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1. Introduction 
The Cognia® Teacher Observation Tool is a formative observation tool designed to foster 
teachers’ professional improvement toward the practice of learner-centric teaching. This 
observation tool provides rich formative data for teachers and administrators to engage in clear 
and focused discussions about improving teaching practices based on information gathered 
from direct classroom observations. Accompanying this tool is the Teacher Observation Tool 
Rating Guide. By rating the items within the five overarching dimensions related to high-quality 
instruction, administrators and teachers can identify crucial elements to help strengthen and 
sustain effective teaching practices. 

2. Background 
The design of Cognia’s Teacher Observation Tool involved an iterative process, meaning that 
several phases of development design were executed before the content was determined ready 
for field testing. The process began with an extensive environmental scan to understand current 
teacher observation and evaluation practices and resources used in regions in the United States 
and globally. These findings, once analyzed, drove the next phase of the development process, 
the researching phase. In this phase, key research questions were established, literature 
reviewed, and theoretical constructs formed that led to the eventual development of the five 
dimensions that frame the Teacher Observation Tool. Considerable reading in research 
disciplines such as teacher effectiveness, motivational theory, classroom equity, and learner-
centric instruction served as the foundation for the beginning of the tool’s conceptual design 
and in its final review. Aligning with Cognia’s beliefs regarding learner-centric teaching and 
student engagement, learning as defined by Palincsar (1998) grounded the initial discussions 
and readings relative to creating a formative observation tool: “Learning is the process of 
actively engaging learners in building knowledge, whereas instruction is the process by which 
teachers intentionally and purposefully engage learners in said knowledge-building.” 
Furthermore, research on effective teaching indicated that effective teachers are characterized 
by qualities related to the following categories of effective teaching: content knowledge, 
pedagogical knowledge, delivery of instruction, assessment of/for learning, learning 
environment, and professional disposition (Bulger, Mohr, & Walls, 2002; Stronge, 2018; Walker, 
2008). 

Following the researching phase, the development team identified five dimensions of high-quality 

instruction to progress to the ideating and creating phases of the development process. The items 
for each dimension, in draft form, were written to align to the research reviewed in the previous 
phase, describing high-quality learner-centric practices and an equitable classroom 
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environment. Each item was carefully written and vetted to ensure that the final pilot test items 
met the criteria for quality instrument design and reflected high-quality teacher actions. All 
words were checked by the development team and by a group of domestic and international 
educators to ensure each word was free of bias, emotionality, and jargon, and was observable 
and applicable in any classroom setting including remote, digital, and in-person. Additionally, 
each item was constructed so that it was observable in any K–13 classroom regardless of the 
subject taught. Creating the dimensions and subsequent items were one component of the 
creating and ideating phases; an additional tool, a rating guide, like a rubric, went through the 
same development phases as the Teacher Observation Tool. 
The last phase of the development process, prototyping, involved testing the initial form of the 
Teacher Observation Tool to determine if it could be used as designed and intended (a minimum 
of 20 minutes to observe all items in any K–13 classroom setting). This small-scale pilot testing 
was conducted by the development team and its results were used to determine if the Teacher 
Observation Tool needed further revisions and research (the iterative development process). 
Together, these phases and processes yielded the final Teacher Observation Tool.  

3. Instrument Overview 
The Cognia Teacher Observation Tool encompasses effective teaching practices within the 
following five dimensions: Culture and Climate, Learning, Essentials, Agency, and Relationship. 

• The Culture and Climate Dimension describes a classroom environment anchored by 
learners and teachers mutually respecting, genuinely supporting, and encouraging each 
other. In this environment, learners have a deep sense of belongingness that is fostered 
by the teacher modeling high expectations, equity, and inclusivity. Learners feel loved 
and cared for, safe, and secure to take the social, emotional, and academic risks needed 
to self-actualize (Barr, 2016; Harbour et al., 2015; Mayne, 2019; Titsworth et al., 2013). 

• The Learning Dimension describes the processes established by the teacher to ensure 
learners have opportunities to demonstrate an understanding of the content and apply 
that knowledge and acquisition of skills. Learning is not something done to learners but 
is something learners do with the content. It is the end product of how students 
understand and react to their experiences (Bell et al., 2019; Coe et al., 2014; Hammond-
Bennett et al., 2014; Peterson-Deluca, 2016). 

• The Essentials Dimension describes the core competencies demonstrated by an effective 
teacher, including presence and disposition, pedagogical knowledge, content knowledge, 
and management of the learning environment (Bell et al., 2019; Coe et al., 2014; Kimmel 
et al., 2019; Pierce, 2019). 

• The Agency Dimension describes the actions effective teachers use to foster learners’ 
abilities to self-direct and self-regulate their own learning resulting in a growth mindset 
that includes a strong sense of intrinsic motivation and self-efficacy. This includes taking 
the initiative to craft, carry out, and, if needed, revise an actionable plan for 
improvement while engaged in continuous self- reflection (Bell et al., 2019; Coe et al., 
2014; Habour et al., 2015; Muijs et al., 2014). 
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• The Relationship Dimension describes the actions effective teachers use to foster 
healthy, positive connections between and among teachers and learners. These 
relationships are foundational to learners developing their social-emotional well-being 
and growing their capacity to navigate a global and diverse world (Barr, 2016; Mayne, 
2019; Muijs et al., 2014; Peterson-Deluca, 2016). 

4. Administration  

Cognia offers year-round access to the Teacher Observation Tool, and members can choose to 
administer the observation tool at any point they consider appropriate. To date, over 52,000 
observations across the world have been conducted. In the 2022–23 administration, the 
distribution of administration dates differed between U.S. schools and international schools. 
Observations conducted in the U.S. schools continued to increase from the launch date. The 
number of observations per week stabilized in November, except holidays, with slight increases 
week over week, as shown in Figure 1. International schools had fewer observations 
administered than U.S. schools, but their pattern was similar to that of U.S. schools, as shown in 
Figure 2. 

Figure 1: Distribution of Observation Responses Throughout the Year for U.S. Schools 
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Figure 2: Distribution of Observation Responses Throughout the Year for International Schools 

 

5. Participation 

A total of 42,603 observations from 2,127 institutions were conducted by 4,082 observers from 
July 1, 2022 through April 30, 2023. The results described in this report are based on completed 
observations in grade K through grade 13.  

Participation by Geographical Regions 

These observations were conducted by 2,127 educational institutions globally. Institutions from 
the United States comprised 82.8% of the total number of institutions and administered 71.6% 
of the total observations. The remaining 17.2% of institutions were international and 
administered 28.4% of the total observations. Among the U.S. institutions, most observations 
were concentrated in the southeast region (Table 1).  

TABLE 1. Participation by Geographical Regions 

  Observations Observers Institutions 

Region n % n % n % 

International 12090 28.4 1282 31.4 366 17.2 
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Mid-Atlantic 2128 5.0 339 8.3 218 10.2 

Midwest 1006 2.4 124 3.0 86 4.0 

Mountain 967 2.3 139 3.4 108 5.1 

Northeast 281 0.7 30 0.7 31 1.5 

Pacific 730 1.7 80 2.0 43 2.0 

Southeast 25401 59.6 2088 51.2 1275 59.9 

Overall 42603 100 4082 100 2127 100 

 

Participation by Grades 

All grade levels from grade K through grade 13 were represented in the 2022–23 administration. 
An observation can cover more than one grade when the classroom has students from mixed 
grades. The number of observations was nearly evenly distributed across grades with a slightly 
higher number in grades 10, K, 1, and 11. By grade span, 2,506 schools have early elementary 
grades (K–2), 2,531 schools have elementary grades (3–5), 2,023 schools have middle school 
grades (6–8), and 2,654 schools have high school grades (9 or greater) (Table 2). 

TABLE 2. Participation by Grades 

  Observations Observers Institutions 

Grade n % n % n % 

 K 4111 8.8 1077 7.3 807 8.3 

 1 3870 8.3 1240 8.4 866 8.9 

 2 3722 8.0 1229 8.3 833 8.6 

 3 3760 8.1 1265 8.5 869 8.9 

 4 3405 7.3 1257 8.5 845 8.7 

 5 3266 7.0 1191 8.0 817 8.4 

 6 3074 6.6 1078 7.3 684 7.0 

 7 3327 7.2 1102 7.4 673 6.9 

 8 3352 7.2 1081 7.3 666 6.9 

 9 3676 7.9 1148 7.7 679 7.0 

10 4177 9.0 1152 7.8 679 7.0 

11 3791 8.1 1068 7.2 657 6.8 

12 2806 6.0 875 5.9 565 5.8 

13 185 0.4 80 0.5 74 0.8 

Overall 46522 100 14843 100 9714 100 

 

6. Descriptive Analysis 

The Teacher Observation Tool consists of items categorized by five dimensions of observations: 
Culture and Climate Dimension (items A1–A4), Learning Dimension (items B1–B6), Essentials 
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Dimension (items C1–C5), Agency Dimension (items D1–D5), and Relationship Dimension (items 
E1–E3). Point values from 1 to 4 correspond to four evidence levels: Not Evident, Somewhat 
Evident, Evident, and Very Evident.  

6.1 Item Analysis 
Tables 5 provides the item statistics, including means (average response to an item), standard 
deviations (“sd”; dispersion of scores; how “spread out” the scores are for that item), item 
correlations (“corr w total”; relationship between item score and total scores), and answer 
option percentage (proportion of each answer option). Figure 3 displays the proportion of each 
answer option by item. The item text for each dimension can be found in Appendix A. 

Notable Findings 

• Item analysis showed mean scores of items ranging from 2.56 (Item 2 in Agency 
Dimension) to 3.54 (Item 1 in Relationship Dimension). The second highest item mean is 
3.52 (Item 1 in Essentials Dimension). 

• The median value of item means is 3.25. The mean value of item means is 3.22. 
Standard deviation values were clustered relatively closely to the means (0.62 to 1.03). 

• Item score to total score correlations ranged from 0.58 to 0.77. The lowest correlations 
were present in the Agency Dimension. 

• Item 1 in Relationship Dimension (Item E1), Item 1 in Essentials Dimension (Item C1), 
and Item 3 in the Relationship Dimension (Item E3) had the highest proportion of “Very 
Evident,” 60.5%, 59.8%, and 55.5% respectively. 

• Item 2 in the Agency Dimension observed the highest proportion of “Not Evident” at 
20.9%. Item 2 in the Culture and Climate Dimension had the lowest proportion of “Not 
Evident,” at less than 1%. 

 

TABLE 5. Item Descriptive Statistics 

            Answer Option Percentage 

Dimension Item ID n mean sd corr w total p1 p2 p3 p4 

Culture/Climate     

A1 42603 3.42 0.66 0.74 1.0 7.0 41.1 50.9 

A2 42603 3.48 0.62 0.71 0.7 4.7 40.3 54.2 
A3 42603 3.34 0.76 0.68 3.4 7.7 40.9 48.0 

A4 42603 3.30 0.75 0.73 2.0 11.3 41.5 45.2 

Learning  

B1 42603 3.35 0.72 0.72 1.8 9.0 41.8 47.4 
B2 42603 3.06 0.82 0.71 4.5 17.4 45.8 32.2 
B3 42603 3.12 0.79 0.68 4.3 13.3 48.3 34.1 
B4 42603 3.25 0.73 0.74 2.0 11.2 46.2 40.6 
B5 42603 2.94 0.90 0.70 8.6 17.8 44.2 29.4 

B6 42603 3.16 0.80 0.74 4.1 13.2 45.4 37.3 

Essentials  C1 42603 3.52 0.65 0.70 1.3 5.0 33.9 59.8 
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C2 42603 3.27 0.74 0.75 2.2 11.3 44.3 42.3 
C3 42603 3.21 0.77 0.71 3.1 11.8 46.0 39.0 
C4 42603 3.18 0.79 0.77 3.2 14.2 44.2 38.3 

C5 42603 3.32 0.74 0.73 2.0 10.5 41.1 46.3 

Agency  

D1 42603 3.20 0.74 0.76 2.6 11.8 48.3 37.3 
D2 42603 2.56 1.03 0.58 20.9 22.1 37.5 19.6 
D3 42603 3.04 0.86 0.69 6.8 14.6 46.5 32.1 
D4 42603 3.06 0.84 0.74 5.8 14.6 47.1 32.4 

D5 42603 3.04 0.84 0.76 6.3 15.0 47.5 31.2 

Relationship  
E1 42603 3.54 0.63 0.69 1.0 4.5 34.1 60.5 

E2 42603 3.31 0.81 0.70 4.3 9.2 37.8 48.8 

E3 42603 3.47 0.68 0.70 1.8 5.1 37.6 55.5 
 

 

Figure 3. Percentage of Each Answer Options by Item  
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6.2 Dimension Analysis 
Dimension analysis provides an overview of dimension performances by aggregating items to 
their parent dimension level. Within each of the five dimensions, there are higher and lower 
scored items, however all dimensions demonstrated sufficient mean scores. 

Notable Findings 

• Mean scores of the dimensions ranged from 2.98 to 3.44. The Relationship Dimension 
and the Culture and Climate Dimension had the highest mean scores, while the Agency 
Dimension had the lowest mean score and the highest standard deviation. 

• All dimensions were highly correlated with total scores. The correlation ranged from 
0.81 to 0.94. 

• Items in the Agency Dimension also showed the highest proportion of “Not Evident” 
among all dimensions. 

• Institutions performed the best in the Relationship Dimension and Culture/Climate 
Dimension. Items in these two dimensions had high mean scores, low standard 
deviations, and high proportions of “Evident” and “Very Evident.” 

 
Table 6 shows descriptive statistics for each dimension. 

TABLE 6. Dimension Descriptive Statistics 

Dimension n mean sd min max corr w total 

A. Culture/Climate 42603 3.40 0.57 1 4 0.87 
B. Learning  42603 3.15 0.61 1 4 0.94 

C. Essentials  42603 3.30 0.59 1 4 0.92 

D. Agency  42603 2.98 0.68 1 4 0.89 

E. Relationship  42603 3.44 0.60 1 4 0.81 

 

7. Reliability and Validity  

7.1 Internal Consistency 
Observation responses were used to investigate the evidence for the internal consistency 
reliability across the instrument. Reliability was calculated according to Cronbach’s Alpha (α) 
and McDonald’s omega (ω)1. The Teacher Observation Tool demonstrates α values of 0.955, and 
ω values of 0.976. These values provide evidence that the tool demonstrates sufficient reliability 

 
1 Though Cronbach’s Alpha is widely used and understood as a measure of reliability, McDonald’s omega is a distinct reliability 

coefficient with the advantage of considering the strength of association between items, leading to a stronger measurement of 
the scale’s internal consistency.  
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to make decisions about effective teaching practices within the dimensions2. Table 7 provides 
reliability for the whole instrument and each dimension. 

TABLE 7. Internal Consistency and Reliability of Dimensions 

Reliability A B C D E Total 

Alpha (α) 0.834 0.854 0.857 0.839 0.807 0.955 

Omega (ω) 0.863 0.883 0.871 0.858 0.820 0.976 

A. Culture/Climate Dimension; B. Learning Dimension; C. Essentials Dimension; D. Agency Dimension; E. Relationship Dimension 

7.2 Validity Evidence 
Validity evidence for the measurement of the Teacher Observation Tool is presented in Table 8 
as correlations between dimensions for the whole instrument. Specifically, correlations of 
responses across dimensions are presented in the off-diagonal cells and represent discriminant 
validity evidence (indicating the degree to which dimensions are separate and distinct from one 
another), while convergent validity evidence is presented in the cells along the diagonal as 
reliability (i.e., ω; indicating the consistency of measurement within the dimensions).   
Within-dimension reliabilities range from 0.820 to 0.883, demonstrating sufficient and strong 
convergent validity evidence. Across-dimension correlations are moderate to strong and range 
from 0.652 to 0.835; however, the across-dimension reliabilities (i.e., discriminant validity 
evidence) are consistently lower than the associated within-dimension reliabilities. These 
results indicate that the Teacher Observation Tool consistently measures effective teaching 
practices within each of the five dimensions, which are related to each other, but still 
demonstrates sufficient independence as to be considered separate traits or constructs.   

TABLE 8. Convergent and Discriminant Validity of Dimensions 

Dimensions Culture/Climate  Learning  Essentials  Agency  Relationship  

Culture/Climate  0.863     

Learning  0.760 0.883    

Essentials  0.782 0.835 0.871   

Agency  0.677 0.814 0.740 0.858  

 
2 Salvia, J., & Ysseldyke, J. E. (2004). Assessment in special and inclusive education (9th ed.). Boston: Houghton Mifflin.   
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Relationship  0.744 0.686 0.708 0.650 0.820 

 

7.3 Construct Validity 

The fit of the theoretical and conceptual structure of the Teacher Observation Tool to data 
resulting from classroom observations can be evaluated through statistical techniques known as 
latent factor models. Specifically, two latent factor models can be used to describe the 
relationship among items, dimensions (A. Culture/Climate Dimension; B. Learning Dimension; C. 
Essentials Dimension; D. Agency Dimension; E. Relationship Dimension), and overall 
instructional effectiveness as captured by the Teacher Observation Tool. The Unidimensional 
Model conceives of observed ratings as being correlated to overall performance; the First-Order 
Model suggests that observed ratings are each correlated with a specific dimension and these 
dimensions are correlated with each other.  

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) is the statistical technique used to evaluate whether the 
Unidimensional Model or the First-Order Model fits the data best and to confirm that the target 
model fits the data well. Model comparison is conducted according to a Likelihood-Ratio Test, 
with significant differences indicating that the more complex (i.e., First-Order) model fits best; 
model evaluation is conducted by comparing standard model fit statistics (RMSEA and χ2/df) 
against critical values in an empirical sampling distribution that was generated according to a 
bootstrap resampling procedure (replications = 100; α = 0.05).  

The model evaluation found that RMSEA and χ2/df values did not exceed the empirically 
determined significance values; therefore, the models all fit the data sufficiently well to enable 
further comparison and interpretation3. Model comparison according to the results of 
Likelihood-Ratio Tests between the Unidimensional Model and First-Order Model found that 
First-Order Model fits significantly better than the Unidimensional Model. Together, these 
results provide evidence supporting measurement and reporting of the Cognia Teacher 
Observation Tool results according to the five teaching dimensions. Table 9 summarizes model 
evaluation and comparison results. 

TABLE 9. Confirmatory Factor Analysis Model Summary 

Model  N  df  RMSEA  χ2/df  Notes  

Unidimensional 42,603 230 0.060  154.294    

 
3 Kline, R. B. (2013). Beyond significance testing: Statistics reform in the behavioral sciences, 2nd Edition. 

Washington, D.C.: American Psychological Association. 
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First-Order 42,603 220  0.041  72.628 *  

* Preferred model based on LRT results  

For Additional Information   

For any additional questions about this study contact the authors:   

Xiaonan Zhang, Measurement Scientist: xiaonan.zhang@cognia.org    

Monica Blomker, Director of Effectiveness: monica.blomker@cognia.org  

Appendix A 

Table A1: Cognia Teacher Observation Tool Instrument Item Text  

Dimension Item  Item Text  

Culture/Climat
e   

A1 Fosters an environment that embraces all learners 

A2 Treats each learner equitably 

A3 
Encourages learners to share their opinions without fear of negative 
comments from their peers 

A4 Creates enthusiasm for the learning at hand 

Learning  

B1 Communicates clear explanations about the activities or tasks 

B2 
Implements lessons and/or activities that stimulate learners to use 
higher order thinking skills 

B3 
Delivers lessons that are relatable to the learners or aligned to their 
interests 

B4 
Monitors learners’ understanding of the content and/or the 
acquisition of skills 

B5 
Adapts instruction and/or activities that meet individual learner’s 
needs 

B6 
Provides learners with purposeful feedback about their progress 
and/or needs 

Essentials  

C1 
Delivers and/or facilitates the lesson with knowledge and 
confidence 

C2 
Communicates and upholds high expectations for learners’ 
behaviors to maximize their learning and well-being 

C3 Facilitates use of resources that support learners’ needs 

C4 Implements instructional strategies that actively engage learners 

C5 Manages the learning time in an efficient and optimal manner 

Agency  D1 Empowers learners to be responsible for the learning at hand 

mailto:xiaonan.zhang@cognia.org
mailto:monica.blomker@cognia.org
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D2 Gives learners choices about the learning activities or tasks 

D3 
Provides assistance for learners to navigate and monitor their 
learning progress 

D4 
Encourages learners to persevere with or seek challenging activities 
or tasks 

D5 Builds learners’ growth mindset and self-efficacy 

Relationship  

E1 
Promotes respectful and caring interactions toward and between 
learners 

E2 Cultivates learner cooperation, collaboration, and inclusivity 

E3 Preserves learners’ dignity while attending to their individual needs 
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