as interacting, 
etc., see discussion of these in Russ et al., 2016). Observational systems can provide external 
information that might function in many different paradigms.  

Both global protocols and more agnostic fine-grained protocols provide teachers with that 
critical external source of information missing in day-to-day practice (Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002; 
Goe et al., 2012) and both can help teachers identify weak points in their instruction. Both offer a 
focusing-effect on key instructional constructs, although global protocols, due to their 
comprehensiveness and abstraction, do so in a different way. Fine-grained protocols, due to 
precision in measurement alone, may be a better platform for encouraging teacher experimentation 
(in the Clarke & Hollingsworth sense). Apart from these features which are more or less shared, 

                                                           
14 “Balance” is a more generic property of research that goes beyond issues of classroom observation. By 
balance I mean that the research is positioned to show both the positive and negative effects of an 
educational policy or practice.  I often point to the Hamilton et al. (2007) implementing standards based 
accountability report as a particularly balanced study, although that uses a survey methodology. 
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agnosticism may be useful in promoting learning by increasing teachers’ receptivity to receiving 
feedback through four mechanisms.   

 

Choice 
 

 First, an agnostic system of measurement presents teacher users with choice. Global 
observation protocols assume that each sub-domain contributes to effective teaching, and so by 
definition, it would be wrong not to focus on all of the domains scored on the protocol. In contrast, 
an agnostic system presents teachers with information on the nature of their instruction, five 
constructs, 10 constructs, or however many are measured, without insisting that every single one of 
those constructs maps onto effectiveness in an obvious way in every single lesson. Instead, it offers 
teachers choice, where teachers can focus on what they themselves want to focus on. That focus can 
change over time. Choice is limited by what the system measures, but nevertheless is non-trivial. If 
choice is a basic determinant of engagement (Assor, 2012; Cordova & Lepper, 1996; Ryan & Deci, 
2000), then this is an important property of a feedback system. 

The presence of choice in agnostic observation systems was recently highlighted in two small 
scale user-studies of the TalkMoves application (Jacobs et al., 2022) and the Teacher Talk Tool 
(Jensen et al., 2020). Jacobs et al. (2022) report that mathematics teacher users were much more 
attentive to one system output, the ratio of student to teacher talk (which is also a key output 
reported in the TeachFX system), than to other talk moves such as revoicing, pressing for accuracy, 
etc. Somewhat differently, Kelly et al. (in progress) found that in user-study interviews, English 
teacher users demonstrated substantial person-to-person variability in attention to specific discourse 
features reported by the Teacher Talk Tool. For example, some users were highly attuned to 
feedback on authentic questions, while other users did not focus at all on that feedback. These 
results demonstrate that when given the opportunity, teachers appear to exercise choice in the 
particular dimensions of instruction they themselves choose to analyze and act on compared to what 
information the system offers. At least in these current systems however, these choices are highly 
constrained by the few instructional constructs the system provides feedback on. These systems do 
not yet give teachers the agency to pose their own questions about instruction. 

 

Withholding of Judgement 
 

Second, and even more intrinsically, agnostic systems withhold judgement. This withholding is 
essential, but also limited in two major ways. First, there is some judgement inherent in quantifying a 
teaching construct as  “low” or “high,” and certainly some judgement/comparison if the system 
provides a percentile ranking. Some teachers, at the end of the day, will feel they are judgmental. 
Second, the system, or rather, the researchers who developed it, have decided what is important to 
count (see limitations of choice above). Yet, there is some element of withholding judgement 
inherent to systems that define measured constructs in a value-free way. For example, when a 
teacher is told they scored low in offering students praise, or that they scored very low, in the 
bottom 5%, of offering praise, this is not the same thing as telling the teacher they should have 
offered more praise, or that, by definition, the lesson was ineffective because they offered less praise. 

Withholding judgement may be a basic principle of persuasion/attitude change. I am not 
aware of performance evaluation studies that address this question. However, classic theories of 
attitude change warn that attitudes often serve an ego-defensive function (Katz, 1960) and that an 
individual is more likely to be receptive to an argument (e.g., that one might need to improve in an 
area of teaching) if it is closer to their existing attitudes and beliefs (Sherif, 1963). For example, even 
if a teacher really should offer more praise, they may be more likely to come to that conclusion if left 
to deliberate on their own, rather than by adopting a more didactic approach. The principle of 
withholding judgement is used in social norms campaigns, which have been shown to be effective in 
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changing risky behavior (Foss et al., 2003; Haines, 1996). While this may seem like splitting-hairs, in 
persuasion and attitude change, it is worth considering that a light touch may be preferred to a 
heavy-handed approach.   

 

Locally-Compensatory Practices 
 

Third, and related to the construct of choice, agnostic systems accommodate locally-
compensatory teaching practices. Recall the N&G finding that very little genuine discussion occurs in 
secondary ELA classrooms (less than 2 minutes in the earliest research, and a mere 45 seconds in 
the control classrooms in the Partnership for Literacy Study, Juzwik et al., 2008). Reading 
researchers are sometimes skeptical of the emphasis placed on discussion in dialogic instruction, 
arguing that active, direct time spent reading is the most important determinant of literacy 
development, especially among struggling readers.15 But the N&G research shows that the amount 
of discussion could be doubled, tripled, or more, and still leave plenty of time for the vast majority 
of instruction to be more direct. In a similar way, agnostic systems leave room for teachers to engage 
in locally-compensatory practices that are atypical of local instruction, and offer students a different 
learning modality or experience. In other words, they allow for a “students at my school don’t get a 
lot of xxxx; I offer that to them in my class” type approach. Agnostic systems don’t say that any 
given teacher must offer a certain instructional approach. 

 

Internal Locus of Control 
 

Fourth, agnostic systems, especially automated ones, may offer teachers a greater (more 
internal) locus of control concerning system outputs and future change or improvement in measured 
teaching constructs. Locus of control is an efficacy-related concept differentiating 
beliefs/perceptions about control over outcomes (Furnham & Steele, 1993; Rotter, 1966). 
Individuals with an internal locus of control believe outcomes are strongly determined by their own 
actions as opposed to external factors like luck or the decisions of others (Schunk, 1991). Locus of 
control has long been theorized as a central component of teacher efficacy and related constructs 
like burnout (Dworkin, 2009; Zee & Koomen, 2016). When an external observer scores instruction 
according to a researcher-developed criterion, it may be easy for the target of that observation (the 
teacher) to view the resulting scores as primarily determined by the scorer’s own preoccupations, 
biases, etc., rather than anything they themselves might do. When that observer is a local actor, locus 
of control may be especially affected by pre-existing trust or mistrust. Stated differently, agnostic 
systems are less likely to be associated with system alienation attitudes and beliefs than evaluative 
systems, particularly when that evaluation is carried out by a local administrator. Teachers are highly 
educated, and education is the most important predictor of (reducing) misanthropy (Smith, 1997). 
But teachers are still vulnerable to feelings of general mistrust, and to mistrust in the occupational 
system they are embedded in and to the administrators they work with (Price, 2021, 2012; 
Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 1998; Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2009). A non-trivial number of teachers 
may believe that the administrators who review their work “just don’t like anything I do.”16  

                                                           
15 This argument has been made to me, anonymously, by IES reading panel reviewers. 
16 The literature on faculty trust in principals does not hone in on the prevalence rate of gross mistrust of 
principals.  There is a developing literature on teacher perceptions of administrators’ classroom observations 
in particular (Cherasaro, et al, 2016; Grissom et al., 2018; Kraft & Christian, 2019; Pepper et al., 2015) as well 
as administrators’ own experience (Donaldson & Woulfin, 2018; Hunter & Rodriguez, 2021; Jones et al., 
2021; Kraft & Gilmour, 2016).  In the former, there is a wide distribution of teacher perceptions, but as in 
research on faculty trust, the focus is seldom on the most disenfranchised teachers in the tail of the 
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Teachers in such an unfortunate position (whether justified or partially justified and partially 
imagined), may be unlikely to view the scores on evaluative global protocols as malleable, believing 
them to be irrevocably determined by a hostile party. Agnostic systems are not immune to various 
sources of bias, but they are less likely to be personally biased towards individual teachers than 
judgmental systems, or to become more biased over time. If a teacher does make a real change, it 
won’t be discounted. Here, automation will greatly reinforce and compound this effect.17

 

Observational Tools and Their Uses 

In the preceding section I argued that an inherent feature of observational tools, the degree 
of agnosticism, may influence teacher response to feedback provided through that tool through four 
specific mechanisms. Yet, it is worth emphasizing that even if an inherent feature contributes to or 
influences teacher response, this is not that same thing as fully determining that response. Indeed, 
some critical determinants of teachers’ professional development, including teacher voice, may be 
most strongly impacted by factors external to the tool itself, including the context and nature of its 
use. Consider an instructional coaching relationship, where teachers and their coaches are supported 
by an observational system. Conceptually, the literature on teacher coaching (e.g., Knight, 2011), 
allows us to see that in such a relationship, a tool might provide the framework or backdrop for 
coaching, but the constructs that might matter the most in generating teacher learning or other 
professional growth are actually the normative practices and principles that under-gird that coaching. 
For example, taking the tool as a given, the amount of teacher voice in the instructional 
improvement process will be heavily determined by the orientation and actions of the coach, 
including efforts to identify teachers’ own goals and how they want to adapt basic pedagogical 
principles to their classroom. 
 Empirically, research by Cherasaro et al. (2016) gives us a high-level view of teacher response 
to observational evaluation and feedback. Although there are many unknown details about the use 
of observational tools in this major study, one overall implication is that teacher response is highly 
variable. This research was in the context of evaluation, concerning the global observation protocols 
used in district systems of teacher evaluation. Overall, approximately 55% of teachers agreed or 
strongly agreed the feedback was useful. Despite this very mixed perceptions of overall usefulness, 
sixty percent or more of teachers reported feedback uptake; planning new instructional activities or 
approaches, etc. Importantly, while perceptions of overall usefulness and uptake (response to 
feedback) were related to perceptions of accuracy and evaluator credibility, there was a great deal of 
unexplained variance in usefulness and uptake. It seems clear that teacher response can’t be neatly 
predicted from basic features of the observational systems in use, both because individuals vary in 
how they perceive those features, and how the tool is used with teachers likely has a huge effect 
independent of those features. 
 Messick (1989) argues that the interpretation and use of scores is fundamental to 
understanding the validity of those scores as a construct. A logical consequence of that now well-
established view (see e.g., Groves et al., 2009; Kane, 2013) is that future research on classroom 
observation systems should not be restricted to the study of measurement properties, but also 
engage in the study of use-value, with actual empirical data on protocols in use generated by 
qualitative and quantitative research (see e.g., Goldring et al., 2015; Kraft & Gilmour, 2016).  Use-
value will be affected by the nature and context of its use (see above discussion of variation in 

                                                           
distribution, so it is more difficult to estimate what proportion of teachers might hold extreme distrust of 
observational validity.  
17 Although not narrowly tailored to this topic, research by Logg et al. (2019) suggests that individuals are 
generally receptive to algorithmic predictions in the modern era.  
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teacher response in Cheresaro et al., 2016), but I have also argued that the level of agnosticism in an 
observational system is a “fundamental” feature and may tend to influence teacher response, in 
general, through specific mechanisms (choice, etc.).  Moreover, I do not believe that views of 
validity that correctly stress interpretation necessarily imply that all understanding of measurement 
systems is entirely conditional on use. There are two reasons this would not be the most helpful 
perspective in the study of observational systems. First, inherent properties of observational systems, 
such as their degree of agnosticism, may have similar effects across multiple (if not all) uses. Second, 
the mere existence of a given system almost ensures that it will be put to multiple uses. A system’s 
use will rarely be so narrowly tailored that it’s validity can be assessed around a single, discrete use.  
 

Conclusion 

In this essay I have compared global, judgmental protocols vs. agnostic, fine-grained 
protocols, and to a lesser extent, considered the role of automation in this comparison. Agnosticism 
is just one of the important basic features of classroom observation protocols (see Table 1). I have 
paired agnosticism with grain-size in this essay primarily due to the empirical regularity of this 
correspondence in the example systems considered, not because the two features are by definition 
related. However, I have hypothesized that being fine-grained is generative, in a probabilistic, 
imperfect sense, of agnosticism. My even more basic thesis is that agnosticism itself is an 
underappreciated concern in observational research. In addition to their obvious necessity in 
discovery-oriented research, agnostic systems of classroom observation may be useful in various 
efforts to promote teacher learning. Agnostic systems, I suggest, offer choice, withhold judgement, 
make room for locally-compensatory practices, and may promote a greater locus of control. 
Admittedly, it is somewhat counter-intuitive to propose that we might be better able to improve 
instruction by explicitly avoiding any judgement of its overall effectiveness. But consider an analogy: 
athletic coaches use stopwatches to gain fine-grained insight into training intervals, but the 
stopwatch is agnostic about whether on a given day and time, a particular athlete should be doing a 
more- or less-intense training interval to receive a maximum training benefit. Maybe what educators 
need are similarly agnostic tools to help leverage their professional judgment and invigorate their 
professional practice.   

Educational researchers should continue to develop and refine global protocols, but also 
agnostic, fine-grained systems. Researchers working in the automated realm should very 
purposefully consider measurement agnosticism in goals and methods. A great deal of effort goes 
into the human-coding side in developing automated methods, and what type of system the human 
observers use in coding is a “crux” decision that determines and constrains the automation.  
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