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The task set for this stimulus paper was to provide a perspective on evidence of impact 
within an Initial Teacher Education context, specifically addressing: 

�� The principles/framework that might underpin the selection of evidence of impact 
against the Graduate level of the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (APST) 
for the purposes of accreditation of ITE programs

�� The types and/or range of evidence that could be considered to demonstrate evidence 
of impact against the Graduate level of the APST.

As framing for this paper, I have outlined a brief set of principles to be considered in the 
development of a national approach to the provision of evidence. The remainder of the 
paper focuses on three issues. First, I consider the relationships among the Accreditation 
of Initial Teacher Education Programs in Australia Standards and Procedures, the Australian 
Professional Standards for Teachers, and the idea of ‘classroom readiness.’ Second, I outline 
an argument for using classroom observations as a key form of evidence of the impact of 
teacher education programs. Finally, I offer preliminary thoughts on how such observations 
might be used for making judgments about the quality of graduates and effectiveness of 
teacher education programs.

Principles to underpin the  
re-accreditation system
The following principles, derived from my various experiences as teacher, teacher educator, 
researcher, and dean of education, attempt to articulate a viable and defensible approach 
to assessing the impact of teacher education programs while also mediating the diverse 
concerns of the various stakeholders who will necessarily be involved in its enactment.

1.	 While informing accountability, the major purpose of any national approach to 
gathering evidence of the impact of teacher education programs should be to provide 
feedback for those programs in the ongoing quest for delivery of high quality teacher 
education programs and preparation of high quality (‘classroom ready’) graduates 
and, ultimately, improve the quality of the teaching in Australian schools; 

2.	 The approach must have reasonable levels of validity, reliability, and fairness, 
recognising both the desire for scientific integrity and the messy reality of the social 
worlds of schooling and teacher preparation;

3.	 The approach needs to have credibility with the profession and its various stakeholders. 
Without such credibility and buy-in, distrust among sectors of the education enterprise 
could be exacerbated with negative consequences for the status of teaching, which 
would potentially worsen current recruitment and workforce concerns;

4.	 The approach should not be cumbersome or overly burdensome for universities, 
systems or schools. Nor should it be overly rigid, locking institutions too tightly into 
agreed forms of evidence in ways that prevent refinement during an implementation 
phase;

5.	 The focus should be on the quality of teaching, not the quality of teachers. The 
focus on teachers, rather than teaching, in much government, policy, and academic 
argument, is misguided and damaging to the growth of the profession. It is the 
teaching (understood broadly) that matters most;

6.	 The focus here should be on the assessment of programs rather than on the 
assessment of individuals, which must remain the province of the teacher education 
provider.
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Standard and 'classroom readiness'
Three distinct but related constructs are at the centre of discussions about evidence of 
the impact of teacher education, as borne out in the TEMAG report: program standards, 
graduate standards, and classroom readiness. How these constructs, and the relationships 
among them, are understood will underpin the development of an approach to 
systematically gathering evidence. A preliminary mapping of their relationship is outlined 
below in Figure 1:

The Program Standards (outlined in the shaded rectangles) guide the accreditation of 
teacher education programs at both initial and re-accreditation phases. At re-accreditation, 
program evaluation and program outcomes become particularly pertinent. Program 
evaluation methods will contribute to accounting for how program outcomes are determined 
by the provider. Program outcomes are constituted primarily in terms of whether the 
Graduate level of the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers has been met and, in 
recent rhetoric, whether graduates are ‘classroom ready.’ 

A key implication of this recent addition to the teacher education review discourse is that a 
graduate might meet the Graduate Standards (which the teacher education program has 
been accredited to deliver) but might not be ‘classroom ready’, might not be successful 
in the classroom, might not have “the practical skills needed” for the classroom (Teacher 
Education Ministerial Advisory Group, 2014). While in an ideal world they might be the 
same, it becomes clear that the Standards and being ‘classroom ready’ are not seen as 
synonymous. If this is the case, and if teacher educators, teachers, governments, and 
other stakeholders concur, and agree that both the Standards and classroom readiness 
are important, then forms of evidence are needed to demonstrate, at the program level, 
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Standards, and classroom readiness
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that graduates can both meet the Graduate Standards and show their practical skill in 
the classroom. However, there can be no simple distinction between the Standards and 
being ready for the classroom. To a considerable extent, the Graduate Standards require 
demonstration of classroom skill. And demonstrating practical skill in the classroom requires 
understanding of multiple aspects of teaching and learning, as articulated (substantially) in 
the Graduate Standards. 

A foundational consideration in developing an approach to the compilation and assessment 
of evidence of the effectiveness of teacher education programs is whether the Graduate 
Standards are taken as indicative of classroom readiness, or not. The simple fact that 
“classroom readiness” is now a key phrase in the latest push to improve teaching and 
teacher education signals their difference. 

Available evidence types
Major types of evidence currently in use for gauging the effectiveness of teacher education 
programs, and some of their associated challenges, are listed in Table 1. I have not 
systematically provided advantages or strengths of the first three types of evidence, 
although this would provide a more balanced view. Such balance is likely to come through 
the full set of stimulus papers. My goal in this short paper is to provoke, to stimulate. While 
each of these types of evidence could play a role in the assessment of teacher education 
program effectiveness, I argue that classroom observations offer the greatest potential and 
align best with the principles articulated above, as well as with the assessment of classroom 
readiness. 

Of these forms of evidence, value-added measures (VAM) hold great appeal with many 
politicians, policy-makers, and psychometricians. However, there is mounting concern 
about their adequacy and their unintended consequences, particularly when used for 
teacher assessment in high-stakes contexts (e.g., Teachers College, Columbia University, 
2015). Classroom observations, on the other hand, are increasingly favoured as a source 
of evidence of the quality of teaching and/or teachers. Observations are seen to have the 
following advantages:

�� Consistency of the data (Goldring et al., 2015);

�� Specificity of evidence in observation data (Goldring et al., 2015);

�� They can provide both individualised (teacher) and institutional (provider) feedback 
data to facilitate improvement;

�� Their timeliness, relevance, and transparency (Goldring et al., 2015);

�� They provide a ‘bigger picture’ than can be provided by VAM (Goldring et al., 2015); 
and,

�� They are considered to be fairer by principals (Goldring et al., 2015) and by teachers 
(Jiang et al., 2015).

Note that nearly every state in the US requires classroom observation as part of teacher 
evaluation (Doherty & Jacobs, 2013). Also, most places in the US that are using  
value-added measures are weighting it 30–50%, with classroom observations given greater 
or equal weight (Goldhaber, 2015).

Against this background, my ‘stimulus’ to this discussion is to offer expanded consideration 
of the potential value of classroom observations and to provide an account of how they 
might be used to assess the impact of teacher education programs, particularly in terms of 
classroom readiness, but also in relation to the Graduate Standards. 
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Table 1. Challenges associated with the dominant forms of evidence used in 
assessment of teaching and teacher education 

Type of evidence Major challenges

Surveys 

(of teacher educators, student 
teachers, co-operating teachers, 
principals, students)

•	 Adequacy of survey items and scales and their interpretation 
•	 Adequacy of response rates
•	 Potential impact of biases, personal conflicts, power relations 

Student portfolios •	 Capacity to adequately represent the graduates’ classroom readiness
•	 Tendency for piecemeal, ad-hoc collection of cherry-picked materials
•	 Can favour those who are strong at writing 
•	 Students can meet the requirements of portfolio presentation but not be  

‘good’ teachers

Value-added measures
 
(where the major source of data 
in Australian schools is NAPLAN 
results) 

•	 Accounting for diverse contexts
•	 Time lag between data collection and any link with graduates, when programs 

have already moved on
•	 Adequacy/precision of measures (Ballou & Springer, 2015)
•	 Spurious connection to what is happening in the classroom (Darling-Hammond 

(2015)/connection to teachers, let alone to teacher education
•	 Availability of student test data, at all, and only in limited subject areas, 

including in Australia
•	 Understanding and complexity of interpretation (Goldring et al., 2015) which 

makes them less acceptable/less useful to principals and others
•	 Instability of estimates (Goldhaber, 2015)
•	 Volatility between statistical models (Sass, 2008)
•	 Lacking in specificity of evidence (Goldring et al., 2015)
•	 Palatability/acceptability among teachers, teacher educators

Classroom observations •	 Adequacy of instruments, scales and their interpretation
•	 Adequacy of observation methods (including length of observations, whole 
lesson versus walkthrough, protocols, training)

•	 Accuracy in assessing teaching quality 
•	 Potential impact of biases, personal conflicts, power relations
•	 Willingness to embrace instruments across states and jurisdictions in Australia
•	 Current use of idiosyncratic, ad-hoc, and narrative accounts of teaching quality
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The case for an emphasis on classroom 
observations
While a combination of data sources is likely to be appropriate in providing evidence of 
the effectiveness of teacher education programs, I contend that the inclusion of robust 
observation data might be required, mandated, or even privileged, on the basis of its 
significant potential for providing evidence of the impact of teacher education on the quality 
of teaching carried out by candidates or graduates. Classrooms observations, done well, 
can both help to enhance the practice of teaching candidates throughout their program 
and as graduates and, through feedback at the program and/or institutional level, inform 
refinement of the quality of teacher education. These are the dual concerns of a national 
approach to judging the effectiveness of teacher education; namely, attending to the 
capacities and/or performance of graduates, and attending to the capacity and/or quality of 
the teacher education program to achieve the desired graduate outcomes. 

Observation of classrooms and feedback to teachers is a sensible platform within an 
Australian approach to assessing the impact of teacher education given that it is built in 
to the Australian Teacher Performance and Development Framework (AITSL, 2012) which 
requires that “every teacher, every year, in every school receives regular, effective and 
constructive feedback on their performance, as well as opportunities to identify areas for 
further development.” It is also built in to the Australian Professional Standard for Principals 
(AITSL, 2011) and is central to ACER’s National School Improvement Tool (Australian 
Council for Educational Research [ACER], 2012). Observation of lessons is also a ‘signature 
pedagogy’ (Shulman, 2005) of teacher education, with university-based and school-based 
supervisors already engaging in observations of student teachers as a regular and accepted 
practice of determining achievement against the Graduate Standards and success in the 
classroom. This means that the policy environment and the culture of both schools and 
teacher education are already at least comfortable with, if not advocating enhancement of, 
the observation of teaching as a key mechanism for judging and enhancing quality.

In the context of teacher assessment, Goldring et al. (2015) note: “For years, the field has 
lamented that principals do not spend time in classrooms and do not sufficiently attend to 
teaching and learning. Structured teacher observations, as integral components of teacher 
evaluations, are poised to be a very powerful lever for changing principal leadership and the 
influence of principals on schools, teachers, and learning” (pp. 102–103). I argue, similarly, 
that observations as an integral part of teacher development – especially implemented in 
ways that involve teams of teachers in conducting structured, reciprocal, comprehensive 
analysis of lessons – are poised as a powerful lever for changing teaching cultures and 
the quality of teaching (see Gore & Bowe, in press). It should be noted also that such 
‘profession-shaping’ impacts have the potential to change who opts to pursue a career 
in teaching, the effectiveness of those currently in teaching, and who chooses to stay 
(Goldhaber, 2015; Gore, Barron, Holmes and Smith, forthcoming). These latter issues 
must be taken into account in efforts to reform teacher education, lest unintended negative 
consequences outweigh the benefits of a more fully-articulated system of accreditation.

If a major goal of this initiative is to ensure the ‘classroom readiness’ of teacher education 
graduates, then conceptualising what constitutes ‘readiness’ is fundamental to the 
development of a national framework. Determining this locally, with every institution 
generating its own model or protocol, is unlikely to advance the field. As City et al. (2009) 
assert, “Gaining an explicit and widely held view of what constitutes good teaching and 
learning in your setting is a first step toward any systematic efforts to scaling up quality” 
(p. 173). Among teacher educators also, even within the one institution, there is typically 
no clear, shared conception of good teaching and learning (Darling-Hammond & Bratz-
Snowden, 2005). Simply strengthening regulatory processes is unlikely to generate greater 
agreement. Indeed, widespread agreement is often thwarted by the historical development 
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of the field of teacher education in which programs have aligned with particular paradigms 
(academic, efficiency, apprenticeship, social reconstructionist) (Feiman-Nemser, 1990; 
Zeichner, 1993), rather than recognising the commensurability and indeed desirability of 
attending to all four paradigms in the design and conduct of teacher education (Gore, 
2001). Despite this tension, a ‘combined’ view of what matters in teaching – that attends 
to the intellectual basis for teaching, the ‘science’ of teaching, the ‘craft’ of teaching, and 
the moral and political effects of teaching – is entirely consistent with the breadth of the 
Australian Professional Standards for Teaching, organised as they are around professional 
knowledge, professional practice, and professional engagement. 

It should be noted that under current initial accreditation processes, teacher education 
providers are already systematically addressing the Standards (any weaknesses in the 
adequacy of this approach might lie in the processes of accreditation, preparation of panel 
members, etc.). Classroom readiness is also already being addressed through internal 
assessment mechanisms, although often conflated with assessment against the Graduate 
Standards and often carried out by classroom teachers and/or sessional university staff 
during professional experience/practica/internships. The way in which teacher education 
providers address classroom readiness is therefore typically left to the each institution. 
A key question to be addressed however is ‘what forms of evidence are used to judge 
classroom readiness and what tools are available for doing so?’ 
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There are dozens of classroom observation protocols and pedagogical frameworks 
available to assist with the task of judging ‘classroom readiness’ or the quality of teaching 
(not that these are necessarily understood as the same thing). These include: 

�� Classroom Assessment Scoring 
System (US) (Pianta, La Paro, & 
Hamre, 2008)

�� Framework for Teaching (US) 
(Danielson, 2007)

�� Mathematical Quality of Instruction 
(US) (Hill et al., 2008)

�� Protocol for Language Arts Teaching 
Observation (US) (Grossman et al., 
2010)

�� Marzano Teacher Evaluation Model 
(US)

�� 5 Dimension Teacher Evaluation 
Rubric (US)

�� Expert Science Teaching 
Educational Evaluation Model (US)

�� Rapid Assessment of Teacher 
Effectiveness (US)

�� Project for Enhancing Effective 
Learning (AUS)

�� Biological Sciences Curriculum 
Study 5E (US)

�� Authentic Pedagogy (US) 
(Newmann et al.)

�� Dimensions of Learning (US)

�� Five Standards of Effective 
Pedagogy (US)

�� 3 Dimensional Pedagogy (AUS)

�� Productive Pedagogies (AUS)

�� Effective Teaching Profile Maori (NZ)

�� 5 Dimensions of Effective Teachers 
(NZ)

�� Learning by Design (AUS/US)

�� Quality Teaching (AUS) (NSW DET, 
2003)

�� Quality Teaching for Diverse 
Students in Schooling: Best 
Evidence Synthesis (NZ)

�� Learners Framework

�� Pedagogy of Engagement

�� Reflect, Respect, Relate (AUS)

�� South Australian Teaching for 
Effective Learning (AUS)

�� 8 Aboriginal Ways (AUS)

�� E5 Instructional Model (AUS)

�� 6 Principles for Teaching 
Mathematics (AUS)

�� 5 Dimensions of Teaching and 
Learning (US)

�� Innovative Teaching and Learning 
Model (US/AUS)

�� Teach like a Champion (US)

However, not all observations tools/protocols are alike. A common problem with many 
existing observation approaches is that everyone is judged to be effective (in part because 
observation protocols are typically criterion-referenced [Cohen & Goldhaber, in press]), 
with little specificity as to what effective means. The same might be said of the Australian 
Professional Standards for Teachers which, as currently written, do not provide specificity 
about, or a clear position on, what constitutes high quality classroom (or assessment) 
practice; for example, the Standards do not articulate what counts as “effective” (Ladwig 
& Gore, 2009). While there is greater specification in many observation frameworks than 
many sets of standards for teachers, the construct validity of a particular protocol “rests 
on the assumption [that] the practices featured are consequential in terms of students’ 
experiences” (Cohen & Goldhaber, in press). Hence, what is addressed in the protocol 
must matter in terms of impacting on the teaching-learning experience.

An observation tool/protocol also needs to be acceptable to teachers and teacher 
educators, to resonate with their (diverse) views of good teaching. It needs to have 
construct validity and provide specificity without rigidity, so as to allow for diverse teaching 
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contexts. In the United States, only CLASS and FFT have been recognised as having 
sufficient technical power for use in teacher performance evaluations (Worrell et al., 2014), 
although it is not clear how many frameworks have been tested. 

In Australia, the major pedagogical frameworks currently in use, and all conceptually related 
through their shared origins in ‘Authentic Pedagogy’ (Newmann & Associates, 1996), are: 
‘Productive Pedagogy/ies’ (Qld); ‘Quality Teaching’ (NSW, ACT); and ‘Teaching for Effective 
Learning’ (SA) (derived from Quality Teaching/Productive Pedagogy). 

The Quality Teaching framework (NSW DET, 2003) has been used in a decade-long program 
of research showing that:

��  The scales that make up the framework, Intellectual Quality, Quality Learning 
Environment, and Significance, have technical power in terms of validity and reliability;

��  The conceptual basis of the framework resonates with teachers;

��  Using the framework strengthens the basis for productive professional conversations 
among student teachers, teachers, and teacher educators by providing a shared set of 
concepts and language for talking about teaching;

��  Student performance increases when Quality Teaching is high; and

��  Equity gaps for low SES and Aboriginal students narrow when Quality Teaching is 
high. (see Gore, 2014a; Ladwig, 2007, 2010; Ladwig et al., 2007)

Furthermore, when used in teacher professional development, through the approach we call 
‘Quality Teaching Rounds’ (Gore, 2014b), we have found measurable improvements in the 
quality of teaching. Our current cluster randomised controlled trial of teachers participating 
in Quality Teaching Rounds has produced effect sizes in the improvement of teaching 
quality of 0.3–0.4 for the intervention groups, a substantial measurable effect given the 
complexity of the teaching enterprise and difficulties of measurement.

Quality Teaching Rounds, which can be used in preservice or inservice teacher 
development, involve observation of whole lessons in groups of at least four using the 
Quality Teaching framework to guide analysis, discussion, and refinement of teaching 
practice. This approach aligns with much of the literature on effective teacher professional 
development, which highlights the merits of teachers working collaboratively in the context 
of their own schools, with a focus on their students’ learning (Bolam et al., 2005; Louis, 
2006). Working in groups to evaluate and discuss teaching quality, guided by the specificity 
of the framework, not only helps to enhance teaching practice and build teaching culture, 
but also contributes to the reliability of judgements. Polikoff (2013, 2014), for example, 
found that classroom observations are more reliable when using two different raters than 
when using two observations for a single rater, while Kane and Staiger (2012) found teacher 
ratings to be fairly consistent when using generic protocols (applicable across subjects 
and grades), like Quality Teaching, and less consistent when they were assessing content-
specific teaching practices.

There is not scope here to go into more detail about Quality Teaching and Quality Teaching 
Rounds. But as an exemplar of how the Quality Teaching classroom observation ‘protocol’ 
could be used in the context of assessing the effectiveness of teacher education, a few 
additional points are warranted. First, participation in Quality Teaching Rounds, a process 
that could easily be incorporated in existing practicum experiences, engages teaching 
candidates in addressing professional knowledge, professional practice, and professional 
engagement, thus aligning directly with the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers. 
Second, with the specification of good teaching provided through the Quality Teaching 
framework as an observation protocol, it provides a valuable means by which to assess 
‘classroom readiness.’
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Given the demonstrable impact of Quality Teaching on student outcomes and its capacity to 
improve teaching quality – and in the absence of student test scores that could be usefully 
and defensibly be attributed to the teacher education program – the Quality Teaching 
framework offers a strong basis for observations as a key form of the evidence of teacher 
education program effectiveness. Indeed, it has potential beyond other observation tools 
(including those favoured in the US), because its conceptual bases goes beyond the 
technical delivery of teaching to the purposes and effects of teaching, as valued by teachers 
and articulated in the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians 
(Barr et al., 2008).

If teacher education programs are to be assessed either by their impact on student learning 
or by their impact on teaching practice, I propose that in Australia we are much better 
positioned to focus on the impact of teacher education on teaching practice (specifically 
those teaching practices known to produce learning/correlated with improved student 
performances).

On the use of classroom observations 
as evidence of program effectiveness
In this section, I offer a few comments on how classroom observations might be used 
as evidence of program effectiveness. First, it should be clarified whether an application 
for second phase accreditation of teacher education programs should provide evidence 
of the judgements made by the teacher education provider about the performance of 
graduates, or cohort averages, or only provide an account of how (types of) evidence has 
been gathered, interpreted, and used internally for the assessment of teaching candidates/
graduates and for the further refinement of the teacher education program. With the former, 
with an observation instrument such as the Quality Teaching framework, which has been 
used in a 12-year program of research, the average Quality Teaching scores of practising 
teachers could be used as a benchmark against which to report on the level of achievement 
of graduates. It might be reasonable, for example, to report on the proportion of graduates 
whose lessons scored within ranges at, above, and below these averages. Alternatively, or 
additionally, a provider might set its own standards for quality, for instance dictating that a 
student is not “classroom ready” unless able to consistently achieve a certain level for each 
of the three dimensions of the Quality Teaching framework, adjusted for context. Teacher 
education providers might also choose to use such observations as a common form of 
assessment across institutions and a basis for expanding research in teacher education. In 
making these suggestions, I want to emphasise that I am not advocating a neat numerical 
system (just as such an approach does not account adequately for diverse contexts and 
other confounding variables with value-added measures).

Observational scales could also over- or underestimate the true instructional 
quality of a classroom. Teachers could also be assigned to classrooms in which 
it is systematically more difficult to engage in the high-quality teaching practices 
measured on the observation protocols described above. In addition, certain 
curricula might circumscribe instruction, making it easier or harder to engage in 
specific practices. (Cohen & Goldhaber, in press, p. 6)

Nonetheless, utilising robust observation data throughout a teacher education program, 
from beginning to end, would inform discussions with teaching candidates to enhance 
teaching practice and enable targeted program refinement.

Second, I want to propose that a robust observation protocol, used appropriately 
as introduced above, might be the major form of evidence required for satisfying 
reaccreditation requirements. While portfolios, surveys, and measures of student learning 
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(such as artefacts of their work) will be incorporated in the internal evaluation of graduates 
and teacher education programs, and other documentation regarding staffing and other 
resources including school partnerships might be provided for re-accreditation purposes, 
I contend that robust classroom observation data of the kind I am outlining might be 
the centrepiece of providing evidence of program impact. Such status can only be 
accorded to observation data if: (1) the observation protocol meets acceptable standards 
of construct validity, reliability, and fairness; (2) the observation protocol aligns with the 
Australian Professional Standards for Teachers; and (3) the observation protocol serves as 
a credible proxy for ‘classroom readiness.’ The Quality Teaching framework meets these 
conditions. If ‘robust’ classroom observation is built into both the learning experiences and 
the assessment of teaching candidates, then making the case for program impact with 
classroom observation as the centrepiece would also ensure that re-accreditation was not 
overly burdensome for universities, systems, or schools. 
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Summary
If teacher education providers have a coherent, tested framework for guiding both program 
and graduate quality, and they have assessed graduates/students against that framework, 
and the framework aligns with the Standards, then a valid, achievable, feasible approach 
to demonstrating the impact of teacher education on ensuring graduates not only meet the 
Graduate level Australian Professional Standards for Teachers but are certified as ‘classroom 
ready’ is to report on how such a framework is used to (a) guide program design and 
delivery and (b) carry out graduate assessment, including during practicum/professional 
experience. 

Value-added data, on the other hand, a major feature of teacher assessment in the US, 
provides no direct link to what teachers are doing in classrooms (Goldring et al., 2015) and 
therefore does not provide for ‘actionability’ (CAEP Evidence Guide) – program evaluation 
and improvement. Observation, done well, would provide timely, relevant, and transparent 
data – and be actionable! 
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