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Early childhood teachers play an important role in preparing young children for all later 

learning and development. Their teaching practices give children an understanding of what 

school is and how it works as they facilitate the construction of foundational knowledge. 

Teachers’ beliefs about their work impact their practices. This convergent, mixed-methods study 

explored the beliefs early childhood teachers hold, how those beliefs form, and connections 

between those beliefs and their daily teaching practices. Participants in this study described 

building their beliefs about their work through experience, interactions with others, and informal 

and formal study, with experience and interactions with others as the key factors in their belief 

development. Teachers build their own professional development networks that they use to 

develop their beliefs about teaching and related teaching practices. The implications of these 

findings are that early childhood programs and systems should work to facilitate peer-to-peer 

collaborative networks to help teachers develop their beliefs and related effective teaching 

practices. 
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CHAPTER I: 

INTRODUCTION 

It is without debate that early life experiences greatly impact the rest of a person’s life. 

Early childhood is when people’s personalities emerge, when they learn how to positively 

interact with others to build and navigate relationships, and when they begin to develop physical, 

cognitive, and language skills that become the foundations for all later learning. Every child 

deserves experiences early in life that promote growth and development, and every family 

deserves to know that their child, whenever they can’t be with them, is in an environment where 

they are being cared for, they are safe, and they are learning. The places families take their 

children for care during the preschool years should offer them the best care and learning 

experiences possible. The importance of the places and people with whom young children spend 

their days cannot be underestimated and their impact cannot be understated. 

Early childhood education (ECE) programs are defined in this study as the out-of-home 

care and education of young children aged birth to five. Experiences children have in ECE 

programs are critically important to their development and learning. Research on brain 

development (Center on the Developing Child, 2007; Shonkoff et al., 2009; Sims et al., 2005), 

academic achievement (Campbell et al., 2002; Currie & Thomas, 1995; Dearing et al., 2009; 

Schweinhart et al., 2005), and socialization (Denham & Brown, 2010; Peisner-Feinberg & 

Yazejian, 2010) all point to experiences during children’s early years as crucial to later social 

and academic outcomes.  

Many young children in the United States spend at least part of their day in ECE 

programs. Whitebook et al. (2018) stated, “Every day, in homes and centers across the country, 

approximately two million adults . . . are paid to care for and educate approximately 10 million 
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children between birth and age five” (p. 4). The U.S. Department of Education (2019) 

documented that approximately 59 percent of children aged five and younger were in a weekly 

nonparental care arrangement. With so many children in out-of-home care, the standardization of 

expectations for the care and education young children receive in those environments, including 

minimal requirements for professional preparation of teachers, is crucial. State regulations set 

some standards for care young children receive, and all states have baseline expectations for 

health and safety for regulated programs (Whitebook et al., 2018). However, there are generally 

few expectations around educational qualifications for the child care provider (Whitebook et al., 

2018). Early childhood teachers have an impact on the quality of the programs in which they 

teach.  

Current measures of quality in early childhood settings include broad assessments of 

learning environments (e.g., materials, organization), interactions between adults and children, 

specific domains like literacy and language, and even parent involvement and engagement in 

programs (Institute of Medicine [IOM] & National Research Council [NRC], 2015). Some 

national early childhood professional organizations offer voluntary accreditation systems that can 

be used to assess and document program quality based on factors such as materials available in 

the learning environment, curricula, and educator preparation and experience (IOM-NRC, 2015). 

Additionally, there are ways to promote program improvement once baseline quality levels are 

assessed. Whitebook et al. (2018) found that 44 states employ state-developed and maintained 

quality rating and improvement systems (QRIS) to define quality and guide programs’ 

improvement, typically in stepwise levels. Most state’s QRIS are voluntary, though in some 

states, programs are mandated to participate if they receive public funding (Whitebook et al., 
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2018). Whatever systems are in place in a particular locale, there are existing methods to 

measure ECE program quality. 

ECE program quality factors can be divided into two types: systematic factors and 

process factors (Burchinal, 2018; IOM-NRC, 2015; National Institute on Child Health & Human 

Development [NICHD], 2002). Systematic factors are about program structure - they are factors 

related to the physical learning environment, how the program is administered, and the education 

and training of those doing the work (Burchinal, 2018). Systematic factors include the education 

level/continuing education of the teacher, adult-to-child ratios and class group sizes, the 

education and experience level of the program’s administrator, staff turnover, parent 

involvement in the program, and the consideration of cultural differences (IOM-NRC, 2015). 

Process factors are about what happens, the teaching practices being implemented in the learning 

environment (Burchinal, 2018). Process factors include social and emotional support for the 

child, intentional teaching practices, and the use of a developmentally appropriate curriculum 

with developmentally appropriate learning experiences and materials – essentially how teachers 

teach. (Burchinal, 2018).  

Research has pointed to the importance of process factors over systematic factors in 

relation to ECE program quality and child outcomes (Burchinal, 2018; IOM-NRC, 2015). Since 

process factors are, essentially, teaching practices, and practices can be impacted by beliefs 

(Buehl & Fives, 2009), it is possible that what teachers believe about teaching and how those 

beliefs develop is important to study as well. We must ask, “What do early childhood teachers 

need to know and know how to do, and how do we ensure they quickly build effective teaching 

skills as they work with young children and families?” 
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Teachers gain the knowledge and skills to teach through personal experiences, 

observation of others’ teaching practices, and interaction with formal knowledge, and along the 

way they develop beliefs about teaching and children they then use to make instructional 

decisions (Buehl & Fives, 2009). Because learning to effectively teach is so complex, it is 

important to consider not only what content should be included in professional preparation 

programs for the ECE field, but also what experiences might lead to effective teaching practices, 

particularly in cases where minimal professional preparation is required to do the work, as in the 

case of many child care programs.  

Learning about theories of child development (i.e., knowledge) and developmentally 

appropriate practices (i.e., skills) are two important parts of formal teacher preparation but they 

are not the only ones. According to the National Association for the Education of Young 

Children (NAEYC) (2020), the standard content areas for early childhood teacher preparation in 

higher education programs include: Child Development and Learning in Context; Family-

Teacher Partnerships and Community Connections; Child Observation, Documentation and 

Assessment; Developmentally, Culturally, and Linguistically Appropriate Teaching Practices; 

Knowledge, Application, and Integration of Academic Content in the Early Childhood 

Curriculum; and Professionalism as an Early Childhood Educator. Taking in formal knowledge 

in these areas is, in part, how teachers form the beliefs they have about young children and 

working with them (Buehl & Fives, 2009).  

Without standard requirements across the board for the level of education a teacher must 

have prior to practice, early childhood educators could be missing crucial understandings about 

what is necessary to implement the effective practices (i.e., process factors) that contribute to 

quality early learning experiences. As stated previously, the standardization of early childhood 
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educators’ professional preparation requirements is virtually nonexistent. Often, a person can be 

employed in an early learning environment with no more than a high school diploma or GED. 

This lack of professional preparation requirements results in a wide variety of educational 

practices being implemented in early learning environments and inconsistent quality within 

programs and from program to program in a community. The IOM-NRC (2015) stated,  

Differing qualification requirements drive differences among professional roles in terms 

of education, training, hiring prospects, career pathways, and infrastructure for 

professional learning during ongoing practice. As a result, different qualification 

requirements also drive differences and inequities in the quality of professional practice 

in different settings. (p. 434) 

The fact that it is possible for a person to be responsible for young children’s learning without 

being professionally prepared to do so continues to be a major concern for the field.  

Problem Statement 

Buehl and Fives (2009) found in their exploration of the beliefs of preservice and 

practicing teachers that beliefs about teaching formed through “formal education, formalized 

bodies of knowledge, observational learning, collaboration with others, enactive experiences, and 

self-reflection” (p. 367). However, research subjects in this study were either currently enrolled 

in formal teacher preparation programs at a university or had been through such programs to 

become licensed teachers and planned to or did already work with school-aged children at the 

elementary, middle, and high school levels. Similar research into the formation of beliefs held by 

those in early childhood programs is lacking. Existing research does not document what beliefs 

those who are currently working in early learning programs hold about various process factors, 

how their beliefs were constructed, nor how those beliefs factor into program quality. 
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Purpose 

The purpose of this mixed-methods study is to explore the relationship between early 

childhood educators' beliefs regarding process factors, their understandings of how such beliefs 

were constructed, and how these beliefs are aligned with their observed practice. 

Rationale and Significance of the Study 

     Understanding how beliefs about teaching practices (i.e., process factors) are formed 

and evolve is valuable to the early childhood education field, particularly in how this 

understanding could influence professional preparation and development requirements. It is 

important to understand how beliefs about teaching are formed and how they evolve (Buehl & 

Fives, 2009) because beliefs have an impact on teaching practices (Helm, 2006a; McMullen, 

1999; Perren et al., 2017). It is fair to say that teachers who believe they are using effective 

practices, whether those practices are effective or not, will continue to use them unless and until 

their beliefs change (Pajares, 1992).  

Movements to professionalize the field of early childhood education and increase 

educational requirements for practitioners are occurring. As they do, it is important to better 

understand teacher beliefs and how they are formed. Systems builders, program administrators, 

higher education faculty, and training and technical assistance specialists could all benefit from 

knowing more about the process of building and shaping educators’ beliefs as they help those 

educators put their beliefs into practice. This study can provide insight into the beliefs of teachers 

of young children, how those beliefs develop, the influence of factors such as education and 

experience, and whether early childhood teachers’ beliefs and teaching practices align and in 

what ways.  
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Theorists and researchers have examined teacher beliefs and their impact on teaching 

practices, including how to influence both (Abelson, 1979; Helm, 2006a; Katz et al., 2008; Lash 

& McMullen, 2008; McMullen, 1999; Perren et al., 2017). In fact, abundant research outlines 

teacher beliefs related to specific practices such as mathematics and literacy (Al-Maadadi & 

Ihmeideh, 2016; Cash et. al, 2015; Chen et al., 2014; Hindman & Wasik, 2008), science 

(Pendergast et al., 2017), and the inclusion of children with special needs (Hu et al., 2017; Kim 

& Stormont, 2012). A majority of that research has been done around the beliefs of educators 

who work with children over age five. Examinations of early educators’ beliefs are less plentiful. 

There are a few studies that examine what beliefs teachers hold (Buehl & Fives, 2009) or the 

connections between teachers’ beliefs and practices (French-Lee & Dooley, 2015; Hedge & 

Cassidy, 2009; Helm, 2006b; Lee, 2006), but the majority are focused on the beliefs and 

practices of primary and secondary education teachers.  

There are still many unknowns when it comes to beliefs about teaching and their 

subsequent connection to practices. First, there is a need to understand better how beliefs and 

practices are linked and what data are needed to explore these connections. Second, it would be 

helpful to determine whether beliefs are predictive of teaching behaviors in those who are not 

formally prepared to teach. Third, clarity is needed about how early childhood educators’ beliefs 

are acquired, either through education, experience, or a combination thereof, so gathering data 

about that could be quite informative for professional preparation and ongoing professional 

development.  

Finally, this study could also provide information about whether using mixed methods 

gives us a clearer picture of any potential link between beliefs and practices. Current measures of 

the implementation of teaching practices in the learning environment do not document the 
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reasons a teacher engages in a practice, so asking them questions about beliefs related to process 

factors is essential for deeper understanding. Comparing qualitative data about teachers’ beliefs 

about their practices taken from the participants’ own words and combining them with a 

quantitative measure of program quality, measured by observing those practices, can give us 

more information about a link between beliefs and practices in the early learning environment.  

Research Questions 

1. What beliefs do early childhood educators hold about intentional instruction, emotional 

support, and developmentally appropriate practices? 

2. Which factors do early childhood educators articulate as instrumental to the development 

of their beliefs regarding intentional instruction, emotional support, and developmentally 

appropriate practices? 

3. To what extent do the teaching practices of early childhood educators align with their 

beliefs about providing intentional instruction, emotional support, and developmentally 

appropriate practices? 

Definitions 

1. Beliefs: “all the matters of which we have no sure knowledge and yet which we are 

sufficiently confident of to act upon and also the matters that we now accept as certainly 

true, as knowledge, but which nevertheless may be questioned in the future" (Dewey, 

1933, p. 6). 

2. CLASS Pre-K: a measure that captures teaching practices with a focus on teacher-child 

interactions in 3 domains, each with their own dimensions (ten dimensions total): 

Emotional Support – Positive Climate, Negative Climate, Teacher Sensitivity, Regard for 

Student Perspectives; Classroom Organization – Behavior Management, Productivity, 
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and Instructional Learning Formats; and Instructional Support - Concept Development, 

Quality of Feedback, and Language Modeling (Pianta et al., 2008). 

3. Developmentally appropriate practice (DAP): teaching practices based on individual 

children’s needs, in all domains of their development, while also considering the cultural 

and community contexts from which those children come. DAP is an approach to 

teaching grounded in the research on how young children develop and learn and in what 

is known about effective early education. Its framework is designed to promote young 

children's optimal learning and development (Copple & Bredekamp, 2008).  

4. Early childhood educators: for this study, adults working in group care/education 

settings with children not related to them, age birth to five. Typical position titles are 

teacher, lead teacher, co-teacher, teaching assistant, family child care provider, or 

caregiver. The terms educator and teacher will be used interchangeably. 

5. Early learning environment: broadly, any setting in which children age birth to five are 

cared for/educated in groups of two or more. This includes any preschool program that is 

part-day, Head Start or Early Head Start, or state/locally funded preschool in public 

schools or in community-based settings. The setting can also be full-day programs such 

as licensed and legally-license-exempt-family child care homes, licensed child care 

centers, and unlicensed child care ministries. The terms early learning environment and 

classroom will be used interchangeably. 

6. Emotional support: Teachers’ facilitation of social and emotional functioning in the 

classroom through creating a positive climate, demonstrating awareness and responsivity 

to students’ academic and emotional concerns, and interacting with students in ways that 
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place an emphasis on students’ interests, motivations, and points of view (Pianta et al., 

2008). 

7. High-performing: in this study, defined as scoring a 6 or 7 on the Classroom 

Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) Pre-K tool in all dimensions except “Negative 

Climate,” where reverse scoring is used and a 1 or 2 is considered high-performing 

(Pianta et al., 2008).  

8. Intentional instruction: to “act with specific outcomes or goals in mind for children’s 

development and learning. Teachers must know when to use a given strategy to 

accommodate the different ways that individual children learn and the specific content 

they are learning” (Epstein, 2007, p. 1). 

9. Low-performing: in this study, defined as scoring a 1 or 2 on the Classroom Assessment 

Scoring System (CLASS) Pre-K tool in all dimensions except “Negative Climate,” where 

reverse scoring is used and a 6 or 7 is considered low-performing (Pianta et al., 2008).  

10. Process factors: Process factors are teaching practices being implemented in the learning 

environment - social and emotional support of the child, intentional teaching practices, 

and developmentally appropriate curriculum with developmentally appropriate learning 

experiences and materials (Burchinal, 2018; IOM-NRC, 2015). 

11. Systematic factors: Systematic factors include the education level/continuing education 

of the teacher, adult-to-child ratios and class group sizes, the education and experience 

level of the program’s administrator, staff turnover, parent involvement in the program, 

and the consideration of cultural differences (Burchinal, 2018; IOM-NRC, 2015).  
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Researcher’s Perspective 

This study will be an exploration of beliefs that early childhood teachers hold about their 

teaching practices and young children, and how they may have formed those beliefs, and the 

relationship between those beliefs and their professional practice. The researcher chose to engage 

in this study for the reasons stated in the rationale above, and because their experiences working 

in the field of early childhood education have led to an interest in the further study of early 

childhood teachers’ beliefs.  

The researcher noticed that beliefs teachers hold about their roles as teachers, the roles of 

the children as students, and the role of education in the lives of young children seemed to 

impact instructional choices. For example, the researcher observed that a number of early 

childhood teachers engage in practices intended to control children’s behavior, instead of 

teaching children self-control strategies. Some examples of controlling practices are numerous 

classroom rules, strict limits around where and how young children play, and expectations to 

remain quiet for long periods of time. Often teachers articulated beliefs that they must be in 

control of children’s behavior and that children “must listen” and “obey the rules”. It was 

interesting to the researcher to consider how beliefs about teaching and young children are 

formed and how they impact practices. 

Positionality 

The researcher takes a position as an insider for this study. As a White female early 

childhood educator, the researcher holds some basic characteristics in common with a majority 

of teachers who work in the field of ECE. Most teachers of young children are female – fewer 

than 3% are male (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2019). Other demographic data show that the 

majority of early childhood teachers are (i.e., 75%) White (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
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2019). This positions the researcher as an “insider” with many of those who work with young 

children every day.  

On the other hand, the researcher is a doctoral candidate, and has undergraduate and 

graduate degrees along with more than 30 years of experience working in the ECE field. 

Consequently, the researcher has developed their own beliefs about teachers and teaching, about 

young children, and about the purpose and impact of ECE on children’s later development and 

learning. Their beliefs are based on their own experiences as a teacher working with young 

children and their families, their personal study of prior research, and observations of preservice 

and in-service educators’ practices. This could position the researcher as someone participants 

might consider an outsider or an authority in the field. This outsider position could also impact 

the researcher’s understanding of the participants' teaching practices and interview responses.  

Basic Assumptions 

 In addition to the researcher’s positionality related to this study described above, the 

researcher holds their own beliefs and assumptions about several key aspects of the phenomena 

being explored. One is related to early childhood teaching practices, one is related to teachers of 

young children and what they believe, and one is about the field of early childhood education in 

general. 

Developmentally Appropriate Practices Should be Used 

The first assumption of this study is that developmentally appropriate practices (DAP) 

should be used to have the greatest impact on child outcomes. Children and families deserve to 

have their individual educational needs considered and met. Based on the definition of DAP 

provided for this study, teachers who use DAPs consider children’s individual developmental, 
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cultural, linguistic, and community needs, and use instructional practices tailored to advance 

children’s individual development (Copple & Bredekamp, 2008).  

Teachers of Young Children Have Positive Intent 

It is the researcher’s assumption that teachers of young children want to do what is best 

for the children in their care and want to have a positive impact on children’s learning and 

development. Teachers of young children work hard to carry out the educational objectives and 

strategies they believe are best and they are typically interested in learning new strategies to 

improve their teaching practices. Teachers want families to see them as professionals and 

children to see them as caring and loving people who are looking out for their best interests.  

The Importance of ECE Programs and What Happens in Them Cannot be Overstated 

Society benefits when children have access to high-quality early learning programs. The 

numbers of children in out-of-home early learning programs, and the influence of those programs 

on children’s later learning, impact all who live in a community. All children can benefit from 

programs and teachers who consider them and their individual needs, and who value the families 

and communities from which they come as instrumental partners in maximizing positive 

outcomes. 

Summary 

The purpose of this mixed-methods study is to explore the relationship between early 

childhood educators' beliefs regarding process factors, their understandings of how such beliefs 

were constructed, and how these beliefs are aligned with their observed teaching practices. 

It is accepted that early childhood education is important, and that teachers can greatly 

influence child outcomes through their work with young children. The lack of standardized 

preparation requirements for those in the field of ECE impacts the quality of instruction that is 
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found in programs, particularly around the process factors of social and emotional support of the 

child, intentional teaching practices, and developmentally appropriate curriculum with 

developmentally appropriate learning experiences and materials.  

Chapter I provided a basic overview of the topic of this research study, the research 

questions, definitions of important terms, a rationale for this research, and information about the 

researcher’s positionality and basic assumptions. Chapter II will provide a review of the related 

literature, that was conducted to uncover prior understandings about early childhood education, 

the development of beliefs regarding process factors, theoretical underpinnings of this research, 

and a justification for this study. 
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CHAPTER II: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

A review of the literature around teacher beliefs and teacher practices in the early 

childhood education (ECE) field helps establish the current understandings of both. There is 

extensive research into what people believe, including what teachers believe about many aspects 

of their teaching. The majority of the studies are conducted with populations of either preservice 

teachers studying to become teachers in elementary or secondary settings, or those already 

working with children aged five and older. While these studies are informative in better 

understanding how beliefs and practices are connected in those who have had formal preparation 

to teach, there are gaps in understanding when it comes to the beliefs of teachers who work with 

children under age five in child care programs nationwide who may have little to no formal 

preparation in the field of teaching.  

The intention of Chapter II is to provide an overview of the theoretical foundations for 

early childhood education as it currently exists. Component parts of this chapter relate to 

research regarding the importance of ECE program quality, defining and measuring ECE 

program quality and associated teaching practices, teaching practices and their connections with 

teachers’ beliefs, and the importance of studying the beliefs early childhood teachers hold. 

Finally, the chapter concludes with an overview of several exemplar mixed-methods studies of 

teacher beliefs and practices.  

     Theoretical Foundation 

The researcher’s own studies in the field of early childhood education, particularly 

considering the educational theories of John Dewey (experiential learning), Jean Piaget 

(constructivist theory), Lev Vygotsky (sociocultural theory), and Erik Erikson (psychosocial 
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development theory) (Mooney, 2013), have positioned them solidly as a constructivist who 

believes that growth and learning occur along a developmental continuum through the 

interactions and experiences human beings have within a social context. Learners of every age 

build their understanding of the world through a process of connecting previous understanding to 

new information, assimilating or accommodating that new information into existing personal 

schemata (Dewey, 1915; Mooney, 2013).  

The theory of constructivism proposes that human beings build their own understanding 

and knowledge of the world, through an active process of interaction, experience, and reflection. 

(Berk, 2013; Dewey, 1933). It would follow, then, that to learn how to be a teacher, one must 

rely on personal experiences with one’s own teachers and teaching, organized into 

understandings of children (i.e., development), how they learn (i.e., theory), and the best 

strategies (i.e., pedagogy) to help them do so. The experiential nature of constructivism calls for 

practice and reflection. There are several teacher preparation strategies we can identify as 

particularly      effective in the construction of teaching beliefs and practices: experiential learning 

combined with reflection on beliefs and practices; modeling; and mentoring (Blocker & Mantle-

Bromley, 1997; Zan & Donegan-Ritter, 2014). Along with reflection on beliefs about practices, 

experience includes watching others teach.  

The modeling of effective teaching strategies provides the personal experience 

component of constructivism needed for learning. Teachers might see and experience appropriate 

pedagogy from their own teachers and mentors and are thus better able to conceptualize it. For 

example, Kim and Sharp (2000) found that when instructors allowed open-ended exploration of 

materials and concepts in the teacher education environment, students were more likely to 

believe in and apply constructivist principles in their own classrooms. Nathansen-Mejia and 
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Escamella (2003) found that when taught about using multicultural literature with elementary 

school children, preservice teachers later used more culturally respectful materials in their own 

classrooms and also had more positive feelings about teaching in diverse schools. In formal 

teacher preparation programs, observation is often paired with limited practical teaching 

experience through practica. 

Learning through the experience of working with children helps form and solidify beliefs 

about teaching (Kinach, 2002; O’Callaghan, 2001). For preservice teachers in formal education 

programs, these are practicum experiences, immersive learning experiences, and student 

teaching. For in-service early childhood educators who might be part of informal education 

programs, their daily work is undoubtedly experiential learning. When these hands-on 

experiences are paired with reflection and the challenging of current beliefs, experiential learning 

experiences help teachers construct their understandings of and beliefs about teaching. 

Discussions and reflections can be instrumental in helping education students explore and 

reframe their beliefs about themselves as teachers and their own teaching practices 

(Hollingsworth, 1989). Darling-Hammond et al. (2002) and Darling-Hammond (2010) found that 

the assessment of beliefs throughout the formal education process results in deeper thinking, 

reflective students who understand teaching as a collaborative process between teachers and 

children.  

It is established that mentoring and coaching of new teachers influences both how well 

they adapt to the teaching environment and their beliefs about teaching and learning (Bowman & 

McCormick, 2000). It is possible that this is because mentors and coaches can provide teachers 

opportunities to explore and reflect while also bringing personal experiences to share. Early 

childhood educators, particularly those who are already in-service, can greatly benefit from 
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having someone more experienced helping them learn appropriate practices and skills 

(Whitebook et al., 1994). The social nature of consulting and working with experts and others to 

build one’s understanding of teaching requires the activation of Vygotsky’s (1978) “Zone of 

Proximal Development,” defined as “the distance between the actual developmental level as 

determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 

determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable 

peers” (p. 86).  

Constructs 

The subsequent sections of this chapter further define and describe early childhood 

education and teacher beliefs through the review of relevant literature in both areas. Early 

childhood education, child care quality, beliefs, and teachers’ beliefs about teaching are 

discussed.  

The Early Childhood Years and Early Childhood Education  

 Broadly, the developmental periods very young children experience are categorized as 

the stages of infancy and toddlerhood (birth to age two) and early childhood (age two to six). 

These developmental periods help establish children’s later development in three major domains: 

physical, cognitive, and social/emotional (Berk, 2013). The physical domains include growth and 

development in fine and gross motor skills while the cognitive domain includes subdomains such 

as language and literacy, mathematics, science, and other cognitive functions. The 

social/emotional domain involves how children learn to interact with others and manage their 

behavior. Early childhood programs should support children in their development throughout 

these periods and in all domains.  
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Types of Early Childhood Education Programs and Their Governance 

Early childhood education (ECE) programs, defined in this study as the out-of-home care 

and education of young children age birth to five, have a lasting impact on children’s education, 

socialization, and cognitive development (Burchinal & Cryer, 2003; Campbell & Ramey, 1995; 

Early et al., 2007; Reynolds et al., 2001). Typical early learning programs include center-based 

programs that are licensed or license-exempt, home-based programs that are licensed or license-

exempt, and part day preschool programs like Head Start, Early Head Start and various state-

funded preschool programs situated in public schools or private programs, as well as other 

community-based, part-day programs.  

In many states, family child care homes, center-based programs, and faith-based 

programs such as child care ministries must adhere to requirements for child care set by state 

statute and enforced by the state agency tasked with regulating child care (Whitebook et al., 

2018). Regulatory exemptions for programs can include affiliation with a religious organization, 

providing care for fewer than full-time hours each week, being a federally regulated program 

such as Head Start/Early Head Start, or operating within public schools such as Title 1 or 

developmental preschools (Whitebook et al., 2018). Head Start and Early Head Start must adhere 

to standards set by the federal Administration for Children and Families, Office of Head Start. 

Part-day programs and those in public schools are generally not regulated by the state agencies 

that regulate child care. Instead, they set their own operational guidelines, or in the case of public 

schools, they fall under the guidelines set by their school systems or departments of education 

(Whitebook et al., 2018). This variety in early childhood education programming creates wide 

variability in the impact those can programs have in the lives of young children. 
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Impact of ECE Programs 

ECE programs help provide the foundation for all later learning and impact large 

numbers of children across the United States. ECE programs are connected to better outcomes in 

achievement, high school graduation rates, and improved social skills, particularly for children at 

risk (Campbell & Ramey, 1995; Schweinhart et al., 2005). Two major longitudinal studies of 

positive child outcomes from early education programs are The HighScope® Perry Preschool 

Project (Schweinhart et al., 2005) and the North Carolina Abecedarian Project (Campbell & 

Ramey, 1995).  

Schweinhart et al.’s work (2005) is arguably the most cited and quoted in policy 

development around early learning programs. Because of the child outcomes they were able to 

document, their work is often used as evidence of the effectiveness of investing in early learning 

programs. In this ongoing longitudinal study, preschool children (N = 123) with risk factors for 

failing in school were randomly divided into two groups. One group was enrolled in a high-

quality preschool program based on HighScope’s active learning model and the other 

(comparison) group received no preschool education (Schweinhart et al., 2005). The preschool 

aspect of the project lasted from 1963-1967. All the children were then followed into adulthood 

and the research continues today (Schweinhart et al., 2005). Schweinhart et al. (2005) found, 

over many years, consistent positive outcomes from early childhood education for children at 

risk. Children from the preschool group showed lower rates of teen pregnancy, lower rates of 

incarceration, lower rates of school dropout, and lower risk of poor academic performance than 

their counterparts who did not attend the HighScope Perry Preschool (Schweinhart et al., 2005). 

A second, similar study (The Abecedarian Project) began about ten years later.  
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The Abecedarian Project was a two-part intervention and studied outcomes for children at 

high-risk for developmental delays and school failure (Campbell & Ramey, 1995). In the first 

part of the study, children aged six weeks to three months (N = 111) were randomly assigned to 

the intervention or the control group as they enrolled in the program from 1972-1977, attending 

the child care program full time, five days a week, 50 weeks per year until kindergarten age 

(Campbell & Ramey, 1995). Both groups received nutritional supplements and other supports 

such as free diapers and pediatric care, and the intervention group received specialized care and 

education, based on a program designed to enhance linguistic and cognitive development 

(Campbell & Ramey, 1995). Once the children went to kindergarten, they were again randomly 

assigned to a school-age intervention or control group, resulting in four conditions: no 

intervention, preschool intervention only, school-age intervention only, and both interventions 

(Campbell & Ramey, 1995). Most of the children (N = 92) were tracked through their third-

grade year (Campbell & Ramey, 1995). Results from this study showed that children enrolled in 

the high-quality preschool program scored higher on tests of intellectual skills at the preschool 

and school-age levels than those in the control groups, particularly if they experienced both 

interventions (Campbell & Ramey, 1995). Campbell and Ramey (1995) also found that children 

who had the school-age intervention only also showed decreased incidence of grade retention 

than those with no intervention, but no increase in intellectual ability. Following the Abecedarian 

Project by a few years, a third study began in the mid-1980s.  

Reynolds et al. (2001) conducted a study of low-income, mostly Black children born in 

1980 (N = 1539), enrolled in 25 different early childhood programs in Chicago, Illinois. Some 

attended a federally-funded, comprehensive early education program for half a day at ages three 

and four along with full-day kindergarten and school-age programming, while the children in the 



TEACHER BELIEFS AND PRACTICES RELATED TO PROGRAM QUALITY 

22 

 

comparison group attended alternative programs (full-day kindergarten plus other community-

based preschool) or full-day kindergarten only (Reynolds et al., 2001). This study found that 

children who participated in the preschool intervention had higher rates of high school 

completion, higher level of education attained, and lower rates of high school dropout and 

juvenile arrest (Reynolds, 2000; Reynolds et al., 2001). These three studies showed positive 

outcomes for children that could also lead to larger societal benefits.  

Barnett (1993) conducted a cost-benefit analysis on the results of the HighScope Perry 

Preschool Study and found that “the preschool education program produced economic benefits to 

participants and to the general public that greatly exceeded the costs of the program” (p. 500). 

Barnett’s (1993) results were also widely quoted in public policy debates, noting reductions in 

the cost of public schooling and later educational interventions like special education or 

additional years of schooling due to grade retention. Barnett (1993) also documented that 

participants in the study attended more higher education which resulted in them earning higher 

wages as adults, mitigating the incurred costs of seeking degrees. They were also less likely to 

commit a crime, reducing crime effects costs to victims and the criminal justice system and they 

were less likely to depend on welfare systems for financial support (Barnett, 1993). This cost-

benefit analysis became the basis of the oft-quoted statistic that preschool education for high-risk 

populations was a cost savings for society of seven dollars for every dollar spent, with a value of 

$108,002 in benefits compared to $12,356 in preschool program costs (Barnett, 1993).  

Another cost-benefit analysis conducted by Heckman et al. (2006) looked more broadly 

at several cost-benefit analyses, including Barnett’s. They found that “the highest per-child 

benefits from investments in preschool education stem from programs that focus on 



TEACHER BELIEFS AND PRACTICES RELATED TO PROGRAM QUALITY 

23 

 

economically disadvantaged children” (Heckman et al., 2006, p. 11). These findings supported 

Barnett’s findings, showing that although the “children and parents participating in these 

programs benefited from free child care and higher earnings, the nonparticipating public 

benefited more so due to higher tax revenue, reduced crime costs, and reductions in special 

education and grade retention in schools” (Heckman et al., 2006, p. 13). In all cases, the cost-

benefit analyses reviewed the investments the public made in early learning programs where 

funds were used to improve the education children in them received and overall program quality.       

Quality in Early Childhood Education Programs 

ECE programs and their quality are widely recognized as important for future child 

outcomes and beneficial to society as a whole. However, not all ECE programs are effective and 

of high quality. Before going further, it is important to define what “quality” means in the early 

learning environment. Pianta et al. (2008) say,  

At the most general level, quality is a multidimensional construct that is assessed using a 

variety of metrics and differing units of analysis, but at its core reflects components of the 

environment that are related to positive child outcomes in the academic and social 

domains. (p. 145)  

It is a complex task to define ECE program quality because it is impacted by a number of factors 

and can be measured in various ways.  

Quality Factors Related to Child Outcomes. 

Defining the quality of care in ECE programs is complex and has evolved over time. 

Whitebook et al. (1990) were among the first to define quality of care in terms of program 

factors. They found that better-quality centers have higher wages, better adult work 

environments, lower teaching staff turnover, better educated and trained staff, and more teachers 
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caring for fewer children (Whitebook et al., 1990). They also tracked child outcomes related to 

that quality, finding that “children attending lower-quality centers and centers with more staff 

turnover are less competent in language and social development” (Whitebook et al., 1990, p. 10).  

Other research conducted in the years since has led to a list of quality factors that can be 

divided into two groups, systematic and process factors. Burchinal (2018) defined the two 

groups in the following way: systematic factors are those factors related to the structure of the 

learning environment, how the program is administered, and the education and training of those 

doing the work while process factors are about what happens, the teaching practices, being 

implemented in the learning environment. Burchinal’s (2018) meta-analysis of research on these 

factors revealed that many of the earlier studies about systematic factors and their ability to 

predict quality showed modest or no significance when put through more rigorous statistical 

tests. By contrast, curricula and ECE program type showed stronger associations with child 

outcomes (Burchinal, 2018).  

The Center on the Developing Child (2007) released its research on a science-based 

framework for early childhood policy which included elements of program quality that were 

termed “effective” and were a mix of the systematic and process factors defined above. They 

emphasized the impact of program quality on brain development saying, “Early experiences 

determine whether a child’s developing brain architecture provides a strong or weak foundation 

for all future learning, behavior, and health” (Center of the Developing Child, 2007, p. 2). They 

proposed these effectiveness factors could enhance development for children birth to five and 

included: highly-skilled teachers; small class sizes and high adult-to-child ratios; age appropriate 

curricula and safe materials in a safe physical setting; a language rich environment; warm, 

responsive interactions between staff and children; and high and consistent levels of child 
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participation (Center on the Developing Child, 2007). They found that these effectiveness factors 

for child care, along with other family supports such as maternal health, basic medical care, and 

relief from toxic stress, are what young children need to build healthy brains that can learn. 

(Center on the Developing Child, 2007). Pivotal to these effectiveness factors were the skill 

levels of the teachers, implying that teachers’ preparation in becoming highly skilled was also 

critical.  

It is a common belief that teacher preparation (i.e., a systematic factor), particularly the 

attainment of a degree in ECE teaching, results in higher program quality. Head Start program 

standards, for example, require lead teachers to hold an associate’s or bachelor’s degree in the 

field, or equivalent coursework in ECE, and mandate that no less than 50 percent of all Head 

Start teachers, nationwide, have a baccalaureate degree in child development, early childhood 

education, or equivalent coursework (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

Administration for Children and Families, Head Start ECLKC, 2019). Contrary to the 

presumption that degrees increase quality, Early et al. (2007) found that teacher education alone 

was not a predictor of child care quality and called into question the value of movements to 

support increases in teacher education requirements.  

Early and her colleagues (2007) analyzed seven studies of early care and education 

programs to see whether classroom quality and child outcomes could be predicted from the 

educational attainment and majors of teachers of four-year-olds. They examined classroom 

quality using measures such as Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS) and child 

outcomes using measures like the Reynell Developmental Language Scale (Early et al., 2007). In 

almost all cases, the results showed null or contradictory associations between formal 

education/major and child outcomes and classroom quality (Early et al., 2007). They did find, 
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however, that there were slight associations between teacher education level and positive 

outcomes and higher quality teaching as education level increased, i.e. a graduate degree was 

more predictive of positive outcomes and quality than a bachelor’s degree which was more 

predictive of positive outcomes than an associate’s degree (Early et al., 2007). However, 

preparation in the specific field of early education did not necessarily make a significant 

difference (Early et al., 2007). Some potential reasons for these findings were a lack of proper 

teacher preparation for early childhood classrooms, insufficient support to implement appropriate 

practices in early learning programs, and shifting workforce demographics that attract the best 

and brightest teachers to the publicly funded programs that are becoming more available 

workplace choices for those with degrees (Early et al., 2007). Defining quality factors is an 

important first step in understanding the impact of program quality on child outcomes, and 

measuring quality is the next important step.  

Measurements of Quality as Predictive of Child Outcomes. 

Some of the most widely used measures of the quality of early learning environments are 

the “-ERS” assessments. The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS), 

Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS), Family Child Care Environment Rating 

Scale (FCCERS), and the School-age Child Care Environment Rating Scale (SACCRS) are used 

to assess the quality and quantity of materials, interactions between the teacher and children, and 

the health and safety of the environment (Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute, 

2019). The ECERS-3 consists of 35 items organized into six subscales: Space and Furnishings; 

Personal Care Routines; Language and Literacy; Learning Activities; Interaction: and Program 

Structure (Harms et al., 2015). These assessments measure both systematic and process factors of 

quality and can be tested for their relationships to child outcomes.  
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Brunsek et al. (2017) analyzed 16 studies (of 823 selected for full review) that examined 

connections between the ECERS assessment (measuring the quality of classrooms for three- to 

five-year-olds) and child outcomes. The meta-analysis, which examined a total sample of 33,318 

preschoolers across the 16 studies, found that ECERS total scores were generally more 

associated with children’s math, language, and social emotional outcomes than the tool’s 

individual subscales or items. (Brunsek et al., 2017). There did seem to be some links between 

individual subscales assessed as high quality on the ECERS and child outcomes, though weak 

(Brunsek et al., 2017). A second measure, also widely used, focuses on process factors.  

 The Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) Pre-K includes the assessment of 

ten dimensions that fall within three domains - emotional support, instructional support, and 

classroom environment (Pianta et al., 2008). This and the CLASS Infant/Toddler assessment are 

assessments of quality widely used in Head Start/Early Head Start and other publicly funded 

early childhood programs because of their focus on process factors. Many research studies of 

early learning program quality and outcomes look for relationships between CLASS scores and 

child outcomes as well.  

In a meta-analysis of 97 findings pulled from 20 research projects, Burchinal et al. (2009) 

found that children in higher-quality care, as measured by CLASS, tended to have better 

outcome scores on assessments of language, academic, and social skills. For example, 

controlling for background characteristics, the CLASS Instructional Climate subscale tended to 

be more successful in predicting academic and language skills than other measures, and the 

CLASS Emotional Climate sub-scale tended to be more successful in predicting social skills than 

other measures. However, the associations emerging in these analyses were small (Burchinal et 

al., 2009). Burchinal et al. (2009) also found that certain CLASS dimensions (i.e., productivity, 



TEACHER BELIEFS AND PRACTICES RELATED TO PROGRAM QUALITY 

28 

 

teacher sensitivity, negative climate, and positive climate) showed the strongest associations with 

all outcomes, and that the dimensions measuring behavior management strategies were 

predictive of children’s social outcomes.  

Others have not found the same correlations between CLASS scores and child outcomes 

when taking a broader perspective. Perlman et al. (2016) analyzed 19 studies (of 35 chosen for 

review) in a meta-analysis of factors measured by the CLASS assessment and found two small 

but significant correlations between CLASS dimensions and child outcomes for social skills and 

academic performance when looking at a sample of 15,167 children across those 19 selected 

studies. Perlman et al. (2016) noted multiple limitations of their meta-analysis including the 

limited numbers of studies, the heterogeneous nature of the studies conducted, and 

methodological limitations of the studies they analyzed. However, Perlman, et al. (2016) stated, 

“Meta-analyses of studies that used the same operationalization of the CLASS, had identical 

outcome measures, and had statistics that could be converted to r [i.e., sample correlation 

coefficients] revealed some relationships between the different domains of the CLASS and child 

outcomes” (p. 22).  

In addition to formal assessment such as the -ERS and CLASS Pre-K to measure program 

quality, professional organizations such as NAEYC, the National Association for Family Child 

Care (NAFCC) and the National Early Childhood Program Accreditation Organization (NECPA) 

offer accreditation systems for early childhood programs. These accreditation programs focus on 

presumed quality factors like teacher credentials and degrees, learning environments, program 

staff interactions with children, and family engagement to measure and designate program 

quality (Child Care Aware of America, 2018). Dinehart et al. (2012) studied child care 

accreditation and outcomes for at-risk children and found that attending an accredited center 
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results in better child academic and social outcomes, though, at least in this study, the most at-

risk children - those receiving child care subsidies through the child welfare system - were far 

less likely to attend an accredited program (Dinehart et al., 2012). Accreditation is often part of 

systems in place designed to promote quality improvements, and those vary from state to state.  

Quality rating and improvement systems (QRIS) have been adopted by over half the 

states in the U.S. (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children 

and Families, Office of Child Care, 2019). These systems are meant to assess and designate what 

level of quality programs have attained. The rating process helps programs assess their own 

quality and improve while giving families information they can use to make child care choices. 

Boller et al. (2015), in a small study of one state’s QRIS interventions and program quality, 

found that programs that received interventions aimed at improving quality such professional 

development and financial supports did increase scores on measures of program quality. 

Concerning child outcomes, Jeon and Buettner (2015) found that children who attended 

programs with the highest quality ratings had better cognitive skills after controlling for child 

demographics and home and neighborhood environments. They also found that QRIS moderated 

a negative association between cognitive skills and socioeconomic factors for high risk (Jeon & 

Buettner, 2015).  

The first section of this chapter discussed the impact of early childhood programs, how 

quality in those programs is defined and measured, and how that quality is connected to child 

outcomes. ECE environments operate within larger systems and reflect the practices teachers 

employ as they work with young children. Those practices are, at least in part, influenced by 

teachers’ beliefs about teaching, young children, and the learning environments in which they 
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work. The next section of this chapter will delve into the nature of beliefs about teaching, how 

they form, and how they change as found in the research literature.  

Beliefs About Teaching 

The discussion about beliefs, what they are and how they form, has long been a topic of 

conversation and research. Beliefs can be personal (e.g., belief in a higher being) but can also be 

held by a group (e.g., religious beliefs). Beliefs are connected to behavior, but they are also not 

always predictive of behavior (Wilcox-Herzog, 2002). For the purposes of this study, and in 

alignment with Dewey’s (1933) constructivist perspective of learning, beliefs are defined as  

all the matters of which we have no sure knowledge and yet which we are sufficiently 

confident of to act upon and also the matters that we now accept as certainly true, as 

knowledge, but which nevertheless may be questioned in the future. (p. 6) 

Rokeach (1968) posits that people construct beliefs from their personal experiences and 

use their perceptions of those experiences to subjectively interpret them. In an education setting, 

beliefs can also be influenced by attitudes and knowledge about teaching. Nespor (1987) 

attempted to create a theoretical model for teacher belief systems that documented the functions 

of beliefs in teaching practices, particularly teachers’ beliefs about their roles, their students, 

what they teach (i.e., subject matter), and their school environments. Their interviews of eight 

practicing teachers resulted in a framework that connected beliefs in the areas of subject matter, 

career influences, and teaching experience (Nespor, 1987). They said that beliefs, career 

influences, and teaching experiences cannot be separated from each other in an individual’s 

development of teaching beliefs, as each of those elements are unique to teachers and their own 

learning environments with multiple outward and internal influences (Nespor, 1987), 

highlighting the complexity of the nature of beliefs.  



TEACHER BELIEFS AND PRACTICES RELATED TO PROGRAM QUALITY 

31 

 

Sometimes terms like “beliefs”, “attitudes”, and “knowledge” can become confused. 

Pajares (1992) wrote one of the most often cited pieces about the differences between attitudes, 

knowledge, and beliefs to help researchers more clearly define and study beliefs. Pajares (1992) 

states,  

When they are clearly conceptualized, when their key assumptions are examined, when 

precise meanings are consistently understood and adhered to, and when specific belief 

constructs are properly assessed and investigated, beliefs can be…the single most 

important construct in educational research. (p. 329) 

Pajares (1992) also acknowledged that beliefs are complex and difficult to understand while 

challenging researchers to continue to clarify and define them.  

Fives and Buehl (2012) provided a needed update on progress to date in the research 

about teacher beliefs, what they are, which have been examined, and what has been learned. 

Citing the Pajares (1992) article, they attempted some “spring cleaning for the ‘messy’ construct 

of teacher beliefs” (Fives & Buehl, 2012, p. 471). They found that though there are over 700 

published articles about teacher beliefs, the research still leaves room for further study (Fives & 

Buehl, 2012). There is still a lack of clear definition and cohesion, and they acknowledged that 

the understanding of what is meant by “teachers’ beliefs” remains “murky,” calling for continued 

work in this area (Fives & Buehl, 2012). One area to be further explored in the present study is 

the formation of beliefs and their malleability.  

The Formation and Malleability of Beliefs 

One theory about the formation of beliefs about teaching comes from Lortie’s (1975) 

ethnographic work. Lortie (1975) theorized that most teachers’ beliefs about teaching come from 

their experiences as students themselves. This “apprenticeship of observation” occurs throughout 
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a person’s lifetime of experience in the classroom watching their own teachers, forming the ideas 

about what a teacher should be, how a teacher should act, and what a teacher should teach 

(Lortie, 1975). Lortie (1975) proposed that as children grow up to become teachers, they bring 

observations of the teachers they have known along with them and use those observations to 

frame their understanding of teaching.  

Critics of Lortie’s theory have called it too narrow, saying that it didn’t consider the 

impact of teacher education programs and the culture of the schools where teachers work as their 

beliefs developed. Smagorinsky and Barnes (2014) conducted research into the influences of the 

apprenticeship of observation on teacher candidates. The researchers interviewed 19 teacher 

candidates from three different teacher education programs, prior to their student teaching 

experiences, and found that the teacher candidates, when discussing the beliefs about teaching 

they learned in their coursework they “produced remarkably similar characterizations of teaching 

that they hoped to emulate and teaching about which they spoke disparagingly” as well 

(Smagorinsky & Barnes, 2014, p. 48). This ability to think critically about teaching practices 

indicated that believes about teaching were changing (Smagorinsky & Barnes, 2014).  

Central to beliefs about teaching are beliefs about the role of the teacher, the role of the 

child, and the role of education itself (Charlesworth et al., 1991; Fives & Buehl, 2008; 

Weinstein, 1989). There have been several seminal works on the study of teacher beliefs, what 

they are and how they form. Charlesworth et al. (1991) attempted to better understand teacher 

beliefs about DAPs and how those beliefs connected with their daily teaching. They developed a 

questionnaire with two subscales, The Teacher’s Beliefs Scale and the Instructional Activities 

Scale, and administered them to kindergarten teachers from four Southern states in the United 

States (Charlesworth et al., 1991). They found positive correlations between developmentally 
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appropriate beliefs and activities and between developmentally inappropriate beliefs and 

activities, as defined by the 1986 NAEYC guidelines for developmentally appropriate practice 

(Charlesworth et al., 1991). Others, also looking at more practical aspects of beliefs, documented 

the development of practical knowledge, or the beliefs about what to do in daily practice. 

Practical knowledge was found to be developed primarily in the classroom once a teacher began 

teaching (Connelly et al., 1997; Elbaz, 1983).  

Building on the work of Charlesworth and colleagues (1991), Buehl and Fives (2009) 

explored teachers’ perceptions about teaching in the early elementary classroom and from where 

their beliefs came. They found that teaching beliefs likely come from the blending of three types 

of experiences: personal experiences (i.e., life as well as teaching experiences), school 

experiences (i.e., as a student), and experiences with formal knowledge (i.e., teacher preparation) 

(Buehl & Fives, 2009). Fives and Buehl (2008) also documented the importance of teachers’ 

beliefs about their own teaching competence, creating their Teaching Ability Beliefs Scale, which 

measured teaching self-efficacy beliefs (Buehl & Fives, 2009; Fives & Buehl, 2008). Another 

area of study about beliefs is related to their malleability, questioning whether beliefs form and 

remain stable or whether they can change.  

The literature tells us most beliefs are malleable, though some may be more difficult to 

change than others. Sometimes teaching beliefs require the reframing of thoughts about teachers 

and teaching through a process of developing oneself as a reflective practitioner (Schon, 1983). 

Bussis et al. (1976) found that teachers’ beliefs can be changed through personal exploration, 

experimentation with new ideas, and reflection on practice. However, for beliefs to change and 

be internalized, the new beliefs often must align with a person’s core beliefs, or what they called 

“deep curriculum” (Bussis et al., 1976). For example, teachers whose surface curriculum (i.e., 
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the daily learning tasks) included more innovative teaching strategies but whose deep curriculum 

(i.e., long term goals for the children) prioritized grade level facts and skills, were the least 

confident in their teaching and were less likely to continue to implement innovative strategies 

(Bussis et al., 1976).  

When researching the perceived teaching efficacy (i.e., belief in one’s own teaching 

ability) of preservice early childhood and elementary education students at two different 

universities, Lin et al. (2001), found that there were “significant interactions between the two 

teacher preparation programs, the point where preservice teachers were in their programs 

(beginning or ending), and their academic major” (p.145). For example, the students at one 

university had different efficacy beliefs about their teaching of culturally diverse students, their 

efficacy beliefs were stronger at the end of their programs versus the beginning of the program at 

both universities, moving from more traditional conceptions of teaching (controlling, providing 

knowledge) to more facilitative and constructivist perspectives (Lin et al., 2001).  

Cobanoglu and Capa-Aydin (2015) also studied teacher self-efficacy and its relationship 

to constructivist curriculum in public preschool teachers in Turkey. They found that teachers 

who reported their teaching beliefs to be more constructivist in nature also reported a higher 

level of fidelity to the mandated constructivist curriculum no matter their years of experience or 

education levels, the ages of the children, class size, or whether they had a teacher aide in the 

classroom (Cobanoglu & Capa-Aydin, 2015). This is significant in relation to this study because 

it appears that teaching practices can and do align with teacher beliefs, particularly in beliefs 

about their own abilities as teachers.  

To the contrary, another study of teachers in three primary and three secondary schools in 

Ireland and their beliefs related to their own teaching practices found that their stated beliefs and 
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practices did not always align. “Contradictions are evident…between teacher beliefs and 

observation of their practice, the latter mediated by the sociocultural context of the school 

(gender, social class and migrant children), teacher expectations for different types of students 

and leadership practices within the school” (Devine et al., 2013, p. 83). This mixed-methods 

study relied on a questionnaire asking teachers to rate their beliefs about “good” teaching in 

comparison with data gathered in classroom observations and interviews. Other mixed-methods 

studies of teacher beliefs have been done, particularly in the development of scales to measure 

different beliefs about self and teaching (Fives & Buehl, 2008), epistemological beliefs and 

dispositions towards teaching (Giovannelli, 2003), self-efficacy as it relates to teaching specific 

subjects (Kanadli, 2017), or how specific practices such as problem-based learning are 

implemented (Assen et al., 2016). Since the present study will also be employing mixed methods 

to explore ECE teachers’ beliefs and practices, it is beneficial to consider these mixed-methods 

studies of teacher beliefs in more detail. 

Giovannelli (2003) researched reflective dispositions and their relationship to effective 

teaching practices using an explanatory concurrent mixed methods design. The researcher 

gathered data from pre-service teachers (in elementary education) about their teaching practices 

using the Teacher Candidate Survey (five qualitative, open-ended questions) and compared it 

with data collected by trained observers using the Survey of Teacher Effectiveness (20 item, 

quantitative, Likert-type classroom observation). The data were integrated at the point of analysis 

and results showed that teachers with more reflective dispositions also demonstrated more 

effective teaching practices, with the exception of classroom management strategies. This study 

was a good example of how to use both qualitative and quantitative measures to test a hypothesis 

and blend data to explain how epistemological beliefs impact teaching practices.  
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Using a three-stage exploratory sequential mixed methods approach, Fives and Buehl 

(2008) developed a framework for examining teachers’ epistemological beliefs and their ability 

to teach in pursuit of gaining new insight into how those beliefs are formed and evolve, claiming 

that having a better understanding the formation of beliefs about teaching would inform the field 

and could impact professional development and teacher education practices. The researchers 

began with the qualitative phase by analyzing open-ended responses from pre-service and in-

service kindergarten teachers about their teaching knowledge and found six themes in their 

beliefs about how teachers learn to teach: formal education, formalized bodies of knowledge, 

observational learning, collaboration with others, enactive experiences, and self-reflection. In the 

second quantitative phase Fives and Buehl (2008) developed an instrument to measure beliefs 

based on these themes and published initial results from a pilot study of the instrument, validated 

by comparing them to the narrative answers collected in the qualitative study. This research team 

went on to use the instrument in other studies of their own, and it has also been utilized in several 

other studies of the epistemological beliefs of those who teach children over age five.  

Kanadli (2017) used mixed methods to study pre-service teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs, 

perceived autonomy support during undergraduate education, and attitudes toward the teaching 

profession. Kanadli (2017) described his study as a convergent parallel design - they used 

qualitative and quantitative surveys to “[broaden] the scope of quantitative data using the 

qualitative data and for evaluating the research problem from various aspects by determining the 

points where the data collected by these two research methods support/don’t support each other” 

(p. 1853). They found that perceived autonomy support from the teacher education program was 

related to the participants’ sense of self-efficacy and overall attitudes about teaching. The more 

autonomous they felt, the better they felt about themselves as teachers.  
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Assen et al. (2016) used an explanatory, sequential, mixed-methods research design to 

compare teachers’ beliefs about problem-based learning (PBL) and their associated teaching 

behaviors. PBL is considered a child-centered or learner-oriented approach to teaching because it 

offers children autonomy and is less directive than traditional teaching practices (Assen et al., 

2016). In this three-phase study, pre-service teachers were surveyed using a Likert-type 

questionnaire titled Beliefs About Teaching and Learning that measured general beliefs about 

PBL methods. In the second phase, some of the participants were asked to participate in an 

observation study conducted by the researchers with the aim of capturing data about observed 

teaching practices. For the third phase, all the observed pre-service teachers participated in semi-

structured individual interviews. The results of the study showed that although teachers believed 

in PBL approaches, their teaching practices did not align with those beliefs (Assen et al., 2016). 

During the interview phase, teachers were able to describe some of the reasons why their beliefs 

and practices did not align, citing issues with the overall program philosophy and feelings of 

responsibility for children’s test scores (Assen et al., 2016).  

Summary and Conclusion 

More research is needed in the area of early childhood teacher beliefs and how they relate 

to teaching practices. Program quality, impacted by teaching practices, is linked to positive 

children’s academic and social outcomes. Ensuring children have access to high-quality early 

childhood education programs can be accomplished, in part, by examining and influencing 

beliefs of teachers in those programs and the practices impacted by those beliefs. Since beliefs 

and practices are seemingly connected, understanding how teaching beliefs form and develop 

and the mechanism through which that happens should be better understood. Exploring the 

beliefs early childhood teachers hold, how they think those beliefs form, and the alignment 
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between their stated beliefs and observed practices can provide new insight about how the early 

childhood education field can improve practices through the development of teaching beliefs.  

Chapter II outlined the theoretical framework for the present study and provided 

background in the areas of early childhood education, including types of programs, systems that 

govern them, and their impact. It also discussed quality in ECE, factors that contribute to quality 

and how quality is measured. Finally, this chapter discussed teacher beliefs, providing a 

definition of teacher beliefs, what research tells us about how beliefs are formed, including 

beliefs about teaching practices. Finally, this chapter provided examples of mixed-methods 

studies of teacher beliefs and practices that informed the present study. Chapter III documents 

the methods, procedures, and design of the present study along with a discussion of its validity 

and reliability and methods of analyses. 
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CHAPTER III: 

METHODS 

The purpose of this mixed methods study was to explore the relationship between early 

childhood educators' beliefs regarding process factors, their understandings of how such beliefs 

were constructed, and how these beliefs were aligned with their observed practice. The following 

research questions were explored using the mixed-method approach described in subsequent 

sections of this chapter.  

Research Questions 

1. What beliefs do early childhood educators hold about intentional instruction, emotional 

support, and developmentally appropriate practices? 

2. Which factors do early childhood educators articulate as instrumental to the development 

of their beliefs regarding intentional instruction, emotional support, and developmentally 

appropriate practices? 

3. To what extent do the teaching practices of early childhood educators align with their 

beliefs about providing intentional instruction, emotional support, and developmentally 

appropriate practices? 

Methodological Frameworks 

The researcher employed a convergent, mixed-methods design in this study, where 

results from quantitative and qualitative measures were merged and compared for interpretation. 

In this method, two separate data sets are combined for the purposes of gaining “a more 

complete understanding of a problem, to validate one set of findings with the other, or to 

determine if participants respond in a similar way if they check quantitative predetermined scales 

and if they are asked open-ended qualitative questions” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The 



TEACHER BELIEFS AND PRACTICES RELATED TO PROGRAM QUALITY 

40 

 

researcher measured classroom quality quantitatively, the interviews and observation notes 

qualitatively, and compared the two. Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) recommend a convergent 

design when research questions allow for the collection of quantitative and qualitative data that 

will be merged and compared.  

Philosophical Worldview  

The researcher takes a relativistic perspective, meaning they think that there is more than 

one truth, and truth is personal to the individual (Crotty, 1998). Individuals’ truths are unique to 

them because their truths are developed through their own personal experiences. The researcher 

defines personal truths as personal beliefs, proposes that an individual’s personal beliefs can 

change when confronted with new information, and that personal beliefs are something upon 

which individuals act. This definition aligns with the theory of constructivism and the idea that 

people build their own understandings of the world around them through experience and social 

interaction and the perspective of John Dewey (1933) who said that beliefs are: 

all the matters of which we have no sure knowledge and yet which we are sufficiently 

confident of to act upon and also the matters that we now accept as certainly true, as 

knowledge, but which nevertheless may be questioned in the future. (p. 6) 

Along with a relativistic perspective, the researcher holds an emic epistemological 

position, believing that one must interact with others and get “inside” a situation to better 

understand and describe it. To that end, this study included observations and interviews with 

each study participant. Observations were used to document evident teaching practices in the 

participants’ early learning environments. This observation data was compared to information 

gleaned through participant interviews, during which they were asked to share their core beliefs 

related to the process factors of early childhood program quality. This approach to the research is 
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phenomenological (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013) – a method used to gain a better understanding 

of beliefs about teaching young children as perceived and experienced by the participants.  

Methodological Approach 

The researcher, for this study, took a Pragmatic methodological approach and employed a 

comparative mixed-methods design. Savin-Baden and Major (2013) said,  

Pragmatic qualitative research . . . marks the meeting point of description and 

interpretation, in which description involves presentation of facts, feelings and 

experiences in the everyday language of participants, as interpreted by the researchers. 

However, researchers may choose to adopt a more objective or more subjective approach. 

(p. 172) 

Comparative mixed methods, or a mix of qualitative and quantitative research strategies where 

data are gathered separately and compared, has several benefits, outlined in the subsections 

below.  

Mixed-methods Studies: Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Methods 

Mixed-methods research allows us to explore a phenomena or practice in more depth and 

detail, while also providing some explanation of that phenomena or practice. Research design 

choices are integral to using effective methods and researchers should choose methods that best 

answer the research question(s) at hand. It is important to define some critical aspects of research 

methods and the terminology used in this chapter before any discussion of how mixed methods 

has been or could be used in researching early childhood educators’ beliefs about process factors. 

Since this research combined qualitative and quantitative data, understanding the purpose and 

potential scope of both qualitative and quantitative data collection is important. 
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Qualitative Research. 

Qualitative research is open-ended, narrative, and analyzed subjectively by the researcher 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2016). This research is designed to help define, describe, or elaborate on a 

research topic in more depth through interaction with the study’s subjects using tools such as 

interviews, open-ended written surveys, observations, and document analyses (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2018). Qualitative methods are exploratory and can be used to gain new and more in-

depth information about a topic (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). In this study, the qualitative 

data collected came from participant interviews and contemporaneous notes taken during 

classroom observations. 

Quantitative Research. 

Different from qualitative research, quantitative research uses closed-ended, numerical 

representations found through statistical analysis to document the answers to research questions 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Quantitative methods are explanatory - used to further define or 

clarify that which is known about a topic (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). In the present study, 

the CLASS observation tool provided numerical scores that defined the levels of teaching quality 

based on a seven-point Likert-type scale. 

Comparing Qualitative and Quantitative Research. 

There are important differences between quantitative and qualitative research and how 

they are used to answer research questions or address hypotheses. Quantitative research can 

include larger numbers of participants, can be less time-consuming to conduct, and often allows 

the results to be generalized to a larger population (Martella et al., 2013). On the other hand, 

quantitative research can sometimes sit on the surface of the issue without providing much depth 

of understanding. By comparison, qualitative research is often not generalizable to a larger group 
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or population because fewer participants are used, but can also report deeper insights (Martella et 

al., 2013). Generally, quantitative research can tell us what is happening in numbers, and 

qualitative research can give us clues about why it happens in greater depth. Since there are 

positives and negatives related to both qualitative and quantitative research, sometimes using a 

mixed-methods design is best for answering certain research questions.  

 Mixed-methods Research. 

Mixed-methods research is conducted by using more than one method to study a topic, 

often using both quantitative and qualitative methods and strategies. One research method would 

be the core method used in answering the researcher(s) question(s) and the other would be 

supplementary (Morse & Niehaus, 2009). According to Morse and Niehaus (2009), core methods 

are the main methods used by the researcher to answer the primary research questions and their 

results can stand on their own as publishable research. Supplementary methods are those used in 

the study that provide support or further evidence but cannot stand on their own as publishable 

research (Morse & Niehaus, 2009). In most cases, readers will find qualitatively-driven studies 

with some quantitative supplementary information, or the opposite, a quantitatively-driven study 

with some qualitative support.  

Mixed-methods research can be sequential where the methods will be used from one to 

the next, or concurrent where both methods will be used at the same time (Morse & Niehaus, 

2009). Sequential designs can be exploratory or explanatory, depending on which method is the 

main method used. For example, doing an interview with ten early childhood educators to find 

themes in how they view child-centered practices, and then using those themes to create a 

quantitative instrument to test larger populations of educators is an exploratory, sequential, 
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mixed-methods design. In this example, the qualitative study is the core method used to explore 

themes, followed by a survey that could be used more widely to gather quantitative results.  

In the present study, qualitative data are primary and quantitative are supplementary. The 

participants were observed using a quantitative measure of teaching practices within days of 

participating in a semi-structured interview. Since mixed research methods were implemented at 

the same time, and data were collected separately to be interpreted and combined for analysis, it 

is concurrent mixed-methods study. 

Participants 

Participants were recruited for the present study as a convenience sample from one early 

childhood education program where the researcher had an established relationship with the 

program director. The program was a licensed and accredited child care center with a designation 

of Level 4 (the highest level) in the state’s quality rating and improvement system. The 

researcher collected data from five participants from this program who had different levels of 

educational attainment, years of teaching experience, and demographic backgrounds. Each 

participant was a lead teacher in the early learning environment, working full-time with children 

ages two-and-a half to five years old. Data were collected from each of the participants in both 

the qualitative and quantitative components of the study. As Creswell and Plano-Clark (2018) 

note, “When the purpose is to corroborate, directly compare, or relate two sets of findings about 

a topic” the researcher should use the same participant sample for both measures.  

The number of participants selected in this convergent, mixed-methods study was due to 

its qualitative component. According to Saldana and Omasta (2018) and Savin-Baden and Major 

(2013), the population and number of participants should be enough to answer the research 

questions with credibility and “[achieve] representativeness of context, [capture] heterogeneity 
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of the population, [examine] cases that are critical for the theories undergirding the study, and 

[establish] comparisons to illuminate the reasons for the differences between settings and 

individuals” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 314). Recruiting participants from one program 

ensured that the teachers all had the same employment requirements, had consistent teaching 

expectations and program procedures, and followed the same guidance from one program 

director.  

Data Sources 

 The researcher used two qualitative data sources and one quantitative data source in this 

study. The Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) Pre-K provided both quantitative 

data (numerical scores) and qualitative data (contemporaneous observation notes). Semi-

structured participant interviews were the second source of qualitative data. 

Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) Pre-K  

The CLASS Pre-K is a measure that captures teaching practices with a focus on teacher-

child interactions in three domains, each with their own dimensions, ten dimensions total:  

• Emotional Support – Positive Climate, Negative Climate, Teacher Sensitivity, and 

Regard for Student Perspectives;  

• Classroom Organization – Behavior Management, Productivity, and Instructional 

Learning Formats; and  

• Instructional Support - Concept Development, Quality of Feedback, and 

Language Modeling (Pianta et al., 2008).  

These teaching practices are considered predictive of positive child academic and social 

outcomes (Farmer et al., 2018; NICHD, 2002). 
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Reliable use of the CLASS observational tool required the observer to document what 

happened in the learning environment in continuous 30-minute cycles during one classroom 

observation. Starting at the beginning of the day (as designated by the teacher), the observer 

captured data during 20 minutes of observation and note-taking and then spent ten minutes 

assigning scores, for six cycles. The CLASS guidelines discuss the fact that there are often two 

adults in the room at the time of the observation. In general, there are usually a lead teacher 

working with an assistant teacher or two co-teachers working together. In the present study, each 

teacher was considered the lead teacher and they worked with assistant teachers. The protocol for 

observing a lead and assistant teacher working together calls for the observer to focus on the lead 

teacher, with the understanding that they are the person likely setting the tone and classroom 

experiences children will have (Pianta et al., 2008). Due to the COVID-19 pandemic research 

protocols set by the university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) and child care licensing 

emergency regulations prohibiting visitors, video recordings were used exclusively in the present 

study. The observations can be conducted live or video-recorded with valid results (Pianta et al., 

2008). 

Semi-structured Participant Interviews 

Each participant was interviewed using a set of prompts meant to explore the 

participant’s beliefs about children’s learning and behavior and their thoughts about their beliefs 

and teaching practices, including their thoughts about how they developed these beliefs and 

practices. The interviews were semi-structured to allow the interview to follow the participants’ 

lead and move in the direction they desired, while ensuring each participant also was asked the 

same set of general questions (Saldana & Omasta, 2018). The semi-structured interview has 
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a unique structure that affords it an affinity with qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-

method research. Unfettered by foundational philosophical commitments, the [semi-

structured interview] accommodates a multiplicity of philosophical assumptions…The 

purpose of semi-structured interviews is to ascertain participants’ perspectives regarding 

an experience pertaining to the research topic. (McIntosh & Morse, 2015, p. 1) 

Semi-structured interviews are best used when the researcher has only one opportunity to 

interview a subject as they allow the researcher to focus and guide the interview through a 

limited timeframe (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). “Although the participant has ‘freedom 

within limits’ to express his or her opinions and tell of his or her experiences, the researcher 

keeps the participant ‘on track’” with a guiding framework of questions that is set prior to the 

interview (Morse & Niehaus, 2009, pp. 92-93).  

Data Collection  

The researcher contacted the early learning program director by email with information 

about the study and its requirements and provided them with a digital one-page flyer (Appendix 

A) about the study that included the researcher’s contact information. The director agreed to 

distribute the flyer and emailed it to all lead teachers in the program. The director and teachers 

also discussed the study at an after-school teacher meeting.  

Interested teachers contacted the researcher by email directly to ask any questions about 

the study and informally agree to participate. Each willing participant was emailed (Appendix B) 

the link to a digital informed consent document (Appendix C) and demographics survey 

(Appendix D) through the university’s Qualtrics system, with email permissions set to allow the 

forms to be accessed only one time by each user based on their email address.  
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The researcher downloaded the participant demographics data (i.e., age, gender identity, 

racial/ethnic identity, years of experience working with young children aged three to five, and 

level of education, including certifications and/or degrees attained [and their concentrations], and 

numbers of children in their classes) from Qualtrics in the form of a data collection spreadsheet 

and assigned each participant a pseudonym, removing the participants’ names from all data sets. 

The researcher then set dates for video observations of each teacher’s learning environment 

through email correspondence.  

The participating teachers were provided email content to share with families about the 

study (Appendix E) and they emailed this information through the program’s parent/program 

communication system. The information sent included the date of the video observation and how 

they could have their child opt out of the research study. None of the families chose to opt out. 

On each scheduled observation date, the researcher met with the director outside the 

center and provided a digital video camera with tripod and a wearable digital audio recording 

device. The director then worked with each participant to set up the video recorder to allow for 

the widest camera angle and capture as much of the learning environment as possible. The 

participants wore the audio recording device on an armband to ensure the capture of their verbal 

interactions with the children no matter where they were in the environment. Each participant’s 

learning environment was recorded for three hours, starting at the time designated by the 

participant as the start of the day. At the end of each observation day, the researcher returned to 

the program to collect the video and audio equipment, download the audio and video files, and 

delete them from the video and audio recorders.  

Interviews, arranged to occur through video chat at the participant’s workplace, all took 

place within two weeks after each participant’s observation video was recorded. Interviews 
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followed the semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix F) and took no more than one-and-a-

half hours each. They were recorded with a digital audio recording device and later transcribed 

by the researcher.  

Data Handling 

All digital data were stored on a password-secured, external hard drive, locked in a secure 

cabinet in the researcher's home office. Participants’ names, ages, email addresses, and other 

demographic information were collected as part of this study, and their names and email 

addresses were utilized to schedule the observation and interview times. Each participant was 

assigned a pseudonym and a list of the pseudonyms cross-referenced to their actual names was 

stored on a separate spreadsheet on the password-protected hard drive, locked in a secure cabinet 

in the researcher’s home office as well. Audio recordings were transcribed within one week of 

each interview and identified on the written transcripts by participant pseudonym only. Audio 

recordings and transcripts were stored on the same password protected external hard drive, in the 

same locked cabinet in the researcher’s home office. No child data were collected. 

Methods of Analyses 

The researcher employed a primary data analysis strategy in this study. “Primary” means 

that the researcher collects and analyzes all data themself for the specific purpose of completing 

the research study (Morse & Niehaus, 2009). Primary data sources, and their subsequent analysis 

are “present or developed during the time period under investigation” (Martella et al., 2013, p. 

341). The interviews were conducted by the researcher, as were the CLASS observations of each 

participant, gathering said primary data.  

The researcher began the coding process by reading through printed copies of the 

interview transcripts and highlighting, line-by-line, important words and phrases, making 
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analytic notes in the margins and between the lines with an initial focus on searching for and 

pulling out interesting concepts and language for future consideration and analysis. This use of 

an exploratory coding approach works when the researcher anticipates coming back to the data 

multiple times in a constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Saldana (2016) said, 

“Coding is a cyclical act. Rarely is the first cycle of coding data perfectly attempted” (p. 9). Data 

gathered from the initial coding process was documented in the first column of a data collection 

spreadsheet.  

The second round of coding allowed the researcher to capture any common themes found 

in the interviews and enter them in the second column of the spreadsheet in what is defined by 

Glaser & Strauss (1967) as an open coding process. Using an open coding process (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967; Saldana, 2016; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013) allows the researcher to compare 

similar events/actions/interactions and group them together, assigning preliminary codes. 

“Qualitative codes are essence-capturing and essential elements of the research story that, when 

clustered together according to similarity and regularity (i.e. a pattern), actively facilitate the 

development of categories and thus analysis of their connections” (Saldana, 2016, p. 9).  

In the third round of coding, the researcher combined codes and consulted any jottings 

and analytic memos from column one to help “boil down” the information in an axial coding 

process (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). This process focused on 

identifying causal relationships and categorizing previously identified themes into a frame 

(Savin-Baden & Major, 2013).  

Using a three-column data collection spreadsheet to analyze interview transcripts allowed 

the researcher to focus on one task at a time. Saldana (2016) proposed that the first column of the 

data collection spreadsheet contain the raw data taken directly from the transcript, the second 
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contain jottings and any preliminary codes, and the third contain the final codes (Saldana, 2016). 

Using the second column as a bridge between the raw data and final codes is supported by 

Saldana (2016) who said, “The second column’s ruminations or first impressions may help 

provide a transitional link between the raw data and codes” (p. 21).  

The researcher also used the data captured during the CLASS observations to provide 

triangulation of data and boost validity. These data included both the anecdotal documentation of 

specific exchanges between the teachers and children taken from the researcher’s 

contemporaneous notes, and the individual participants’ CLASS scores on all dimensions. By 

considering what the participants said about their teaching practices and how those statements 

compared with the documented CLASS scores and observation notes, the researcher was better 

able to answer the third research question concerning the alignment (or misalignment) of the 

teachers’ stated beliefs and practices.  

Though complex, this process of reviewing and coding all data sources separately and 

then merging the results for interpretation allowed the researcher to compare the participants’ 

scores on the CLASS assessment with their own statements from the interviews. This merging of 

data illuminated relationships between teacher beliefs and practices that might not have been 

visible without merging and provided evidence needed for any assertions made about 

participants’ beliefs, how those beliefs were formed, and observed teaching practices. Figure 1 

provides a graphic representation of the data collection, analysis, and interpretation products and 

procedures.  

 Limitations 

There are limitations in any study, and a few of the limitations of this study are related to 

data validity and reliability. They include participant characteristics, observation data collected 
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by video instead of in person, and interviews conducted virtually through video chat. The next 

subsections of this chapter describe the limitations in more depth. 

Figure 1  

Convergent Mixed Methods Design for this Study 

 

  

Participant characteristics 

The participants in this study were not as demographically diverse as the researcher had 

expected. The facts that the participants all had at least some experience teaching (at least two 

years), and all had some form of formal education in the field of teaching (at least an associate 

degree) were unexpected and out of the control of the researcher. This made the group more 

homogeneous than anticipated. These demographics could impact the study, particularly the 

aspect that they all had formal education, because those with formal education in teaching may 

have a better understanding of their teaching practices and associated beliefs and be able to 
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articulate them more clearly. It is likely they have all had experience with reflection on their 

teaching, generally found in teacher preparation programs.  

Validity and Reliability of Data 

Five teachers agreed to participate in this research study. One way to reduce threats to 

validity in a study of this small size is to gather data from the same participants in two methods 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).  

Qualitative designs rely on the understanding of the context in which participants perform 

and on theory that explains why something occurs. The manner in which qualitative 

researchers demonstrate internal validity uses logic and subjective reasoning rather than 

objective assessment of research methods. (Martella et al., 2013, p. 318) 

Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) recommend using identical participant samples in both 

qualitative and quantitative aspects of a convergent, mixed-methods design if the intent is to 

compare or directly relate the data sets and if the same concepts will be examined in both data 

sets. Interviews can provide good qualitative information and context when paired with an 

observation done using a validated instrument (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Morse & Niehaus, 

2009) such as CLASS, since it is a validated instrument designed to quantify the effectiveness of 

classroom practices. “The intent in using this design is to bring together the strengths and 

weaknesses of quantitative and qualitative methods” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018, p. 69).  

Data gathered in this way do not necessarily allow results of this research to be 

generalizable to other early childhood teachers or any one type of early learning program but can 

contribute to the research on the impact of teacher beliefs about children and learning on their 

teaching practices. However, CLASS results documented in the present study can be used to 

provide some general context for the participants’ teaching practices through comparison to 
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Head Start teachers, since, nationally, Head Start teachers are evaluated each year using the 

CLASS assessment.  

Validity Threats Related to Methods. 

There are several other possible threats to validity in this study that are methods related. 

Internal instrumentation threat can occur when a researcher uses the instrument differently over 

time and with experience (Martella et al., 2013). The CLASS tool was chosen as a measure of 

teacher practices because the researcher was certified as reliable in the use of the tool in the year 

prior to the study and certification is valid for three years as long as the observer completes a 

reliability recertification process annually. The researcher maintained certification through all 

phases of the research process by completing this annual recertification.  

It is possible, still, that as a researcher uses an observation tool, they could begin to score 

the data differently from observation to observation. To protect from this this threat in the 

present study, the researcher completed a calibration process prior to data collection, and 

reviewed the procedural guidance in the CLASS manual before each observation, which 

included descriptions of how to proceed through the observation, what to observe, and how to 

overcome challenges related to bias (Pianta et al., 2008).   

There is also the possible threat of the distortion of perceptions or perspectives due to 

researcher’s state of mind (Martella et al., 2013). This is bias that can occur when the researcher 

sees something in alignment or not in alignment with their own perspectives. This is most likely 

to occur during the interview process or during the interpretation of the interview data but could 

also occur during the observation (Saldana & Omasta, 2018; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). To 

address this threat in the present study, the researcher made jottings and descriptive notes to 

bracket any personal impressions or reflections during the observation period and while listening 
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to the audio recording, transcribing the interviews, and coding and analyzing the data (Saldana & 

Omasta, 2018; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013).  

Validity Threats Related to Procedures. 

One additional threat is the limited time sample of a one-time observation (Martella et al., 

2013). The concern is whether the amount of time observed is long enough to be a true 

representation of what occurs in the classroom on a regular basis. The structure of the CLASS 

assessment is to document four to six intervals in one day and is considered valid if at least four 

intervals are recorded (Pianta et al., 2008). In the present study, six intervals were coded for each 

participant observation.  

Validity Threats Related to Participants. 

There are at least two types of participant reactivity threats that could occur during this 

study, one during the assessment and one during the interview. The first is participant reactivity 

to being observed during the CLASS assessment. Teachers might change their teaching 

behaviors because they are being observed (Martella et al., 2013). It is possible that because the 

observations were recorded on video this threat was lessened as the participants stopped 

attending to the camera.  

The second type of participant reactivity threat is related to the reaction of the participant 

to the interviewer. Participants could answer by responding in ways they think the interviewer 

wants to hear or by exaggerating or downplaying an event to make themselves look better to the 

interviewer (Martella et al, 2013). To address this threat, the interview protocol started with 

simple questions to help the participant feel comfortable and build rapport with the researcher.  

Research participants do not always remember details when asked about past experiences 

or events. This lack of recall can also be a validity threat (Martella et al., 2013). In this study, 
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participants may not have been able to remember how they learned about a teaching strategy or 

what might have led them to a certain belief. In these cases, the researcher provided general 

examples as prompts.  

Summary of Chapter 

Chapter III provided the researcher’s philosophical worldview, an overview of the 

methods used in the present research study, including the study’s purpose and research questions, 

methods employed including the recruitment of participants, the data sources used, and how the 

data were collected and securely handled. It also provided details about the data analysis process 

and limitations to the study. Chapter IV will present the findings of this study. 
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CHAPTER IV: 

FINDINGS 

Overview 

 This chapter includes a review of the study’s research questions along with general 

participant demographic information, information about the learning environments observed, and 

short vignettes that give the reader a better understanding of the study’s context and participants’ 

characteristics. To protect the participants’ identities, gender neutral pronouns and pseudonyms 

are used throughout. All quotes attributed to the participants come directly from their individual 

interviews with the researcher. The study’s research questions are answered, with findings for 

each question shared separately. The findings include quantitative data in the form of CLASS 

observation tool scores and qualitative data from the participant interviews and the researcher’s 

observation notes.  

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided the researcher and participant discourse 

throughout personal interviews. Each question’s findings are presented separately in subsequent 

sections of this chapter.  

1. What beliefs do early childhood educators hold about intentional instruction, emotional 

support, and developmentally appropriate practices? 

2. Which factors do early childhood educators articulate as instrumental to the development 

of their beliefs regarding intentional instruction, emotional support, and developmentally 

appropriate practices? 
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3. To what extent do the teaching practices of early childhood educators align with their 

beliefs about providing intentional instruction, emotional support, and developmentally 

appropriate practices? 

Participant Demographics 

Five teachers agreed to be observed using the CLASS observation tool and to a one-hour, 

post-observation interview. Participants’ informed consent and demographic information were 

collected in late September 2020 (see appendices C and D). Classroom observations and 

interviews occurred over the span of five weeks in late October/early November 2020. At the 

time of data collection, the five participants ranged in age from 23 to 37 years old. All 

participants were White, four of five identified their gender as female, and one chose not to 

disclose their gender. All participants had undergraduate degrees at either the associates or 

bachelor’s degree level. The three associates degrees were in early childhood education. One 

participant later completed a bachelor’s degree in elementary education, and another completed a 

bachelor’s degree in child development. Two of the three associate degree-level teachers were 

pursuing a bachelor’s degree in early childhood education at the time of the study. None of the 

other three teachers were pursuing further postgraduate work. Their full-time teaching 

experience ranged from two years, zero months to 14 years, one month. Table 1 is a visual 

representation of some of the participants’ demographic data related to education and experience. 

All participants had worked together in this full-time childcare program in the Midwest 

for at least one year. Before teaching in this program, all had prior experience working with 

children, and those experiences included working in youth programs, Head Start programs, and 

other licensed childcare settings. The next section of this chapter describes the learning 

environments for which the participants were responsible, including the numbers and ages of 
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children, and what the environments included for the provision of children’s learning 

experiences.  

Table 1 

Participant Education and Experience 

Total Years/Months Teaching Highest Education Level Degree/ Certification  

6 years/11 months Associate Degree Early Childhood  

8 years/6 months Associate Degree Early Childhood  

10 years/9 months Bachelor’s Degree Child Development 

2 years/0 months Associate Degree Early Childhood  

14 years/1 month Bachelor’s degree Elementary  

 

The Learning Environments 

The children in the participants’ care were in their second month of being together in 

their classroom groups and learning environments. Some children had come to the program in 

July and August 2020, as classrooms opened for the fall. Some had been in attendance since the 

prior school year. All teachers had worked with at least some of the children in their current 

classes in the past, but all these classroom groups were newly set for the 2020-2021 school year. 

All teachers worked with children in the age range of 30 to 72 months in mixed-age classroom 

groups. The learning environments were typical preschool environments with typical materials 

and toys available, through which children’s learning experiences were facilitated. Materials and 

toys included art materials, books, mathematics and science manipulatives, and blocks. The next 

section of this chapter will introduce the reader to each of the five study participants.  
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The Participants 

The following vignettes provide nuanced descriptors of each participant including 

information related to their level of education, their prior experience working with children, their 

current position and related responsibilities, and their score on the CLASS observation tool.  

Cameron  

 “Cameron” holds an associate degree in early childhood education from the local 

community college. Cameron had been teaching for a few years and had experience working 

mostly with preschoolers aged three to five. Cameron’s experiences working with children 

included some practicum work in early learning environments while pursuing their associate 

degree, working in summer camps, teaching in a local Head Start program, and teaching in 

another child care program. During the study, Cameron was the lead teacher in the classroom. 

The children ranged in age from 36 to 72 months: five three-year-olds, seven four-year-olds, and 

three five-year-olds, for a total of 13 children. Cameron works with a classroom assistant, and 

often has a practicum student participating with the group.  

 Cameron does have experience in a traditional indoor classroom setting but feels as 

though they do their best work in an outdoor learning environment. “I love being outside. I love 

hiking. I love being in nature…Being able to take children outside and have meaningful 

experiences has just been so rewarding…and I’m good at it, you know?” Cameron spoke of the 

relaxed way one can teach outside, and the benefits to children when there are fewer restrictions 

to their movement. Cameron said that outside, children are able to explore the environment 

without having to control their voices or limit their bodies as much as when indoors, and 

highlighted this by sharing a memorized quote from a favorite expert with the researcher, saying, 

“Erin K. Kenny says, ‘Children cannot bounce off the walls if you take away the walls,’ and so 
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something I always intuitively knew about myself as a teacher is that I’m just more relaxed when 

I’m outside.” Throughout the interview, Cameron mentioned multiple “experts” in the early 

childhood field and how their work has been an influence. Looking to others with expertise 

seemed to be crucial to Cameron’s professional development. In fact, engaging in conversation 

and collaborating with others were Cameron’s primary motivations for participating in this 

study, recognizing the chance to gain from a discussion and reflection on one’s teaching 

practices to improve. Cameron looked forward to receiving the results of the CLASS assessment 

which were: Emotional Support – 6.69; Classroom Organization – 5.25; and Instructional 

Support – 5.92.  

Frankie  

“Frankie” had several years of teaching experience in just two other programs prior to 

coming to the current program. Frankie also had some experience working with young children 

through college practicum coursework. Frankie holds an associate degree in early childhood 

education from the local community college. In Frankie’s class there were five three-year-olds 

and two four-year-olds for a total of seven children. Some of the children in Frankie’s class 

during this study’s observation were students from a past group, but some were also new to the 

class as of August 2020. Frankie was the lead teacher in their class during the study, and a 

classroom assistant shared the teaching responsibilities.  

 Frankie’s sense of humor and an appreciation of young children’s development was 

evident throughout the interview. When asked what the best thing about working with young 

children was, Frankie said,   

…getting an insight into the way they're thinking and their excitement so…I don’t 

know…it’s that whole lightbulb moment where they're just like, “Oh my God, I can cut!” 
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or “Oh my gosh, I can pull my pants up by myself!” because some days they say they 

can't do it. I'm like, “Well, you did it yesterday…so….” (laughing) [I think], just their 

way of thinking and sometimes it’s how spontaneous they are and the fact that it does 

change from day to day.  

Frankie described the day of the study’s classroom observation as a “weird day” because 

the children all behaved well – Frankie seemed concerned that there might not be much captured 

in the video about which to offer feedback. “Of course, the day the camera is on they’re going to 

be calm and quiet. There’s mornings where they’re calmer and mornings where they’re not. 

I…wanted them to be more challenging that day so I would get more feedback.” Frankie, too, 

looked forward to learning “how I did on CLASS,” and getting feedback from the researcher was 

a motivator for participation, stating that feedback and reflection are how we grow as teachers. 

Frankie’s CLASS results were: Emotional Support – 6.67; Classroom Organization – 5.72; and 

Instructional Support – 4.5. 

Harper  

 “Harper” had worked with young children for several years. Before pursuing a degree, 

Harper worked as a classroom assistant at a local childcare program. Harper eventually 

completed their degree in child development and began working in a different early learning 

program. Those were the only two programs in which Harper had worked, and they had always 

been either a co-teacher (2 lead teachers working together with a class) or lead teacher with an 

assistant. Harper was the lead teacher in this classroom, had a classroom assistant, and had 

supervised several practicum students from the local community college in the classroom as 

well. Harper’s class has seven three-year-olds, fifteen four-year-olds, and five five-year-olds 

enrolled. 
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 Harper’s years of experience in the classroom seemed to lead to a sense of responsibility 

and program leadership through both easy and tough times. Harper spoke of their love for their 

former program, and also characterized program changes as challenging, saying, “Our 

backgrounds were completely different…but we knew our focus wanted to go that way, so the 

first year was really difficult.” Harper also shared that the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the 

program and Harper’s work there in a surprising way. “So then, you know, COVID hit and we 

kind of just had a really great place to restart, and so I would say now, [the program] feels like 

home.” Harper also pointed to their new program a chance for personal growth, saying it was not 

as possible in their former program, but was now.  

I've been given more opportunities here, and so now I really know, eventually…you 

know, I'm not going to be in the classroom forever…I’d really like to seek more 

positions, like, an administrative role. So that really has given me the opportunity to do 

that. 

Several times Harper mentioned working with practicum students as an opportunity to 

pass on teaching knowledge and characterized work with them as a mentoring relationship, 

demonstrating a sense of leadership responsibility. Harper, like most of the other participants, 

asked about CLASS scores, wondering whether they would be made available to the participants. 

Harper’s CLASS scores were: Emotional Support – 6.63; Classroom Organization – 5.17; and 

Instructional Support – 4.08. 

Lee 

 “Lee” holds an associate degree from the local community college. Lee also has some 

credits at a neighboring university. Lee had some full-time teaching experience and also had 

some prior practicum experience from college coursework and part-time youth work experience 
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from pre-college years. At the time of the study, Lee was in their second year of teaching 

children under the age of five a mixed-age group classroom. Lee was the lead teacher, 

responsible for 13 students: three three-year-olds, seven four-year-olds, and three five-year-olds. 

The classroom was also assigned one full-time teaching assistant.  

Lee had rarely been observed teaching, and disclosed some anxiety about participating in 

the study, saying, “I just feel like I’m still trying to figure the ropes out, trying to learn my own 

way. I’ve only been a lead teacher for eight or nine months…It’s…stressful because I’ve never 

really had someone look at my classroom in this way.” However, Lee agreed to be part of the 

study after some thought and consultation with several trusted colleagues saying, “This is a 

learning experience. I can use this for my advantage to be able to help myself grow. This is what 

I need, this early on in my development of becoming a lead teacher.” Lee looked forward to 

getting feedback through the study, saying, “I need to use this event as an advantage for me to be 

able to start helping me … to make sure the rest of the years are so much better, and I can help 

myself grow that much more.” Lee’s CLASS scores were: Emotional Support – 5.19; Classroom 

Organization – 5.66; and Instructional Support – 3.  

Sam  

“Sam” is a teacher with multiple years of teaching experience. Sam was the lead teacher 

in the classroom, sharing responsibilities with a classroom assistant. The 14 children in Sam’s 

class are: two three-year-olds, eight four-year-olds, and four five-year-olds. Most of the children 

joined the class in August 2020, but a few were students Sam had worked with in years past.  

Sam has a degree and experience that included practicum coursework. Sam also 

occasionally filled in as a substitute teacher in the local school system for a short time. Sam 

worked part time in childcare, while in school and while substitute teaching, providing coverage 
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in infant and toddler classrooms in the late afternoons. Sam was eventually hired as a lead 

teacher in a preschool classroom in 2019. The first few years working full time in this program, 

Sam still intended to get a teaching position in elementary school but said, “I just didn’t feel like 

schools were welcoming. None of them felt right.” Sam continued, “Once I got my feet wet with 

preschoolers and really saw what I could do with them…I just…it just became my passion and 

where I felt like I should be.”  

Sam talked about the value of working with families and seeing them daily, noting that 

the relationships built with them were both satisfying and long-lasting, sharing, “I really liked 

that aspect - I really liked the idea of being able to see the families and talk with the families 

[daily].” Families were not allowed to enter the building at the time of the study due to COVID-

19 pandemic restrictions, and Sam described the prior year as “in constant transition” with 

classrooms closing and opening, children coming and going. Sam also described feeling like a 

resource for families and noted the importance of staying in touch with them and sharing what 

the children were learning in class, especially since they could not enter the building to see for 

themselves. Sam was the only participant who did not ask about the CLASS scores and when or 

how they would be shared. Sam’s CLASS scores were as follows: Emotional Support – 6.55; 

Classroom Organization – 5.53; and Instructional Support – 4.2. 

Findings 

All research questions in this study included the terms intentional instruction, emotional 

support, and developmentally appropriate practices, which, to serve as a reminder, are defined 

below:  

1. Developmentally appropriate practice (DAP): teaching practices based on individual 

children’s needs, in all domains of their development, while also considering the cultural 
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and community contexts from which those children come. DAP is an approach to 

teaching grounded in the research on how young children develop and learn and in what 

is known about effective early education. Its framework is designed to promote young 

children's optimal learning and development (Copple & Bredekamp, 2008).  

2. Emotional Support: Teachers’ facilitation of social and emotional functioning in the 

classroom through creating a positive climate, demonstrating awareness and responsivity 

to students’ academic and emotional concerns, and interacting with students in ways that 

place an emphasis on students’ interests, motivations, and points of view (Pianta, et al., 

2008). 

3. Intentional Instruction: to “act with specific outcomes or goals in mind for children’s 

development and learning. Teachers know when to use a given strategy to accommodate 

the different ways that individual children learn and the specific content they are 

learning” (Epstein, 2007, p. 1). 

Participants’ transcribed interview statements relative to these three definitions were 

analyzed, and quotations that were most emblematic of the phenomena under investigation were 

selected to answer research questions one and two. The findings for research question three 

include individual CLASS observation scores and interpretations of those scores, along with the 

scores’ alignment with practices the teachers exhibited in the learning environment during the 

observations and their stated and/or implied beliefs relative to intentional instruction, emotional 

support, and developmentally appropriate practices.  

It is important to note that participants rarely shared a belief by stating, “I believe…” 

However, beliefs could be inferred from statements that included language such as “children 

should…,” “children deserve...,” “teachers should…,” “I think that…,” and “I have found…” 
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along with more global statements about participants’ understandings of the topics which 

emerged naturally during the interview discourse. The next sections of this chapter will detail the 

study’s findings, per research question. According to the nature of the question, these findings 

are presented as related to individual participants, and/or presented according to a topic which 

they illuminate.  

Question 1 – What beliefs do early childhood educators hold about intentional instruction, 

emotional support, and developmentally appropriate practices? 

Intentional Instruction 

The study participants all shared beliefs about how children learn, and how their own 

intentional practices impact that learning. When asked about intentional instruction, common 

beliefs the participants expressed were that: intentional instruction is critically important for and 

is linked to positive child outcomes, intentionality includes both planning and implementation 

based on the observation and assessment of children’s development, and intentionality includes 

accounting for children’s individual differences. Of note, none of the teachers revealed beliefs 

about the intentional teaching of specific skills or content, apart from intentionally teaching 

social and emotional skills, which is detailed in the subsequent emotional support subsection of 

findings relative to this first research question.  

Importance of Intentional Instruction for Positive Child Outcomes. 

Cameron expressed the overall importance of intentional teaching saying, “I think 

[intentionality] is the backbone for teaching.” Harper gave a specific example demonstrating the 

importance of intentionality in preschool in preparation for later school years saying, “The whole 

goal of doing activities, I mean, is to really help us sustain attention, so when they get to 

kindergarten, they’re able to sit and complete an activity from start to finish.” In describing a 
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particular topic of study and the activities presented to the children Harper also said, “We were 

throwing [in] math, writing stories, reading and writing, writing our names on our artwork, 

constructing, problem-solving, or challenging their thinking.” Sam made a statement about daily 

classroom practices that also indicated a belief in the importance of intentionality and purposeful 

teaching, “I feel like I’m very intentional. Every activity I set out, every material I bring into the 

classroom, every time I change up dramatic play or whatever, it is with an intention and a 

purpose.” Sam then added, “I don't feel like I ever just throw anything or any activities in. I feel 

like everything I do has a purpose.” In addition to the belief in the overall importance of 

intentional teaching, the participants also described how intentionality is not possible without 

observation and assessment. 

Planning and Implementation Based on Observation and Assessment. 

Responses to questions about intentional teaching included the belief that observing 

children and thinking about their individual development is key. Sam described how intentional 

teaching necessarily includes a process of observation and assessment saying, “I take the 

children’s interests, I watch them, I play with them, just to see what they are interested in, what 

they can do, what abilities do they have, what are they getting frustrated with that they can’t do.” 

Lee described a process, similar to Sam’s, of bringing in materials and activities to see what 

might peak children’s interests, observing them, and going from there, providing “…different 

types of activities and experimenting with the kids and seeing, ‘Well, if they can do this, can they 

do this?’ and kind of playing around to see how things go and see how the kids react to things.” 

Frankie described a more formal observation and assessment process, “Part of us being 

intentional is taking our observations and seeing, OK, based off our observation, this is 

something we need to work on.” Through these statements the teachers indicated a belief in 



TEACHER BELIEFS AND PRACTICES RELATED TO PROGRAM QUALITY 

69 

 

observation and assessment being linked to intentional teaching and that observing and assessing 

children’s needs leads to thinking about children as individuals and intentionally planning 

experiences for them. 

Accounting for Individual Children’s Differences.  

Statements the participants made indicated a belief that because all young children are 

different, there is not a one-size-fits-all approach to intentionality. All participants recognized 

that children require individual consideration when planning learning experiences and that 

content relevance is key. Lee described the preparation of activities for morning play time, 

hinting at the belief that one needs to plan learning experiences, but also consider individual 

children’s differences and allow for their personal choices, saying, 

Typically, the first thing we do in the morning is we do open-ended free play type stuff. 

So, I let the kids typically grab whatever type of activities they want to off the shelves 

and bring it to the tables, and we can do that. I set up different types of activities I know 

each child will be interested in, but they will also be able to be interested in the other 

ones in case they get bored with this one activity that they are doing.  

Harper said that one cannot be an intentional teacher without considering the meaning or 

relevance of the learning experience to each individual child, that intentionality and 

meaningfulness are connected, sharing, 

So you can be as intentional as you want with an activity, but if there’s no meaning 

behind it, then really there’s no intentionality behind it either, then. Because it means 

nothing to the children. So there has to be the meaning…to make it intentional. 

Echoing Harper, Frankie shared a personal experience that illuminated a link between 

intentionality and meaningfulness, describing a past workplace where intention and meaning 
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were seemingly disconnected. Frankie worked previously in a program where there was a 

requirement to teach children about the ocean in the summer, “Like, every July you have to talk 

about the ocean. Well, if none of the kids have seen the ocean, then what good does that do, you 

know? Then they don’t have any real connection to it.” Harper’s comment about following the 

children’s lead (as they decided as a class to study fairies) shows a belief in paying attention to 

curricular needs while also focusing on individual children’s interests,  

The children went outside one day, and they were talking about fairies so then we started 

talking about fairies, and we were intentional about how we were developing their skills.  

Cameron also described the process of letting the children lead the learning while still providing 

them guidance,  

I try to be more of a facilitator [of] learning [experiences], so allowing the children to 

lead and construct what's happening with the curriculum, but I feel like, despite giving 

the children, kind of, leadership in those aspects, I’m still trying to be an intentional 

facilitator.  

Participants indicated beliefs related to intentional instruction that showed an 

understanding of its overall importance. They expressed that intentionality is not possible 

without observation and assessment, and that the process of being intentional must include 

considering children’s individual needs and interests. When discussing these beliefs, participants 

often discussed the intentional teaching of emotional skills, which highlights a belief that the 

emotional support of young children is an important part of early childhood education. 

Emotional Support 

In the area of emotional support, study participants discussed underlying beliefs and 

specific strategies they found useful, as they did in their discussion of intentional teaching. One 
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major underlying belief was clear among all participants. The teaching of social and emotional 

skills and supporting students as they practice them is a fundamental and nearly constant aspect 

of their daily work with young children. When asked, “What kinds of emotional supports do you 

think young children need?” the participants gave similar answers. Lee, laughing, provided the 

generalization, “Well…just all the emotional support possible.” Harper had a similar reaction to 

the question saying, “All kinds. Every kind…I think children should be able to feel the way they 

feel.” Cameron said, “I think you have to individualize it. For children in general, I think that 

they really just need to know that they’re heard.” Sam noted how much time is spent each day 

working on social emotional skill building, “I feel like I am dealing with emotions all day long.” 

Frankie gave the most detailed answer, naming several examples of actual supports the children 

need, such as the presence of a teacher or friend to be there when you need someone, visuals, 

like books about emotions, tangible comfort items such as stuffed toys, comforting spaces to help 

one calm down, and even familiar songs, adding, “So there’s a whole handful of them because 

different days they might need different supports.” These statements provide some preliminary 

insight into what participants believed about the emotional support of young children, and 

several later subsections of this chapter will further illustrate the participants’ beliefs.  

Creating a Positive Climate. 

Regarding creating a positive climate, participants shared beliefs about building an 

environment where children’s voices are heard and respected, where children know that their 

teacher is there to help and support them, and where teachers work to build positive relationships 

with children and families. Through their descriptions of strategies such as being with children 

while they play, being in tune with them and talking about their problems, and sharing in their 

excitement and joy in learning, participants indicated a belief in respecting children and their 
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needs. Harper spoke about the joy in watching children accomplish something, “It’s like, really 

just finding the joy and seeing the joy of when they learn something, or something really clicks.” 

Similarly, Sam said they believe in showing support by helping children decide how to solve a 

problem or accomplish a task,  

I think they understand that I’m going to help them figure it out…I encourage them to 

try, and you know, when they are so excited that they can do it on their own and then the 

next time they’re like, “I can do this. I don't need your help.” 

Lee said part of creating a positive climate is helping children talk through emotional situations 

and assisting them in understanding and naming their feelings so they can start to communicate 

about their own emotional needs, “A big one is, they need help being able to explain what 

emotions they are feeling.” Frankie spoke of how teachers and classmates need to be present and 

available especially in emotionally challenging situations, noting that “When they’re sad, they 

need someone to acknowledge that they’re sad, and they need their friend to be that person who 

gives them a hug and they also need me to be that person who gives them a hug.” Cameron 

described conflict among young children and the need for teachers to help children work through 

issues while staying positive and remaining neutral, “I don't like taking sides in any situation that 

happens with children, because it’s not important what happened first. What's important is how 

we're going to resolve this now.” Along with creating a positive climate, part of emotional 

support is explicitly teaching social and emotional skills to young children.  

Teaching Social and Emotional Skills. 

Lee expressed a belief that supporting children is easier when they can verbally express 

their emotions and that in teaching young children there is “a lot of helping teach the kids how to 

be able to express the emotions that they are feeling” adding,  
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I feel like once the kids can be able to express it, everything falls into line. It’s so much 

easier to be able to help a child that's sad and crying and telling you, “I'm sad because I 

miss mommy” versus a kid that just comes in and just starts crying. 

Harper focused on the belief that all emotions are okay, but that the appropriate expression of 

them is what is important to teach. They described talking with children about behaviors they are 

and are not allowed to exhibit in the learning environment when expressing emotions,  

It's okay to be sad or angry, mad, happy, excited. It's how we respond to those emotions. 

“When you’re angry you don’t get to hit my friends. When you're angry you don't get to 

throw things on the floor. When you're angry you can stomp your feet. You can make 

noises that we know that you're angry. Here is what you can do with those emotions that's 

appropriate.” There are children who are just so impulsive with their emotions that they 

don’t know how to self-regulate yet. So, [it is important to continue] to give them the 

feedback and redirection, and how to really handle that. 

Teaching young children social and emotional skills, according to the participants of this study, 

requires providing them emotional support as well as concrete strategies they themselves can try. 

Cameron’s and Harper’s responses both exemplified a belief that supporting social and 

emotional skill development includes consulting children to help them think critically about what 

they need while sometimes also verbalizing the strategies that could help them. Cameron said,  

I like to ask children, “Hey, what can I do to help you feel better?” and sometimes they’re 

upset, and sometimes they can't give answers, and sometimes you do just have to feed 

back to them, “I can give you a hug, I can sit with you, I can read a story with you, or I 

could hold your hand.”  

Harper provided a pair of examples, as well.  
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Sometimes I say, “It looks like you're really angry. What can I do to help you, support 

you through this?” or “It looks like you're really sad. Do you need a hug?” verbalizing 

what they’re feeling and then going through it and talking about it. (Harper) 

Frankie said the modeling of teaching emotion regulation strategies can serve children in 

multiple ways and in a variety of situations.  

Even songs, like, “Twinkle Little Star” - they can sing that washing their hands, but they 

can also sing it at nap time when they miss their mom, and they get also sing it at lunch 

when they’re tired and ready to go to nap. (Frankie) 

These examples align, also, with the belief that children’s personal thoughts and experiences 

should be taken into account when supporting social and emotional skill development and that 

interactions teachers have with children should emphasize this focus on children’s perspectives.  

Interacting with Students in Ways That Place an Emphasis on Students’ Interests, 

Motivations, and Points of View. 

Harper talked about how their planning for learning experiences is based on children’s 

interests, and how teachers need to be flexible and open to children’s ideas.  

Our weekly curriculum maps are really constructed on the children's interest and what we 

need to work on in the classroom, and not every aspect of it is filled out like a lesson plan 

would be. That way we can add things in or take things out. (Harper) 

Frankie’s answer aligned with Harper’s, discussing how teachers must be ready and able to 

adjust the plan based on children’s interests. “I have one, two, three, four activities planned but I 

also have a backup plan because sometimes they'll do it for fifteen minutes and other days it’s 

like, ‘Oh, five minutes and my hands are wet, I’m done!’” Concerning children’s motivations for 

participating in learning experiences Harper shared,  
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If you force children to sit down, they’re not going to want to do the activity, but if you 

give them that freedom to choose when they want to do it, how long they want to do it, 

and then you build it up by engaging…and making it exciting for them…. then they opt 

to stay longer. 

Considering children’s points of view, Sam described an interaction in which they might help a 

child think about how they are feeling in a challenging moment to understand their own 

perspectives better.  

I talk with them. “How does your body feel now? How did it feel when you were 

screaming?” And you know, a lot of them can say, “It made my belly hurt” or “My throat 

hurt” and so we talk about what can we do to not make that happen. (Sam) 

Cameron described the value in facilitating children working through a conflict by calling out 

each party’s side, and sometimes even getting involved in the interaction: “The easiest way to 

facilitate those behaviors that you want to see from children is trying to either sportscast with the 

children as it’s happening or step in and actively participate in the conflict or the disagreement 

that's happening.” Lee shared an understanding of why a child may act out due to a lack of 

communication skills, saying,  

There's a lot of times where they are mad and they just start doing things, and the reason 

why they’re acting the way they are is because they’re not having those words to be able 

to say, “I'm angry and I need space.” 

In outlining their beliefs about emotional support, participants often discussed strategies 

they believed would best facilitate social/emotional learning like explicitly teaching feelings and 

the names for them; allowing logical consequences to teach behavioral lessons including, in 

some cases, facilitating children’s reflections on those consequences; supporting children as they 
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face problem-solving situations in the classroom and offering the steps needed to resolve 

social/emotional issues; and the importance of permitting children their own attempts to solve 

social/emotional issues first before jumping in to resolve classroom issues. All participants 

seemed to believe that each situation and each child should be given individual attention, which 

aligns with statements they also made about developmentally appropriate practices, the final 

aspect of research question one.  

Developmentally Appropriate Practices 

Each participant was asked to provide a definition of developmentally appropriate 

practice (DAP) as they understood it. Some participants mentioned more philosophical thoughts 

about children and their learning experiences, such as: consideration of individual children’s 

development and interests was paramount - children are individuals and should be respected as 

such; learning experiences should be child-led, (i.e., the children should be in control of the 

learning process); learning experiences should be real and relevant to children; teachers should 

provide challenges that will push children to build and strengthen their individual skills through 

exploration, experimentation, and problem-solving; learning experiences should be grounded in 

children’s previous personal experiences and interests; and teachers should aid children in 

drawing connections between new and previous experiences, all aspects of DAP.  

Children as Individuals Deserving of Adults’ Respect. 

The recognition of children’s individuality was evident in statements such as “It's 

different for each child, so I don't think you can say all five-year-olds should be writing their 

names because not all five-year-olds are developmentally ready to write their name” (Sam), 

“They’re not a group of children, they’re [each] just one child, and this child does it this way” 

(Harper), and “You have to be able to be flexible with every individual child, because their type 
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of learning is different than the next kid’s” (Lee). Frankie said, “It's all about the expectations 

because you can't have an expectation for a 2-year-old to use scissors correctly all the time, but 

it’s still developmentally appropriate for them to practice with both hands”  

Some participants also shared beliefs about the importance of children’s memberships in 

their own family and community cultures, and that family culture and preferences are critical to 

DAP. The participant who mentioned families the most was Sam. Referring to the connection 

between home life and the development children exhibit in the learning environment Sam said, 

“I think their background takes a lot into play. Their home life, their (pause)…you know…all 

their abilities, their emotional abilities, their physical abilities…” When describing the 

importance of sharing what is happening in the learning environment and the challenges 

COVID-19 restrictions has placed on family-teacher communication Sam said,  

The children are so proud of their work and what they’ve done, and if the parents were in 

the classroom, they would be like “Oh come look at this that I did”, you know? And so, I 

want the families to still know that that kind of stuff is still going on. 

Cameron spoke of their belief in respect for children and the unique places from which they 

come saying, “Just being respectful of children, I think, too. Being respectful of the baggage that 

they're bringing, being respectful of cultural differences at home, being respectful of their 

opinions and their perspective.” Harper recognized that part of respecting children is building a 

respectful relationship with them, saying, “Being honest with them and talking to them like an 

adult - I don't have to baby, I don’t have to dumb it down so that they understand me. Just really 

being respectful of the relationship that we have.” Sam described how being “real” with children 

can build trust and respect saying,   
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I think just being real with them, you know. I develop a very close bond with the children 

in my classroom, typically, and I think it is because I do, I feel like they know that I trust 

them, they know that I care about them and love them.  

In alignment with their beliefs about validating children’s perspectives from the emotional 

support subsection above, Cameron described their approach to respecting children’s feelings, “I 

want you to be able to feel your feelings, and to feel heard. I do hear you, and I’m going to 

always going to validate that you're being heard.”  

Child-led, Relevant, Hands-on Learning. 

Throughout the interviews, all the participants included beliefs about making children’s 

learning experiences hands-on, relevant to them and their interests, and something they could do 

on their own or with peer or teacher support. Considering making learning relevant to children, 

several participants again discussed connecting to children’s interests. Sam said, “Every time I 

change up dramatic play or whatever, it is with an intention and a purpose, I do it based on what 

the children are talking about, what they're interested in.” Harper said, “So children definitely 

pick up on and learn more when they're interested in something versus me just putting a math 

sheet down and being like, ‘OK, do this worksheet.’” Lee described setting up “different types of 

activities I know each child will be interested in, but they will also be able to be interested in the 

other ones, in case they get bored with this one activity that they are doing.” 

Frankie shared how they are beginning, based on recent program changes, to make the learning 

environment more child-led, indicating a belief that was possibly still forming.  

I feel like when we changed our program, we did some trainings that was a lot about the 

aspects of giving them that freedom and making it more child led, so with the child led 



TEACHER BELIEFS AND PRACTICES RELATED TO PROGRAM QUALITY 

79 

 

aspect I feel like we kind of have to give them that extra freedom to make their own 

choices. (Frankie) 

Sam talked about how children are more engaged when they are interested and are developing 

needed skills, “They want to be engaged with something that's new and exciting that's out for 

them to do.” Sam added, 

Like, cutting is a big thing right now - a lot of my kids can't cut. They don’t know how to 

hold a pair of scissors, so we’re obviously going to do a lot more cutting activities so that 

way they can get those skills. 

Regarding planning experiences that are relevant to children based on their needs, both Harper 

and Cameron shared beliefs similar Sam’s. Harper said, “Children cannot all grow and learn at 

the same rate. I mean, just like everybody. So really making sure that you’re fitting the children's 

needs through your activities [is important].” Cameron said they focus on “trying to make sure 

that children’s needs are met, but also creating learning experiences, and trying to facilitate 

meaningful experiences.”  

Connected to child-led, relevant, hands-on learning, DAP includes building on previous learning. 

Building on Previous Learning Experiences. 

The beliefs that learning is an ongoing process and that learning experiences should be 

challenging and build upon each other were evident in participant’s responses to interview 

questions about DAP. According to Harper, when children repeat an experience, they are 

involved in a process of “…relearning and discovering new things doing the same activity over 

and over again.” Harper also added, “The goal does not have to be mastered this one time. It’s an 

ongoing process, and so we’re going to master little things and then eventually master the big 

goal.” Several participants mentioned challenging children through experiences, including 
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Cameron who said, “It's just mostly just challenging children but not challenging to the point that 

they give up.” Lee said,  

Just making sure it’s challenging for the kids to do, but not so challenging that you don’t 

think they will be able to accomplish it. Just making sure that it’s something that you 

know that they will be able to do, but it’s something that they might not think they can do 

because they’ve never done it before. 

Frankie shared their belief about providing challenges along with an example of how it is 

important to differentiate learning experiences for different skill levels.  

I think, them doing stuff at their skill level but also…still giving them the opportunity to 

work on that skill and still challenge them, like, “I know you can cut using two hands on 

the scissors, but can you try it like this?” So still trying to work on them reaching that 

next step is developmentally appropriate because I’m still not expecting them to do 

something above where they should be. I’m not expecting a 2-year-old to have the same 

fine motor skills as would a 4-year-old. (Frankie) 

Similar to Frankie, Sam expressed a belief in providing challenges for children as they shared an 

example of how they might encourage children to open their own food packaging, saying, “I 

don't just open it, I encourage them to try, and when they are so excited that they can do it on 

their own, the next time they’re like, “I can do this, I don't need your help.’” 

 Research question one identified participant beliefs about young children and teaching in 

the areas of intentional instruction, emotional support, and DAP. Research question two provides 

some insight into how participants’ thought their beliefs about children and teaching were 

formed.  
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Question 2 – Which factors do early childhood educators articulate as instrumental to the 

development of their beliefs regarding intentional instruction, emotional support, and 

developmentally appropriate practices? 

Participants in the current study shared similar factors that contributed to the 

development of their beliefs regarding intentional instruction, emotional support, and DAPs. 

These factors include experiences, interaction with others, and formal and informal study. 

Separate from factors shared, but also named by all the participants as a significant common 

starting place, was a desire to teach from a young age, or the personal identity of “being a 

teacher.” For each participant, this desire to teach or identity as a teacher was the impetus for 

their journey to their current teaching practice in early childhood education, though, 

interestingly, none planned to work with children under age five at first.  

A Common Starting Place  

Each of the participants stated in some way that they always wanted to be a teacher or 

knew from an early age that working with children was something they wanted to do. These 

statements were also often paired with an example of how an experience helped them navigate to 

teaching young children as a profession. Cameron said, “I always wanted to be a teacher, I just 

took a long time to figure out where and how.” Cameron also said,  

I thought I wanted to be a chemistry teacher when I went to [school] at first. I was like, 

“I'm going to be a chemistry teacher” and [then] I met Calculus and it was like a brick 

wall. I want to be passionate, and I want to teach. It's not like I wanted to teach Chemistry 

and I wanted to be passionate about Chemistry, I wanted to be able to have an impact on 

others.  
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Sam remembered thinking about and even practicing teaching skills when they were very young 

and shared,  

I’ve always wanted to be a teacher, always since I was little. My whole family is nurses, 

so it was definitely like, “You’re not going to be a teacher. You’re going to be a 

nurse,”…but my mom said even as a kid, I was always teaching other kids things.  

Harper also knew they wanted to work with children from a young age but was initially unsure 

about in what capacity. They described how a practicum experience helped them decide to 

switch from a major in elementary education to child development. Harper said,  

I knew that I wanted to work with children, I just wasn’t sure what age. When I first 

started [in school] I was actually going into teaching, but then I had a class where I had to 

go and teach at [the lab school], and I hated it. And so, I was like, “I can’t, this is not 

what I want to do.” So, then I went, and I did some observing at some different daycares 

around [town] and then I kind of said, “OK, I think this is what I want to do.”  

Frankie knew all along that they wanted to teach, and their early experiences with a favorite 

Kindergarten teacher were a factor in their self-identity as a teacher.  

I never got to go to preschool - I think that's a very important thing that I missed. I 

originally thought I wanted to be a Kindergarten teacher because I always liked the 

younger kids, but then…we had a preschool at our high school that we got to do 

observations. I actually got to be in preschool classroom for the first time, and my 

counselor said, “If you like younger children, maybe you don't want to do elementary 

education, maybe you want to do early childhood.” I didn't even know early childhood 

existed until then – it wasn't a world that I knew about. (Frankie)  
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Lee described how they wanted to teach from a young age as well, and like Frankie, had a 

pivotal experience in high school that solidified their desire to teach. Lee recalled,  

In my senior year of high school, I had the option to be able to be a teacher assistant, and 

I ended up being a teacher assistant for a semester down in a fifth grade Special Ed 

classroom, so I was able to experience hands-on in that classroom, see what it was like, 

and seeing their different teaching strategies and things like that, which was so mind-

opening for me because I knew I always wanted to be a teacher, but when that happened 

to me…I knew then I absolutely want to be a teacher.  

All of the participants said, in some way, that the process of teaching is learned through 

information gathering, experience, and collaboration, and that their beliefs about teaching were 

formed, and being transformed still, as part of learning and understanding the process of 

teaching. The process, for them, started with a desire to teach or be a teacher and then was 

evolutionary and self-driven. The following subsections of this chapter will elaborate first on 

how the participants described the development of their teaching beliefs in a general way, and 

then specifically in the areas of intentional instruction, developmentally appropriate practice, and 

emotional support.  

Starting out knowing that teaching was their desired profession, each participant sought 

ways to learn how to do the work. The ways they sought fell into the categories of experiences, 

interactions with others, and formal and informal study. Experiences, as defined by the 

participants, included personal life experiences with their own teachers, past experiences 

working with children either in work or formal education settings, and “trial and error” in past 

and current learning environments in their own teaching roles. Interactions with others included 

any collaboration or consultation with other people including workplace colleagues, families, 
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program administrators, mentors and mentees, their own instructors, and other experts in the 

field. Formal and informal study included observation, college coursework, practicum 

coursework, informal workshops, seminars, and conferences (both in person and online), 

textbooks or other books about teaching strategies, and digital resources of all kinds including 

articles, resource websites, blogs, and online forums. All three factors – experiences, interactions 

with others, and formal and informal study – were found in each of the participants’ responses 

about learning to teach in general as well as all three areas of intentional instruction, emotional 

support, and DAPs. 

Learning About Teaching, in General  

To frame the discussion about the development of teaching practices and beliefs, the 

participants were first asked how they developed their teaching beliefs, in general. This question 

was posed to help participants begin to think more broadly about what they believe about 

teaching, and how they developed those beliefs. In response to this initial question, Sam included 

informal study, interactions with others, and experience as instrumental in the development of 

their beliefs.  

I honestly think, just by…I do a lot of trainings, even on my own. I do a lot of research 

on what the best ways are. I watch other teachers and talk to other teachers, have 

conversations with them, and I don’t just ask for advice. I take the advice that’s given, 

even, even advice that I’ve been like, ‘There’s no way that’s going to work.”…I’m 

willing to try new things to be able to help children be the best that they can be. (Sam) 

Lee highlighted interactions with other teachers and mentors as instrumental in the formation of 

their beliefs saying,  
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I feel like a big majority of the way that I teach…goes back to my practicum when I first 

originally started. It was the first time I had ever really stepped in an early childhood 

classroom or anything like that. So, it was a lot of hands-on experience with [them], 

being able to learn with [them] how to engage into these conversations with children, 

how to be able to communicate to the children with them. But I definitely also think 

while I was at [community college] getting my Associates, [my instructor] also was a 

huge help being able to explain different developmental things. Even whenever I would 

randomly ask them about something that was going on here at work and asking their 

opinion on it. And [the program director], I think, through those 3 [people] - they 

definitely have all helped shape me in the way of teaching that I am, because I've been 

able to go to all three of them and ask them so many different questions.  

Frankie emphasized experience as an instrumental factor in their belief development, but more in 

relation to interactions with others and formal and informal study than teaching experience. They 

said,  

Well, I think a big part of it was experience. So just like having that experience with 

other teachers who were experienced before I became a lead. I guess I learned from being 

the associate or being the assistant, and then, kind of, modeling other people’s behaviors. 

But then at the same time, I feel like I also kind of learned my teaching strategies based 

off of theorists, too. So, once I learned more about the importance of child-led teaching, 

and once I learned the importance of problem solving and Conscious Discipline [a social 

and emotional intelligence classroom management program], then I feel like I became a 

better teacher. And then also, I was taking classes at [community college] back when I 

first entered the field. I was always working and a student. I was never just a student or 
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just working so, I guess, part of it was definitely, “OK, well I have to do this, I have to 

plan this for class, so how can I do two things at once?” And so, I feel like it made me a 

better teacher to have those challenges. Or my supervisor, also - when they do our 

evaluations, you know they talk about our strengths and our weaknesses, so it's always, 

“Well how can we turn this weakness into a strength?” And, I say collaborating with 

other teachers, definitely helped shape me as a teacher.  

Harper focused on teaching experience along with the supportive interactions they had with 

others at their program, including support to seek informal study opportunities as instrumental in 

developing their beliefs saying,  

I think I learned through a lot of trial and error, really. Like I said, when I first started, I 

really thought children should do a calendar, and children should know the days of the 

week, and children should listen and not move, do all these things, and it took me awhile 

to be like, “They do not care about this whatsoever, so why am I doing this? Why am I 

forcing this? Why am I making them sit here and be miserable with me?” So, I think a lot 

of it was trial and error, but also, I had such great support system at [my program] to help 

me grow and not just say, “You’re doing this wrong, you’re doing this wrong. Let's try 

this instead. Let's reflect on this activity, and let's talk about this.” So, I really think that if 

I didn’t have such great support from the get-go, I think I would still really be struggling, 

but my support system was phenomenal at [my program], and again, they wanted me to 

know more, so they sent us to workshops, they sent us to clinics, you know, we did all 

these things to gain more. 

Similar to Harper, Cameron discussed how both teaching experience and interactions with others 

were instrumental to their development of beliefs. They said,   
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Generally, I would say it's mostly been a lot of social experiences and just a lot of 

teaching experience. I'm a non-traditional student. I went to [college] immediately after 

graduating and I just kept changing my major around, and I was not happy, so I dropped 

out of school. I worked in retail for a really long time before I met somebody who was 

like, “Hey, you’re great with children…why don't you go work at Head Start?” and that’s 

how I ended up in early childhood education. So, it was through going to Head Start, I 

was able to return to school, and so I have a lot of experience being in classrooms to kind 

of bolster the experiences I have as a student, too. So, I would say, generally, and I love 

traveling, so learning and being able to travel at the same time is just…that’s how I learn.  

The answers to this initial question about the development of general beliefs about 

teaching included all three factors of: experience, informal/formal study, and interactions with 

others. However, how they acquired their beliefs relative to intentional instruction, emotional 

support, and developmentally appropriate practices emerged as unique relative to the various 

constructs. 

Intentional Instruction 

In learning how to be an intentional teacher, and practicing intentional instruction in the 

learning environment, participants often highlighted some formal or informal study, paired with 

a variety of experiences. How participants in the present study articulated from where or whom 

they developed their beliefs about intentional instruction varied. Their individual answers 

included the ways mentioned previously - experiences, formal and informal study, and 

interactions with others, but did not always mention all three. Answers participants gave 

included watching others teach, trial and error, consulting with mentors and those they 

considered experts, seeking online resources and using resource books, and consultation and 
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collaboration with colleagues. Sam shared they learned about intentional teaching and planning 

for children’s learning experiences mostly through trial and error. Sam combines using personal 

research and social networking sites with the assessment of children’s needs to plan learning 

experiences, and this practice has helped Sam develop their belief about the importance of 

planning experiences based on individual children’s needs.  

I think outside of the box. I'm in a bunch of early childhood groups on Facebook and 

stuff like that, so I’ll see things come across. I take the children’s interests, I watch them, 

I play with them, just to see what [they are] interested in, what can they do, what abilities 

they have, what are they getting frustrated with that they can't do. (Sam) 

Lee described two of the strategies, naming formal study and interactions with others as key 

elements in the development of their beliefs about learning to intentionally teach. 

So, with my lessons, it was a little bit from my classes at [community college], with 

being able to learn more about what DAP is and what parts go into creating a lesson. But 

on top of that, being able to watch the [other] teachers be able to [say], “Oh, well, I see 

that these kids are really interested in this, so I'm going to add more of this into my 

classroom. I’m going to add more books about it, I'm going to change dramatic play to be 

more about it,” and be able to [have] first-hand experience watching other teachers be 

able to do that with their classrooms. That it’s been able to show me how I can go about 

doing that with my own lesson plans. (Lee) 

When Frankie discussed their thoughts about intentional teaching, they mentioned all three 

factors as instrumental in developing their beliefs – formal study, trial and error, and interactions 

with others. 
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I learned about lesson planning in school, but then the center I was at always had a 

different format, so I kind of learned how to do lesson planning in multiple formats 

because I would do longer lengthier ones, and then I would do short brief ones, so it was 

a little bit of both for sure. Because I definitely had a lot of mentoring going on when I 

first started in the field because the lead teacher would kind of show me, “OK this is, you 

know, this is the format we use and this is where you find the [Indiana Early Learning] 

Foundations” and all that. So I feel like it was a lot of mentoring to become a teacher, but 

at the same time I wouldn't say that…I necessarily agreed with every mentor, so, I guess, 

kind of trial and error, too, for sure. (Frankie) 

Cameron shared the importance of combining formal study (like college) and informal study 

(like observations, workshops, and conferences) in learning how to teach intentionally but 

weighed informal study more heavily in the development of their beliefs about intentional 

teaching. 

Classes [in school] definitely provide good training for those kinds of experiences. That's 

not to say, though, that those experiences observing other programs…you know, those 

are also amazing, spectacular instances of lesson implementation too…so, I think that my 

answer there was a little different. Probably more professional development 

opportunities. (Cameron) 

When answering questions about intentional instruction Harper described their part in the 

program’s evolution in planning for children’s learning experiences and the intentional teaching 

process. Thorough this process Harper developed beliefs about the importance of following the 

children’s lead, being flexible and being able to adapt in the moment to children’s interests.  
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We call it a curriculum map because our map is constantly changing. It’s not set in stone 

like a lesson plan. So, we don't really call it that anymore. We came up with a new 

curriculum map and we kind of made it so that not every spot had been filled, but we 

were able to fill the spots that we needed for that week in the classroom. (Harper) 

When asked how this process was developed, Harper stated it was developed by a group of staff 

at the childcare program, of which they were a part, indicating that this collaboration was also a 

factor in the development of their beliefs related to intentional instruction.  

Emotional Support 

 Beliefs about the emotional supports young children need, and the practices one must 

implement to offer those supports were most often influenced by the factor of experience, 

sometimes personal experiences they, themselves, had as children and in teaching, in 

combination with informal study and interactions with others. When asked how they learned 

about emotional supports for young children, Lee described having personal experiences - 

something in common with certain children - and interactions with mentors (another teacher, an 

instructor, and the program’s director) as important factors in their development of beliefs related 

to emotional support.  

I would say more of my personal own experiences with the kids [and] being able to just 

look back to when I was a kid. I had [some struggles] when I was really little, so to have 

these kids in my classroom show [similar struggles] and being able to talk to them and 

comfort them the way that I know that I would have wanted to be comforted and cared 

for, on top of all of those things that are previously learned from those three great women 

(referencing again their mentors: another teacher, an instructor, and the program’s 

director). (Lee) 
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Some of the teachers at the school, including Frankie, had previously done an informal book 

study together on Conscious Discipline, but that was not the only way Frankie learned about 

emotional supports for children and developed their beliefs about them. Frankie’s answer also 

described the importance of interactions with other teachers as they considered and tried 

different emotional support strategies.  

Before we ever did the Conscious Discipline, we still had behavior management trainings 

themselves that had different strategies that I probably used that were similar, but not 

necessarily the exact same. We have teacher meetings too. So, at teacher meetings we 

talk about what a classroom is struggling with. If a lot of classrooms were struggling with 

behavior management, then we have an extra training that's put together to help. “OK, 

well, what is the struggle? How can we break it down?” So, collaborating during our 

trainings or [saying] we need more training in this, and then our center kind of would 

provide, you know, extra trainings. So, we have Behavior Management Part 1 and we 

will learn some new strategies and come back a month or two later [where we discuss]. 

“Okay, this is Behavior Management Part 2. Now that you've done this, what kind of 

outcomes did you have and where can we go from there?” We can also have teacher 

collaboration time or teacher meetings. A meeting or collaboration is not necessarily a 

training, but it still gives you access to teachers I don’t necessarily get to see because 

they’re in a completely different hallway than me, so it gives you that extra resource of 

being able to bounce ideas off of someone else’s strategies that they’re using. (Frankie) 

Cameron also mentioned training about Conscious Discipline and several of its strategies, the 

Conscious Discipline book study, and observing other teachers as examples of informal study 
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that influenced their understanding of emotional supports and the development of their beliefs in 

the emotional support area.  

It’s kind of mixed because I feel like there’s been so many great professional 

development opportunities. I have gotten to go to a couple of different Conscious 

Discipline trainings which have been so helpful. Also, I feel like being in other peoples’ 

classrooms has given such a great experience. Kind of both, just sitting and observing and 

also those formal instances. Definitely as far as, like, techniques for mindful breathing, 

and then “I Love You Rituals,” things like that, that's definitely probably more formal. 

(Cameron) 

Harper described the process of collaborating with others using a variety of resources through 

informal study to create a program-specific set of new emotional support strategies. This 

collaborative process combined with personal research resulted in Harper’s beliefs in the 

importance of child-led problem solving as a practice.  

I just feel like I’ve come a long way, now that I’m reflecting on all of that. So, [the 

director] and I have lots of discussions about “What can we do to improve guidance in 

the classroom” so that it’s not just a “no” [for the children] it's “What can we really do?” 

Through reading some articles, [we] came across child-led problem-solving and what that 

meant. [We] did a lot of research and talking about it, and we came up with our own little 

philosophy for child-led problem-solving, using the other things that other workshops and 

things have given us. [We] put together a PowerPoint and presented at the state 

conference for early childhood development about child-led problem-solving and what it 

means and how it’s a new kind of coined term and things like that. So, [we] really 
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developed this alongside each other, so that way we can teach our [practicum] students a 

better way to guide children. (Harper) 

Sam recognized the influence of trial and error on the development of their beliefs about 

emotional support strategies, but also talked about interactions with others and informal study, 

including the Conscious Discipline book study and doing personal research when there’s an 

issue. 

Oh gosh, trial and error. Honestly, a lot of it was that. A lot of it was, reading. We had the 

opportunity to do a Conscious Discipline [book club] with our [Conscious Discipline 

consultant] at [my former program] and got the Conscious Discipline book. Honestly, I 

learn a lot of techniques too from [university] students that I’ve had in my room. I mean, 

I've been out of college [a while]. A lot has changed in education since then. And so, I do 

rely on the [practicum] students that I get to help teach me some of their new practices 

and you know, guidance. I think I look at other teachers and, you know, I just 

take…(hesitating) I don't know. I guess I'm not a teacher to just be like, “I'm struggling 

with this.” I try to find ways to make it better. (Sam) 

When it came to emotional supports, it seemed that participant beliefs were most 

influenced by training in specific strategies and collaboration with others, along with experience 

in the classroom – trial and error. The final part of research question two asked about the factors 

that influenced participants’ beliefs related to DAPs and how they are implemented.  

Developmentally Appropriate Practices  

In a two-part interview question, each participant was asked to define, as they knew it, 

the term “developmentally appropriate practice” (DAP) and then were asked to explain factors 

that were important in the development of their beliefs about DAP. This is the only area in which 
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all but one participant mentioned their higher education experiences as important to their 

development of beliefs about DAP. Sam provided the shortest answer, stating that “trial and error 

and talking to and watching other teachers” was how they learned about DAP and developed 

their beliefs about it. Sam did not mention higher education at all in regard to this topic. Lee 

described how they are still learning and developing beliefs about DAP and described 

interactions with others, formal study, and trial and error as influential factors.  

I feel like I’m still learning that. There's so much that goes into that. I started to learn the 

basic textbook version of it because of [school], then I was able to watch different 

experiences between my experience of working at infant/toddler room and being able to 

work alongside different preschool teachers. I feel like even now I still am learning more 

about it. By being able to set different types of activities and, kind of, experimenting in a 

way, with the kids, and seeing “If they can do this, can they do this?” Kind of just playing 

around to see how things go and see how the kids react to things. (Lee) 

When asked the same question about how they developed their beliefs about developmentally 

appropriate practice, Cameron also mentioned experience as a main contributing factor.  

I think a lot of that, again, has just come with experience. I really value the learning that 

I've done in the classroom as far as [school], but I think just part of it too is my learning 

style - just seeing other teachers in action has just been so helpful again, putting it in my 

pocket of “I love how this teacher did this,” or “I will never be that teacher, or I will 

never do…[that].” Because you have such a unique role as an observer or as a support 

teacher, the responsibility is different, too, so I think that does impact your perspective. 

But again, I think that really formulated what I came to understand developmentally 
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appropriate practice is. So, I just think, again, it’s just a combination of formal [study] 

and then those observations, too. (Cameron) 

Frankie mentioned a combination of on-the-job training and learning about DAP in higher 

education as influential in developing their beliefs.  

That’s something we were trained on, but it's also something we learned in school too. 

So, both. But I feel like I learned more from classes than I necessarily did from, like, 

trainings because, I don’t know, I feel like you have to do more research in class versus 

just being an employee. I feel like they don’t make us do the research, they just kind of 

say, “Well, here’s the information we’re going to give you.” They already have the 

research and they kind of tell us, “This is why you have to do this” versus, in class, I feel 

you kind of have put those pieces together. But, I mean, it’s definitely easier to have both 

resources. (Frankie) 

Harper described initially learning about developmentally appropriate practices in higher 

education, but also pointed to personal research and experience in developing their beliefs. 

Harper also emphasized putting DAP into practice and that experience as influential as well.  

I learned DAP through [school], getting my degree. It really took me a while, you know, 

and I read a ton of books and I did a lot of research about what it really means to be DAP. 

I mean, you can say you’re DAP, but if you’re not practicing it, like, fulfilling the needs 

of each child in your classroom, you’re really not following developmentally appropriate 

practices then. (Harper) 
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Table 2  

Areas of Study, Belief Categories, and Participants’ Perceptions of How They Were Formed 

Area  Categories of Beliefs  How Beliefs Formed  

Intentional 

Instruction  
• Importance of Intentional Instruction for Positive 

Child Outcomes.  

• Planning and Implementation based on Observation 

and Assessment.  

• Accounting for Individual Children’s Differences.   

• Experiences  

• Interactions with Others  

Emotional 

Support  
• Creating a Positive Climate.  

• Teaching Social and Emotional Skills.  

• Interacting with Students in Ways That Place an 

Emphasis on Students’ Interests, Motivations, and 

Points of View.  

• Informal study  

• Experiences  

• Interactions with Others  

Developmentally 

Appropriate 

Practices  

• Children as Individuals Deserving of Adults’ 

Respect.  

• Child-led, Relevant, Hands-on Learning.  

• Building on Previous Learning Experiences.  

• Formal study  

• Experiences  

• Interactions with Others  

 

In answering research question two, each participant shared various ways they developed 

their beliefs about intentional instruction, emotional support of young children, and DAP, and 

noted the influence of experience most often. They also often noted that their beliefs developed 

through pairing those experiences with some type of formal or informal study and collaborating 

with others. Occasionally participants described their beliefs as still developing or evolving. To 

illustrate how participants articulated the development of their beliefs and align that development 

with the areas of beliefs, Table 2 cross references the three areas of interest – intentional 

instruction, emotional support, and developmentally appropriate practices – with participant 

belief categories and how the participants’ said those beliefs were formed. Research question 

three sought to ascertain the extent to which participants articulated how their beliefs align with 

their teaching practice in the areas of intentional instruction, emotional support, and 

developmentally appropriate practices.  
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Question 3 - To what extent do the teaching practices of early childhood educators align 

with their beliefs about providing intentional instruction, emotional support, and 

developmentally appropriate practices? 

 To answer this research question, data were collected through capturing video recording 

observations of each participant teaching for three hours and they were coded per the CLASS 

observation procedure. Each dimension is coded across multiple observation rounds (separated 

by short breaks for coding), in the same session, to assign an average score per dimension for the 

overall observation period, and average scores for the dimensions within a domain are then 

calculated, determining a final score per domain. The researcher watched each video, making 

observation notes in six rounds in each of the ten CLASS dimensions, just as they would in a live 

observation setting, for 20 minutes of observation, 10 minutes of coding per round. Once the 

codes for each round were documented, the scores were calculated per the coding procedure, and 

overall scores for each CLASS domain was determined. The scores calculated for each domain 

were then compared to each participants’ stated beliefs from their individual interviews.  

After the observations were complete, each participant was sent an individual report that 

included some general information about the CLASS Assessment (see Appendix G), along with 

their own CLASS scores, relevant CLASS indicators, and selected observation notes from the 

researcher’s observations (see Appendix H). As a reference, Table 3 lists some of the indicators 

measuring the effectiveness of teaching practices in the low range, middle range, and high range, 

as defined by the CLASS assessment manual (Pianta, et al., 2008). In the subsequent subsections 

of this chapter, the data from these participant reports were organized into Tables 4.1 – 4.5 by 

participant to illustrate the comparisons between qualitative data (i.e., interviews and observation 

notes) and quantitative CLASS assessment data (i.e., scores).  
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CLASS Score Ranges and Examples of Indicators 

The CLASS assessment organizes indicators of teachers’ practices and learning 

environments into ten dimensions within three domains. The first domain, Emotional Support, is 

composed of the Positive Climate, Negative Climate, Teacher Sensitivity, and Regard for 

Student Perspectives dimensions. Second, the Classroom Organization domain is composed of 

the Behavior Management, Productivity, and Instructional Learning Formats dimensions. Third, 

the Instructional Support domain is composed of the Concept Development, Quality of 

Feedback, and Language Modeling dimensions. Each of the ten dimensions includes examples of 

indicators an observer can compare with the learning environment. Table 3 below, using 

language pulled directly from the coding manual (Pianta, et al., 2008), provides, for each 

domain, examples of typical indicators in each of the dimensions in a domain, and how they 

might look in an environment with a low-range score, a mid-range score, and high-range score.  

Since the indicators presented in Table 3 are examples, they do not include all student 

and teacher behaviors, classroom structures, and teaching strategies that might be observed. 

During the observation session, observers must document and code what they see in all ten 

dimensions by capturing evidence for each, indicating, generally, whether the evidence was 

absent, sometimes present, or consistently present throughout the coding session. A lack of 

evidence results in a low-range CLASS score, some evidence results in a mid-range CLASS 

score, consistent evidence results in a CLASS high-range score. The subsections below provide 

narrative examples of what an observer might see and hear during their observation in learning 

environments within some of the score ranges. 
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Table 3  

CLASS® Score Ranges and Examples of Indicators 

CLASS 

Domain 

CLASS 

Dimension 

Low Range** 

Score of 1 to 2.99 

Mid Range** 

Score of 3 to 5.99 

High Range** 

Score of 6 to 7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emotional 

Support 

Positive 

Climate 

There are rarely positive 

communications, verbal 

or physical, among 

teachers and students. 

There are sometimes 

positive 

communications, verbal 

or physical, among 

teachers and students. 

There are frequently 

positive 

communications, 

verbal or physical, 

among teachers and 

students. 

 

Negative 

Climate 

The classroom is 

characterized by 

consistent displays of 

irritability, anger, or 

other negative affect by 

the teacher and/or the 

students. 

The classroom is 

characterized by mild 

displays of irritability, 

anger, or other negative 

affect by the teacher 

and/or the students. 

 

The teacher and 

students do not display 

strong negative affect 

and only rarely, if 

ever, display mild 

negativity.  

Teacher 

Sensitivity 

The teacher consistently 

fails to be aware of 

students in need of extra 

support, assistance, or 

attention.  

The teacher is 

sometimes aware of 

students in need of 

extra support, 

assistance, or attention. 

 

The teacher is 

consistently aware of 

students in need of 

extra support, 

assistance, or 

attention. 

Regard for 

Student 

Perspectives 

The teacher is highly 

controlling of students’ 

movement and 

placement during 

activities.  

The teacher is 

somewhat controlling 

of students’ movement 

and placement during 

activities.  

The students have 

freedom of movement 

and placement during 

activities. 

Classroom 

Organization 

Behavior 

Management 

The teacher is reactive, 

and monitoring is absent 

or ineffective. 

The teacher uses a mix 

of proactive and 

reactive responses; 

sometimes [they] 

monitor and react to 

early indicators of 

behavior problems but 

other times misses or 

ignores them.  

The teacher is 

consistently proactive 

and monitors the 

classroom effectively 

to prevent problems 

from developing.  

Productivity 

Few, if any, activities are 

provided for students 

and an excessive amount 

of time is spent 

addressing disruptions 

and completing 

managerial tasks. 

The teacher provides 

activities for the 

students most of the 

time, but some learning 

time is lost in dealing 

with disruptions and the 

completion of 

managerial tasks. 

The teacher provides 

activities for the 

students and deals 

efficiently with 

disruptions and 

managerial tasks. 

Instructional 

Learning 

Formats 

The teacher does not 

actively facilitate 

activities and lessons to 

encourage students’ 

interest and expanded 

involvement. 

At times, the teacher 

actively facilitates 

activities and lessons to 

encourage interest and 

expanded involvement, 

but at other times [they] 

merely provide 

The teacher effectively 

focuses students’ 

attention toward 

learning objectives 

and/or the purpose of 

the lesson. 
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activities for the 

students.  

Instructional 

Support 

Concept 

Development 

Concepts and activities 

are presented 

independent of one 

another, and students are 

not asked to apply 

previous learning.  

The teacher sometimes 

links concepts and 

activities to one another 

and to previous 

learning.  

The teacher 

consistently links 

concepts and activities 

to one another and to 

previous learning.  

Quality of 

Feedback 

The teacher rarely 

queries the students or 

prompts students to 

explain their thinking 

and rationale for 

responses and actions.  

The teacher 

occasionally queries the 

students or prompts 

students to explain their 

thinking and rationale 

for responses and 

actions.  

The teacher often 

queries the students or 

prompts students to 

explain their thinking 

and rationale for 

responses and actions.  

Language 

Modeling 

The teacher rarely, if 

ever, repeats or extends 

the students’ responses. 

The teacher sometimes 

repeats or extends the 

students’ responses.  

The teacher often 

repeats or extends the 

students’ responses.  
 

*All language in this table is taken directly from the CLASS manual (Pianta et al., 2008). 

*Low Range means that the interactions observed are of minimal effectiveness. Effective interactions happened 

rarely, if ever, and when they did, they were isolated, brief, or of low quality. Mid Range means that effective 

interactions are observed sometimes or to some degree but are inconsistent or limited in some cases. High Range 

means that effective interactions are observed with consistency. The observer noted frequent, sustained, high-quality 

interactions across the observation. (Pianta et al., 2008) 

 

 

Example of a Learning Environment Scored in the High Range. 

 In an environment with a high-range CLASS score in the Emotional Support Domain, 

one might see teachers engaging and interacting with children at their level on the floor or at the 

table most of the time and spending little time tending to administrative tasks. Teachers in this 

environment would not yell at children or be visibly irritated or display a negative affect when 

frustrated, and the students would generally get along well together. Teachers would be sensitive 

to the children’s academic, physical, or emotional needs and respond quickly and effectively to 

provide solutions or support when necessary. Finally, in a high-range emotionally supportive 

environment, teachers would take children’s perspectives into consideration when planning and 

implementing activities and allow children to move about the environment, making most of their 

own choices about where and with whom to interact. To achieve a high-level score in emotional 
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support, teachers would be engaged and interacting with children, showing them respect and 

support almost all of the time.  

Example of a Learning Environment Scored in the Mid Range. 

In an environment with a mid-range CLASS score in the Classroom Organization 

Domain, teachers are proactive in their behavior management strategies at times, and at other 

times they are more reactive. The routines and rules are clear but are not consistently reinforced 

with the children. Teachers in this learning environment have materials ready most of the time, 

and children are generally busy with things to do. However, sometimes the teacher might prepare 

materials in the moment or spend time organizing the learning environment while the children 

are present, resulting in the loss of some instructional time. It is important to note that this is 

different from being flexible and adapting to children’s interests and needs and is more reflective 

of a teacher who is not always prepared for planned learning experiences. Disruptions such as 

visitors to the classroom or behavior issues take away learning time occasionally and are not 

always dealt with efficiently. The teacher might be seen facilitating children’s learning 

experiences as they work and play, but at least some of the time the teacher will ensure learning 

experiences are available but doesn’t necessarily engage with the children during those 

experiences. Teachers in the mid-range in classroom organization sometimes direct children 

toward the learning objectives and/or purpose of the lesson, but sometimes to do not.  

Example of a Learning Environment Scored in the Low Range. 

In a learning environment where the teacher receives a low range score in Instructional 

Support, the teacher does not ask children to apply previous learning to new concepts and does 

not help children make connections between prior and new learning experiences. The teacher 

does not offer information or explanations often. The teacher does not ask questions or provide 
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prompts to help children evaluate their learning and/or decisions, and feedback is cursory with 

little to no detail to aid children in understanding what or how they are doing. There is a lack of 

language in the learning environment, particularly from the teacher. Teachers don’t build 

children’s language through repetition or extension, and they rarely use new vocabulary.  

Individual Participant Data  

Below are individual tables (Tables 4.1 – 4.5), presented alphabetically by participant, 

documenting CLASS scores and selected observation notes, alongside their beliefs related to 

intentional instruction, emotional support, and developmentally appropriate practices shared in 

their interviews. Each table is followed by narrative comparisons, per participant, to help define 

the extent to which beliefs and practices aligned.  

Table 4.1  

Cameron’s CLASS Results and Related Beliefs 

Domain Score - 

Range 

Practices - Observation Notes Beliefs – Interview Responses 

Emotional 

Support 
6.69 - High 

• Close proximity to students during 

observed activities – sitting with 

children to read, dig, climb, and 

balance. Ate lunch all together. 

• Positive language and physical 

affection such as high-fives and hugs. 

Several times worked with individual 

children who needed some specific 

emotional support such as dealing 

with big feelings. 

• Children supported in making choices 

of where to play, getting their own 

materials, and deciding who to play 

next to/with.  

• Gave children responsibility in 

making learning choices, choosing 

materials, carrying personal items, 

and cleaning up lunch.  

• No severe negativity was observed, 

from teachers to children, or amongst 

children.  

• Matched student affect and celebrated 

accomplishments with them. 

• Emotional supports should be 

individualized. 

• Children need to feel heard and be 

respected.  

• Teachers need to help children 

through challenging situations.  

• Teachers sometimes need to give 

children solutions and be involved 

in resolving issues.  

• Children should be respected as 

individuals with their own 

individual ideas, cultures, and 

feelings.  
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Classroom 

Organization 
5.25 - Mid 

• Few behavior issues were observed, 

but when they happened, most of the 

time they were handled with positive 

supports and child choice. 

• Some physical aggression from 

children was observed but issues were 

resolved quickly. 

• Children were able to choose their 

own activities, though they were 

somewhat limited. Many children 

listened to the story about the “stinky 

owl”.  

• Materials were readily available, and 

children had ample time to use them, 

although there seemed to be a lack of 

tools and materials children could use 

to expand their play. 

• Transitions were present and 

sometimes cued by a song or 

call/response, and warnings about 

time left were given consistently. 

• No formal or teacher-directed lessons 

were observed.  

• Children were interested and engaged 

most of the time.  

• Sometimes moved around the 

environment talking to children, 

sometimes sat with them to play and 

help them manage their behaviors.  

• Children should have access to a 

variety of materials. 

• Children should lead in their 

learning experiences.  

• Learning experiences should be 

appropriately challenging.  

• Children’s interests should be 

considered when planning 

experiences.  

Instructional 

Support 
5.92 - Mid 

• Use of open-ended questions (why, 

how, what if) to prompt analysis and 

reasoning. 

• Scaffolding seen in helping children 

make play choices and in how to use 

tools.   

• Information was provided to the 

children, such as when they asked 

about the camera and recording 

device. 

• Children were encouraged to try to 

complete work on their own, gather 

and manage their own things, and 

work together.  

• There were multiple conversations 

with children and among children. 

Teachers listened to children and 

sometimes expanded on their words 

and ideas. 

• There was some repetition and 

extension of children’s language, but 

this was not always consistent. 

• Language used was expanded by 

using bigger/unfamiliar words and 

more challenging vocabulary. 

• Intentional instruction is the 

backbone of teaching.  

• Teachers should facilitate 

children’s construction of the 

learning experiences they are 

having.  

• Children’s learning experiences 

should build on each other and 

provide challenges.  
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• Children’s points of view were 

respected, and decisions were most 

often made as a group.  

• Prompted thoughts about what 

happened during play time, and all 

children were invited to contribute to 

ideas.  

 

Alignment Between Cameron’s Beliefs and Practices. 

In the Emotional Support Domain, Cameron’s CLASS scores consistently aligned with 

the beliefs they shared during their interview. For example, Cameron discussed the importance 

of ensuring emotional supports are individualized. Observation notes indicated that Cameron 

consistently individualized supports by working with individual children as they played, helping 

them sort out different issues, including “big feelings” (Cameron). Cameron also consistently 

gave children permission to choose where and with what and whom to play, aligning with their 

stated belief that children should be respected as individuals with their own ideas, cultures, and 

feelings. Cameron had a high-range score in this area of 6.69, indicating that they consistently 

provided emotional support. Observation notes showed that Cameron celebrated children’s 

successes with them, allowed freedom in a variety of choices, and stayed in close proximity to 

the children, creating a positive environment.  

In the Classroom Organization Domain, Cameron’s CLASS score mostly aligned with 

the beliefs they shared during the interview. Cameron expressed beliefs that children should have 

access to a variety of materials, children should act as the lead in their learning experiences, and 

those learning experiences should be appropriately challenging. Observed practices included the 

facilitation of children making choices and ensuring they had freedom of movement about the 

learning environment. For example, children were allowed to choose to listen to the story or not, 

and if they did, whether they wanted to sit with the group, stand, or move about while listening. 
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The area that did not align with Cameron’s stated beliefs was ensuring children had access to a 

variety of materials. Observation notes indicated that there were somewhat limited materials, 

resulting in some lack of children’s engagement in constructive learning and a score in the high 

end of the mid range of 5.25 in the Classroom Organization domain. 

In the third domain, Instructional Support, Cameron’s practices were mostly aligned with 

the beliefs they shared. For example, in one key statement Cameron said they believed 

intentionality is the “backbone of teaching,” indicating a belief that being intentional, (i.e., 

providing intentional learning experiences based on individual children’s needs) is a priority. 

There were many examples during the observation of Cameron working with and talking to 

individual children about what they were doing, what they were interested in, and so on, 

providing them individual guidance. Carmen also shared a belief that teachers should facilitate 

children’s construction of the learning experiences they are having. Cameron consistently did 

facilitate children’s construction of their learning experiences through open-ended questions, and 

individual discussions and prompts. Cameron’s score of 5.92 in the Instructional Support domain 

was at the high end of the mid range, very close to the high range.  

Table 4.2 

Frankie’s CLASS Results and Related Beliefs 

Domain Score - 

Range 

Practices - Observation Notes Beliefs – Interview Responses 

Emotional 

Support 
6.67 - High 

• Close proximity to students during 

observed activities – sitting with 

children to read, paint, play with 

pumpkins in the sensory table. 

• Positive language and physical 

affection such as high-fives and hugs.  

• Children supported in making choices 

of where to play, getting their own 

materials, and deciding who to play 

next to.  

• Offered children support in speaking 

with friends about issues and to seek 

play partners. 

• Children need a variety of 

emotional supports, including the 

presence of the teacher and 

tangible comfort items. 

• Teachers should offer support by 

acknowledging children’s 

emotional needs. 

• Children need to be taught about 

their emotions along with 

strategies that can be used to self-

soothe in a variety of situations. 
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• Gave children responsibility in 

making learning choices, getting 

paint brushes, washing their hands, 

picking up toys.  

• No severe negativity was observed, 

from teachers to children, or amongst 

children.  

• Named emotions (sad, excited, 

happy) for children and asked them to 

look in the mirror to note their own 

faces. 

• Matched student affect and celebrated 

accomplishments with them. 

• Teachers need to be flexible and 

ready to adjust to children’s 

needs. 

Classroom 

Organization 
5.72 - Mid  

• Children seemed to know the rules 

and needed few reminders.  

• Few behavior issues were observed, 

but when they happened, most of the 

time they were handled with positive 

supports.  

• Some tattling and physical aggression 

were observed but issues were 

resolved quickly. 

• Children were able to make their own 

choices of activities from many areas 

in the room. The pumpkin 

exploration, hammering golf tees into 

the pumpkin, and painting were 

popular choices.  

• Materials were readily available, and 

children had ample time to use them, 

move about the room, and engage 

with peers and teachers.  

• Transitions were present and 

sometimes cued by a song and 

warnings about time left were given 

consistently. 

• No formal or teacher-directed lessons 

were observed.  

• Sometimes moved around the room 

talking to children, sometimes sat 

with them to play and help them 

manage their behaviors. On a couple 

of occasions (cutting flowers and 

helping children in the bathroom) not 

as attentive to the room. 

• Children knew where materials and 

supplies (paint smocks, brushes) were 

kept and were encouraged to get them 

on their own. 

• Content must be relevant and 

meaningful to children. 

• Learning experiences should 

account for children’s individual 

differences.  

• Children should be allowed to 

make their own choices about 

their learning experiences with 

teacher support.  

Instructional 

Support 
4.5 - Mid 

• Few open-ended questions (why, 

how, what if) to prompt analysis and 

reasoning. 

• Scaffolding seen in helping children 

put on their paint smocks, choose a 

story to read, etc.  

• An important part of intentional 

instruction is using observations 

of children to plan individual 

instruction. 
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• Children were encouraged to try to 

complete work on their own, put 

things away, and work together with 

some success.  

• There were multiple conversations 

with children and among children. 

Teachers listened to children and 

sometimes expanded on their words 

and ideas. 

• There was some repetition and 

extension of children’s language, but 

this was not consistent. 

• Children were offered many hands-

on opportunities throughout the 

morning.  

• Adding the pumpkin painting was a 

good idea but was also unplanned 

and not connected to children’s 

immediate interests, so it was not as 

intentionally connected to learning 

objectives as it could have been if it 

was incorporated into later plans. 

• Children should be taught the 

names of the emotions they are 

feeling to build their vocabulary.  

• Children’s learning experiences 

should build on each other and 

provide appropriate challenges. 

 

Alignment Between Frankie’s Beliefs and Practices. 

In the Emotional Support domain, Frankie’s CLASS score consistently aligned with the 

beliefs they shared. Frankie’s score for this area was 6.67 which is in the high range, and the 

practices observed were in alignment with their beliefs about emotional support. Frankie noted 

that teachers should offer support by acknowledging children’s emotional needs, and Frankie’s 

practices were in alignment with this belief when they matched children’s affects, and they 

celebrated successes together with physical and verbal affection. Frankie also helped several 

children work through challenging interactions with classmates and find friends with whom to 

play. In addition, Frankie said that children need to be taught about their emotions and strategies 

that can be used to self-soothe in a variety of situations. During the observation, Frankie spent 

time using language about emotions to help children think about what they were feeling and even 

provided them mirrors to look at themselves and discuss their expressions.  
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 In the Classroom Organization Domain, Frankie’s CLASS score at the high end of the 

mid range - 5.72, mostly aligned with the beliefs they shared during the interview, though there 

were some slight inconsistencies. Frankie expressed beliefs that content should be relevant and 

meaningful to children. All of the materials and learning experiences seemed interesting to the 

children and they were engaged most of the time, indicating relevance and meaning for them. 

Still, sometimes the children did have small disagreements over materials or play spaces, 

possibly indicating that there was not enough for them to do, or that interests were waning. 

Frankie also expressed a belief that children should be allowed to make their own choices in their 

learning experiences with teacher support, and Frankie’s practices did align with this belief for 

the most part. Children were observed moving from area to area, deciding what to do. However, 

there were some moments where they appeared to not know what to do next, and Frankie did not 

always successfully facilitate them making additional choices, showing some minor 

misalignment between beliefs and practices in this area.  

In the third domain, Instructional Support, Frankie’s practices were somewhat aligned 

with the beliefs they shared. Frankie said that an important part of intentional instruction is using 

observations of children to plan individual instruction. During the observation, Frankie did not 

seem to provide learning experiences intentionally planned for children based on their individual 

developmental needs and instead prompted them to choose what they liked to do. A second 

belief that Frankie mentioned was that children should be taught the names of the emotions they 

are feeling to build their vocabulary and help with social emotional development. Frankie did 

spend time talking with children about their emotions at times, but this was not done consistently 

when emotional situations arose. Another belief that Frankie shared was that children’s learning 

experiences should build on each other and provide appropriate challenges. The learning 
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experiences provided for the children seemed to be connected by a theme of “autumn,” but there 

was no indication that they built on each other or provided challenges. Further, at one point, 

Frankie left the room to get a pumpkin for the classroom (provided by the program) for the 

children to paint. While this was engaging for them, it was random and not connected to specific 

learning objectives or children’s goals, nor was it particularly challenging for them. Frankie’s 

CLASS score for Instructional Support was in the mid range at 4.19, indicating that they 

sometimes provide intentional instruction but there is some misalignment with beliefs about 

intentional instruction.  

Table 4.3  

Harper’s CLASS Results and Related Beliefs 

Domain Score - 

Range 

Practices - Observation Notes Beliefs – Interview Responses 

Emotional 

Support 
6.63 - High  

• Close proximity to students during 

observed activities – sitting with 

children to glue, decorate, work on 

tangrams  

• Positive language and physical 

affection such as high-fives and hugs.  

• Monitored the learning environment 

and addressed issues most of the time 

by helping children talk to their 

friends about problems and work 

them out.  

• Listened to students’ questions and 

sometimes helped them find the 

answer through discussion.  

• Offered children support in speaking 

with friends about issues and to see 

play partners.  

• Gave children responsibility in 

making learning choices, cleaning up 

breakfast area, washing their hands, 

picking up toys.  

• No severe negativity was observed, 

from teachers to children, or amongst 

children. Children played well 

together in groups or pairs.  

• Children’s feelings should be 

acknowledged and respected. 

• Children’s efforts and learning 

should be celebrated. 

• Children should be taught that all 

feelings are acceptable and how to 

express those feelings 

appropriately.  

• Teachers should teach children 

coping skills and self-regulation. 

• Verbalizing emotions and helping 

children understand them is an 

important task for teachers. 

• Children’s interests and 

motivations should be respected 

and used to plan learning 

experiences.   

• Children should be respected as 

individual people.  

Classroom 

Organization 
5.17 - Mid  

• Children seemed to know the rules 

and expectations and could answer 

questions related to where they were 

• Materials and experiences should 

be organized around what 

children are interested in as 
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to be, what they were to do, what the 

classroom rules were.  

• Few behavior issues were observed 

(throwing toys from the loft, not 

picking up), but when they 

happened, most of the time they 

were handled with positive supports.  

• Some tattling and physical 

aggression were observed but issues 

were resolved quickly.  

• Materials were readily available, and 

children had ample time to use them, 

move about the room, and engage 

with peers and teachers.  

• Transitions were present and 

sometimes cued by call/response or 

song (transition to breakfast after 

morning meeting).  

• Children were interested and 

engaged in making a leaf person, 

completing tangram designs, and 

playing in the loft.  

• For the most part, children stayed on 

task and engaged in learning 

activities.  

• Children knew where materials were 

kept and had permission to get them 

on their own.  

individuals and as a group of 

students.  

• Learning experiences should 

reflect a range of developmental 

skills.  

• Experiences should be repeated.  

 

Instructional 

Support 
4.08 - Mid  

• Few open-ended questions (why, 

how, what if) to prompt analysis and 

reasoning.  

• Scaffolding seen in helping children 

pour their milk for breakfast, choose 

a leaf for a picture, bringing toys 

down from the loft.  

• Information was provided to the 

children, such as when they asked 

about the camera and recording 

device or what was happening on the 

playground (cutting up the boat 

structure).  

• There were multiple conversations 

with children and among children. 

Some conversations were surface, 

short conversations that could have 

been expanded using open-ended 

questions.  

• There was some repetition and 

extension of children’s language, but 

this was not consistent.  

• Children were offered many hands-

on opportunities throughout the 

morning. 

• A goal of doing activities is 

building young children’s 

attention. 

• Learning experiences should build 

important skills and challenge 

children, provide opportunities to 

problem-solve, and think 

critically. 

• Learning experiences should have 

meaning for children.  

• Children’s interests should be 

used to help them develop skills. 

• Experiences should build on each 

other toward larger goals.   

• Children should be provided 

experiences that challenge them.  
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Alignment Between Harper’s Beliefs and Practices. 

Notably, in all areas, Harper was the participant who expressed beliefs the most clearly 

and was able to share many beliefs about the different dimensions. In the Emotional Support 

Domain, Harper’s CLASS score consistently aligned with the beliefs they shared during their 

interview. Harper’s beliefs centered around children being respected as individuals, that they 

deserve emotional support from the adults who care for them, and that they should be taught 

social and emotional skills that will help them navigate all kinds of situations. During the 

observation, Harper’s practices included helping children discuss problems together, offering 

suggestions when needed. Harper also spoke to children with a respectful tone and stayed near to 

them during play to facilitate their individual choices. Finally, Harper monitored the entire 

learning environment closely, ensuring that children who needed support in any area received 

that support. Harper’s high-range CLASS score of 6.63 was in alignment with their beliefs 

shared about this area.  

In the Classroom Organization Domain, Harper’s CLASS mid-range score of 5.17 mostly 

aligned with the beliefs shared during the interview. For the most part, children had a variety of 

experiences and materials available to them, and they remained busy and engaged. This aligns 

with Harper’s belief that materials and experiences should be organized around individual 

children’s interests and their interests as a group. However, sometimes a few children seemed 

uninterested in the available activities and materials, resulting in some behavior issues. When 

children became disengaged or disruptive, Harper did not always immediately help them find 

something in which they were interested, so that was somewhat misaligned with the belief about 

the importance of providing experiences that were of interest to children as individuals. Two 

other beliefs Harper shared were that experiences should reflect a range of developmental skills 
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and that learning experiences should be repeated. During the observation, Harper stated aloud 

several times that the activities (making a “leaf person” and building tangrams) were available in 

days prior and would be available for the next few days for children to choose.  

In the Instructional Support domain, Harper’s practices were somewhat aligned with the 

beliefs expressed in the interview. During the observation, Harper often directed children to 

gather their own materials, put items away, and help each other as they worked. These practices 

aligned with the beliefs Harper shared that experiences should build on each other toward larger 

goals, and that children should be provided experiences that challenge them. Harper also shared a 

belief that learning experiences should be meaningful to children, and observed practices aligned 

here. Harper offered many hands-on opportunities throughout the observation period, and the 

children remained engaged and productive throughout most of the time, with Harper facilitating 

their independent use of materials. However, Harper’s mid-range CLASS score of 4.08 in this 

area indicates they sometimes provide instructional support but not consistently. Harper’s belief 

that learning experiences should build important skills, challenge children, and provide 

opportunities to problem-solve and think critically is only somewhat aligned with practices 

because Harper did not consistently engage children in conversations or use open-ended 

questions to prompt critical thinking and problem-solving.  

Table 4.4  

Lee’s CLASS Results and Related Beliefs 

Domain 
Score - 

Range 

Practices - Observation Notes Beliefs – Interview Responses  

Emotional 

Support 
5.19 - Mid 

• Close proximity to students during 

observed activities – sitting with 

children to draw, work with puzzles, 

build with blocks, and eat breakfast.  

• Positive language and physical 

affection such as high-fives and hugs.  

• Monitored the learning environment 

and addressed issues most of the time 

• It is good for children to be able 

to choose their own activities.  

• Children need all the emotional 

support possible. 

• A large part of providing 

emotional support is helping 

children work through 

challenging issues and teaching 
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by helping children talk to their friends 

about problems and work them out.  

• Some minor frustration with children 

building on top of the shelf, leaving 

blocks out without putting them away. 

Reminded the children multiple times 

without much success.  

• Listened to students’ questions and 

sometimes helped them find the 

answer through discussion.  

• Children supported in making choices 

of where to play, getting their own 

materials, and deciding who to play 

with.  

them about emotions and how to 

identify them. 

• Supporting children is easier 

when they can express themselves 

to identify their emotions. 

• Children are individuals who have 

individual interests. 

Classroom 

Organization 
5.66 - Mid  

• Children seemed to know the rules and 

expectations and could answer 

questions related to where they were to 

be, what they were to do, what the 

classroom rules were.  

• Few behavior issues were observed 

(painting on each other, lining up to 

wash hands), but when they happened, 

most of the time they were handled 

with positive supports.  

• Some tattling and physical aggression 

were observed but issues were resolved 

quickly. 

• Children were able to make their own 

choices of activities from many areas 

in the room.  

• Materials were readily available, and 

children had ample time to use them, 

move about the room, and engage with 

peers and teachers.  

• Attempts to orient children to learning 

objectives were sometimes seen - 

learning objectives were clear for some 

periods but less so for others.   

• No formal or teacher-directed lessons 

were observed.  

• Children were interested and engaged 

in painting, completing puzzles, 

building with blocks, and coloring.  

• Sometimes moved around the room 

talking to children, sometimes sat with 

them to play and help them manage 

their behaviors.  

• It is important to have a variety of 

materials ready to keep children 

interested.  

• Teachers must be flexible and 

open to children’s ideas.  

• Teachers should have multiple 

activities prepared.  

• Children’s boredom means there 

is not enough to do. 

• It is good for children to be able 

to choose their own activities.  

 

Instructional 

Support 
3 - Mid 

• Few open-ended questions (why, how, 

what if) to prompt analysis and 

reasoning. 

• Scaffolding seen in helping child put 

[their] own paper on the easel to paint, 

roll up a treasure map, and complete 

puzzles by looking closely at the 

pieces and comparing them.  

• Observation and assessment are 

important and should be used in 

planning for individual children. 

• It is important to name emotions 

so children can learn that 

vocabulary.  
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• Some information was provided to the 

children, such as when they asked 

about the camera and recording 

device.  

• Children were encouraged to try to 

complete work on their own, put 

things away, and work together with 

some success.  

• There were multiple conversations 

with children and among children. 

Some conversations were surface, 

short conversations that could have 

been expanded using open-ended 

questions.  

• There was some repetition and 

extension of children’s language, but 

this was not consistent. 

• Questions at breakfast served as 

reminders about rules but also seemed 

to be the result of frustration such as, 

“When do we ask for more eggs? 

When Lee is bringing seconds.”  

• Children were offered many hands-on 

opportunities throughout the morning.  

• It is important to make things 

challenging but within their 

developmental reach. 

 

Alignment Between Lee’s Beliefs and Practices. 

In the Emotional Support Domain, Lee’s CLASS score mostly aligned with the beliefs 

they shared during their interview. For example, Lee discussed the importance of children 

making their own choices and being given flexibility and freedom within the learning 

environment to choose where and with whom to play. Observation notes indicated that most of 

the time Lee did allow children to make choices and work independently, with support when 

needed. In addition, a score in the mid range of 5.19 indicates that Lee does not consistently 

provide behavioral support but does so most of the time. Observation notes indicated that Lee did 

talk with children some of the time about their emotions and needs, but sometimes missed these 

opportunities. This indicates a deviation from the belief Lee shared that one of the key aspects of 

emotionally supporting young children is helping them work through issues and name emotions. 

To say that this score was consistently aligned with Lee’s belief in emotionally supporting young 
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children, Lee would have needed to consistently address children’s needs for emotional supports, 

missing few to no opportunities to do so.  

In the Classroom Organization Domain, again, Lee’s mid-range CLASS score of 5.66 

mostly aligned with the beliefs shared during the interview. Lee expressed beliefs that the 

classroom should be prepared and ready for the children, that there should be a variety of 

materials available, and that children should make their own choices about where and with 

whom to play. Most of what was observed indicated alignment with these beliefs with one 

notable exception. Preparation of materials was evident, in that there were many materials 

available to the children during the observation and they were able to make choices from them, 

but for short amounts of time, some children appeared bored or wandered around looking for 

things to do. At those times, Lee did not consistently provide ideas or alternative activities, so 

some children had minor behavior issues that needed to be addressed. Lee shared a belief that 

behavior issues can come from boredom, or not having enough to do, but was not always 

proactive in ensuring children did not experience that boredom.  

In the third domain, Instructional Support, Lee’s practices and score (at the lower end of 

the mid range at 3) were somewhat aligned with the beliefs shared about instructional support. 

For example, Lee said they believed in giving children challenges that were within their 

developmental levels, and Lee did provide appropriately challenging experiences, but not in all 

aspects of the learning environment. Sometimes Lee had children try to do things on their own, 

such as playing with and cleaning up blocks, but was not always successful in directing them to 

that objective nor in providing additional supports for them in accomplishing the task. Lee 

mentioned a belief in teaching children words for emotions to help them be more expressive and 

learn that vocabulary but was not consistent in doing so in every opportunity that arose.  
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Table 4.5  

Sam’s CLASS Results and Related Beliefs 

Domain Score - 

Range 

Practices - Observation Notes Beliefs – Interview Responses 

Emotional 

Support 
6.55 - High 

• Close proximity to students during 

observed activities – sitting with 

children to read, paint, and do 

alphabet puzzle. Participated in 

class “dance party” with the 

children. 

• Positive language and physical 

affection such as high-fives and 

hugs. Several times the teacher held 

children who needed some 

emotional support. 

• Children supported in making 

choices of where to play, getting 

their own materials, and deciding 

who to play next to/with.  

• Gave children responsibility in 

making learning choices, getting 

paint brushes, washing their hands, 

choosing stories and songs.  

• No severe negativity was observed, 

from teachers to children, or 

amongst children. Children worked 

well together throughout the 

morning.  

• One missed opportunity to talk 

about an emotional situation when 

one child mentioned [their] 

grandma had been crying at a 

balloon release for “Uncle David” 

on the weekend. 

• Matched student affect and 

celebrated accomplishments with 

them. 

• Respect was shown for student 

feelings at all times and given time 

to calm down, etc. 

• The emotional support of young 

children takes a lot of the 

teacher’s time. 

• Children’s successes should be 

celebrated.  

• Emotional support includes 

helping children understand 

their emotions and related 

physical feelings.  

• Children should be respected as 

individuals.  

• Relationships are important to 

children’s learning.  

Classroom 

Organization 
5.53 - Mid 

• Children seemed to know the rules 

and needed few reminders about 

working within them.  

• Few behavior issues were observed, 

but when they happened, most of 

the time they were handled with 

positive supports.  

• Some tattling and physical 

aggression were observed but issues 

were resolved quickly. 

• Children were able to make their 

own choices of activities from many 

• Learning experiences should be 

planned based on children’s 

needs and interests.  

• All children are different, so 

planned experiences should 

reflect those differences and 

allow for them.  

• Children’s family experiences 

should be considered when 

planning learning experiences 

and setting expectations. 
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areas in the room. The children most 

often chose painting a canvas, 

decorating a pine cone, or working 

on puzzles or Legos.   

• Transitions were present and 

sometimes cued by a song and 

warnings about time left were given 

consistently. 

• Children were interested and 

engaged most of the time. Gentle 

prompts got them back on track if 

they were wandering. 

• Children knew where materials and 

supplies (paint smocks, brushes) 

were kept and were encouraged to 

get them on their own. 

• First aid supplies were readily 

available - example: when a child 

pulled off a fingernail or needed 

their temperature taken. 

• Children should lead their own 

learning experiences.  

• Materials and experiences 

should be engaging to the 

children.   

 

Instructional 

Support 
4.2 - Mid 

• Some open-ended questions (why, 

how, what if) to prompt analysis 

and reasoning. 

• Scaffolding strategies were used 

consistently to help children figure 

out puzzle pieces, how to build 

different structures with Legos, etc. 

• Feedback was sometimes specific, 

sometimes more “good job” or “I 

like what you did.”   

• Children were encouraged to try to 

complete work on their own, put 

things away, and work together.  

• There were multiple conversations 

with children and among children. 

Teachers listened to children and 

sometimes expanded on their words 

and ideas. 

• There was some repetition and 

extension of children’s language, 

but this was not always consistent. 

• Children had several great 

discussions during breakfast 

(cinnamon toast was also popular). 

• Children were offered many hands-

on opportunities throughout the 

morning. 

• Learning experiences should 

help children develop needed 

skills.  

• Learning experiences should 

build on each other and help 

children develop new skills.  

 

Alignment Between Sam’s Beliefs and Practices. 

Regarding the Emotional Support Domain, Sam’s high-range CLASS score of 6.55 was 

consistently aligned with the beliefs they shared during their interview. Sam indicated that 
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emotional support includes helping children understand their emotions and related physical 

feelings and also that relationships are important to children’s learning. Multiple times during the 

observation, Sam named children’s feelings or talked them through identifying their own 

emotions. Sam also spent the majority of their time in close proximity to the children, including 

one incident in which Sam physically held and rocked a child who was upset. Sam provided 

positive feedback and celebrated children successes with physical and verbal affection. Sam’s 

practices also aligned with their belief that children’s individual perspectives should be 

respected, and that children should be able to choose their learning experiences with teacher 

support. During the observation Sam helped children make choices when needed, and often said 

yes when children asked for materials, allowing them to decide where and with what to play.  

In the Classroom Organization Domain, Sam’s mid-range CLASS score of 5.53 mostly 

aligned with the beliefs they shared. Sam expressed a belief that learning experiences should be 

based on children’s interests and needs. Observed practices that aligned with this belief were that 

Sam asked children what they wanted to play with or create, and helped children gather and use 

the materials they chose. Another example is Sam facilitating all of the children having their 

temperatures taken and explaining the process to them when they expressed interest in this topic. 

Finally, Sam’s belief that materials should be interesting and engaging for children was in 

alignment with practices of providing multiple areas for play and a variety of materials, toys, and 

games for the children to use.  

In the third domain, Instructional Support, Sam’s CLASS score was 4.2. This mid-range 

score did somewhat align with the beliefs Sam shared about this area. The beliefs Sam expressed 

in this area were that learning experiences should build on each other and they should help 

children develop needed/new skills. Evidence of alignment between beliefs and practices was 
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seen when Sam provided learning experiences that clearly helped children build fine motor, 

social, and cognitive skills such as puzzles, painting, and table games. There was a lack of 

alignment in that Sam did not consistently use language that would increase children’s 

vocabulary (language development) or critical thinking (cognitive) skills. For this reason, the 

CLASS score was not completely aligned with Sam’s beliefs.  

Table 5 provides a visual representation of the alignment of participant beliefs and 

practices as “consistently”, “mostly”, and “somewhat” aligned as defined in the previous 

narrative descriptions. Beliefs and practices were considered consistently aligned when 

participants did what they said they believed almost all of the time. They were considered mostly 

aligned when practices matched stated beliefs with frequency, but practices also sometimes did 

not align with stated beliefs. Beliefs and practices were considered to be somewhat aligned when 

practices seemed to be in alignment with stated beliefs only some of the time.  

Table 5 

Alignment Between Teaching Practices and Stated Beliefs by Participants’ Years of Experience 

Participants’ Years  

of Experience 

Emotional  

Support 

Classroom  

Organization 

Instructional  

Support 

2 years, 0 months Mostly Mostly Somewhat 

6 years, 11 months Consistently Mostly Mostly 

8 years, 6 months Consistently Mostly Somewhat 

10 years, 9 months Consistently Mostly Somewhat 

14 years, 1 months Consistently Mostly Somewhat 
 

To provide context and some generalization to a larger population since the teachers in 

the present study have similar education and experience levels to Head Start teachers 

(Whitebook et al., 2018), it merits mention that study participants’ mean CLASS Pre-K scores 

were in line with or higher than national Head Start scores in all areas. 
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Table 6 

Head Start and Study Participant CLASS Data by Domain 

CLASS Domain 
HS Mean 

Scores 2019 

HS Mean 

Scores 2020 

Study Participants’ 

Mean Scores  
SD 

Emotional Support 6.05 6.03 6.35 0.26 

Classroom Organization 5.79 5.78 5.47 0.32 

Instructional Support 2.91 2.94 4.34 0.42 

 

Note: Early Childhood Learning and Knowledge Center Data, 2019 and 2020  

 

Summary 

Chapter IV provided background information about each of the study’s participants and a 

description of the program in which they worked together. These descriptions provided context 

for the data gathered in personal interviews and classroom observations, and those data were 

presented as findings for each research question. The first section identified participant beliefs 

about intentional instruction, emotional support, and developmentally appropriate practices. The 

second section included participant responses regarding how they thought their beliefs related to 

those three areas formed. The third section included individual tables, per participant, aligning 

CLASS scores with related observation notes and beliefs that emerged from participant and 

researcher discourse along with a narrative description about the alignment of each participant’s 

teaching practices and beliefs. Chapter V will present an analysis of these findings, provide 

implications for the field, limitations of the study, recommendations for future research, and 

conclusion.  
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CHAPTER V:  

DISCUSSION 

 This chapter includes a discussion of the present study’s major findings and related 

literature on early childhood teachers’ beliefs about intentional instruction, emotional support 

and developmentally appropriate practices, the formation of those beliefs, and the extent of their 

alignment with observed teaching practices. Implications for the professional development of in-

service early childhood teachers is then discussed, which may be of value to early childhood 

education systems responsible for the regulation of early learning programs, those responsible 

for childcare quality rating and improvement, legislators, and professional development 

providers, including those in higher education. Chapter V concludes with a discussion of the 

limitations of the findings, areas for future research, and final conclusions.  

The Study in Brief 

The purpose of this mixed methods study was to explore the relationship between early 

childhood educators' beliefs regarding process factors, their understandings of how such beliefs 

were constructed, and how these beliefs are aligned with their observed practice. This study 

investigated the following three research questions.  

1. What beliefs do early childhood educators hold about intentional instruction, emotional 

support, and developmentally appropriate practices? 

2. Which factors do early childhood educators articulate as instrumental to the development 

of their beliefs regarding intentional instruction, emotional support, and developmentally 

appropriate practices? 
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3. To what extent do the teaching practices of early childhood educators align with their 

beliefs about providing intentional instruction, emotional support, and developmentally 

appropriate practices? 

In the present study, beliefs participants held about the areas of intentional instruction, 

emotional support, and developmentally appropriate practices can be sorted into three categories 

for each area. Relative to intentional instruction, participants’ beliefs fell into the categories of: 

the importance of intentional instruction for positive child outcomes, planning and 

implementation based on observation and assessment, and accounting for individual children’s 

differences. Beliefs about emotional support could be categorized in the following ways: creating 

a positive climate; teaching social and emotional skills; and interacting with students in ways that 

place an emphasis on students’ interests, motivations, and points of view. Beliefs about 

developmentally appropriate practices could be categorized into the areas of: children as 

individuals deserving of adults’ respect; child-led, relevant, hands-on learning; and building on 

previous learning experiences.  

Relative to research question two, in discussions of the development of their beliefs, the 

participants described a common starting place for their teaching journeys – a desire to teach or 

identifying personally with teachers and/or teaching when they were younger. Participants 

described the further development of their beliefs about teaching happening in three ways: 

experiences; interactions with others; and the formal and informal study of teaching.  

Finally, related to research question three, alignment charts documented that the 

participants in this study generally implemented practices that aligned with the beliefs they 

shared during the interviews about intentional instruction, emotional support, and 

developmentally appropriate practices. In some instances, there were slight misalignments 
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between stated beliefs and observed practices, particularly in the Instructional Support domain of 

the CLASS assessment. The greatest alignment between beliefs and practices was seen in the 

Emotional Support domain.  

Interpretation of the Findings 

 The findings related to the three research questions point to some interesting conclusions 

about the nature of different participants’ beliefs about teaching, the further development of 

those beliefs, and how participants’ daily practices aligned with those beliefs. First, teachers with 

less experience were able to articulate their beliefs, but those beliefs were more specific to their 

teaching practices and seemed more malleable, while the beliefs articulated by the more 

experienced teachers were more philosophical and could be described as better developed and 

held deeper commitment. Second, study participants clearly stated that their beliefs were 

generally formed through experience teaching, but also said that they developed beliefs through 

interactions with others and studying teaching and teaching strategies, especially with peers and 

mentors. Their beliefs, for the most part, aligned with their teaching practices, especially in cases 

where the development of those beliefs included all three factors of experience, interaction with 

others, and formal/informal study.  

Participant Beliefs about Intentional Instruction, Emotional Support, and Developmentally 

Appropriate Practices (DAPs) 

The participants in this study shared some common beliefs when it came to intentional 

instruction, emotional support, and DAPs, so much so, that they were able to be categorized into 

like beliefs about how children should be treated, what teachers should do and say to promote 

learning, and the many supports young children need. Participants shared beliefs about the 

importance of working with families (Sam; Frankie; Cameron), the most effective strategies for 
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supporting children (Cameron; Harper; Frankie), implementing a system of child-led learning 

(Harper; Frankie; Lee; Cameron), and the significance of providing intentional instruction 

(Harper; Sam; Cameron) that were quite similar to each other.  

Interestingly, the more veteran teachers, with more experience and education, shared 

beliefs that were more nuanced and philosophical in nature and often were related to children 

and their needs, while teachers with fewer years of experience and education, shared more 

beliefs that were related to themselves and their actual teaching practices. The less-experienced 

teachers also did not seem as set in their beliefs as the more veteran teachers, particularly in the 

domain of instructional support, where they sometimes expressed confusion or hesitance when 

discussing areas such as child-led learning. All of the participants seemed to have their most 

well-developed beliefs in the area of emotional support.  

Factors Instrumental in the Formation of Beliefs About Intentional Instruction, Emotional 

Support, and DAPs  

When further analyzing the areas of intentional instruction, emotional support, and 

developmentally appropriate practices, the participants generally said that their beliefs about 

intentional instruction were formed through experiences and interactions with others, their 

beliefs about emotional support were formed through informal study, experiences, and 

interactions with others, and their beliefs about developmentally appropriate practices were 

formed through formal study, experiences, and interactions with others.  

The participants with fewer years of experience teaching young children had less 

education, relatively, than those with more years of experience teaching, though all participants 

had at least one degree at either the associates or baccalaureate level. None of the participants 

stated formal education (college or university) was the most critical factor in the formation of 
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their beliefs, though participants closer to the beginnings of their careers tended to name higher 

education and more formal learning, along with experts as the most influential. Those with the 

most experience tended to point to personal research and self-study as the primary factor in the 

formation of their beliefs, and one participant said they didn’t think their formal higher education 

had an impact on their beliefs at all.  

In all cases, the participants said that the experience of teaching is what helped their 

beliefs develop, along with observing others and discussing teaching practices with them, in 

addition to consulting with those whom they considered experts such as mentors, veteran 

teachers, and instructors. Collaboration through in-person professional development events was 

mentioned by all participants, as was the value in doing personal research online and through 

reading books about teaching topics important to them and their teaching practice.  

The participants commonly shared that they came into the field of teaching believing in 

their personal identity as a teacher and that they had a long-time desire to teach. Each participant 

described their entry and acclimation to the profession as somewhat different from their early 

expectations, often stating that they changed age groups, degree programs, or classroom settings 

over time, and that their change process was most often influenced by peers, mentors, and/or 

experiences. All talked about a perceived responsibility to mentor others as they themselves 

grew, even the teacher with only two years of experience in the classroom. Their desires to teach 

and improve in their teaching did not waver, but their beliefs about the nature of good teaching 

and their role as a teacher changed over time and were formed because of continuous 

experiential learning, constant trial and error, and reflection. 

 In the area of intentional instruction, participants most often cited interactions with others 

and experience in the development of their beliefs (Lee; Frankie; Cameron). They recognized 
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that intentional instruction involved the observation and assessment of young children’s 

development, and they said they learned about those strategies by seeking advice and 

information from their peers and mentors and interacting with other professionals at conferences 

and workshops, along with gaining experience through actual practice (Lee; Frankie; Cameron). 

Building beliefs about intentional instruction also included developing a better understanding of 

children as individuals (a part of the observation and assessment process) and explained that 

when a teacher understands the individual child’s needs, they can plan effective intentional 

learning experiences and impact children’s outcomes positively (Harper; Sam; Cameron; 

Frankie).  

The emotional support area was where the participants showed the most developed 

beliefs, stating that their beliefs formed through informal study, experience in the classroom with 

children, and interactions with others. The study of emotional support practices in this program 

grew from a program-identified need for better emotional support practices in the learning 

environment and the collaboration of teachers in staff meetings to find those practices (Frankie). 

The need for new, effective strategies in this area was expressed by the teachers in the program, 

so they formed a study group to discuss Conscious Discipline, and they worked together to 

implement the practices (Cameron; Frankie; Sam). This informal study process, paired with peer 

discussions, observations, and consultation with mentors and other experts, helped solidify the 

teachers’ beliefs about emotional support while also allowing them to use experience to further 

develop those beliefs.  

 The area of DAP was the only area of the three process factors where most of the 

participants cited formal study (higher education) as an influential factor in the development of 

their beliefs (Lee; Frankie; Cameron). They recognized that DAP is something they learned 
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about in school and were able to define because their own teachers taught them about it. In 

learning how to implement DAPs, the participants still cited experience and interactions with 

others as how they knew what to do in the learning environment. So, they gained a theoretical 

understanding of DAP in school but learned how to implement DAP through practice. The 

interview discourses about DAP included more philosophical beliefs about respecting children 

and their individuality (Cameron; Harper; Sam) as well as beliefs about how DAP looks, (i.e. 

learning should be child-led and relevant to children and their interests, hands on, and built on 

previous learning experiences) (Cameron; Harper; Lee; Frankie).  

The Extent of Alignment Between Practices and Beliefs Related to Intentional Instruction, 

Emotional Support, and DAPs 

The third research question aimed to explore the extent to which early childhood 

teachers’ practices aligned with their beliefs. The researcher found that, generally, yes, their 

beliefs aligned with their practices. This was especially true when the participants formed those 

beliefs through experience, interactions with others, and informal study to focus on an area. For 

example, the area of CLASS where all participants scored highest was emotional support. Their 

beliefs about emotional support were developed through a process, grown from within, pushed 

out into real classroom practices, additional trial and error, and then manifesting in the eventual 

strengthening those beliefs.  

The belief-building process began with a discussion about struggles teachers were having 

with child behaviors and sharing a common belief that children deserve emotional support. From 

there the teachers learned more about the topic of emotional support through a book study of the 

Conscious Discipline method (informal or formal study), implemented teaching practices to test 

it (experience), consulted with experts and peers (interactions with others), and finally reviewed 
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their results over several staff meetings (Sam; Frankie; Cameron). This is an example of how 

beliefs are formed through an iterative process and more effective practices could be a result.  

In the present study, participants indicated that the process through which their beliefs 

were developed (and are continuing to develop) included experience, interactions with others, 

and formal or informal study. Figure 2 illustrates John Dewey’s (1933) definition of beliefs as it 

relates to the development of teaching beliefs in this context and the belief formation process, as 

it was described by the study participants. All participants began in the same starting place of 

feeling a personal desire to teach or a personal identity as a teacher. They then used interactions 

with others, experience, and formal and informal study to build and develop beliefs about their 

identities as teachers, their work with children, and effective teaching practices.  

Figure 2   

Participants’ Belief Development Cycle 

 

Through the exploration of the beliefs early childhood educators hold, how their beliefs 

were formed, and how beliefs align with practices, the researcher was hoping to identify ways 

beliefs impact the quality of early learning programs. The researcher thought that beliefs and 
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practices are connected, and if the early childhood field can better identify and leverage beliefs to 

improve practices, hopefully program quality can be improved overall. The researcher found that 

beliefs were important but were also a by-product of the overall process of learning to teach 

through experience, interactions with others, and formal and informal study to improve teaching 

practices. There are key implications related to this study’s findings worthy of further discussion.  

Implications 

First, the strengths of and confidence in one’s teaching beliefs and one’s ability to 

articulate them seem to increase over time and with experience, so the entry and acclimation into 

the profession should include the exploration of teacher’s personal beliefs, access to information 

about intentional instruction, emotional support, and DAP, collaboration through coaching and 

mentoring (specifically through peer relationships), and many opportunities to practice and 

reflect. Second, early childhood teachers’ ongoing professional development of should prioritize 

the building of collaborative professional learning communities in which teachers can develop 

their own teaching skills through facilitation of the iterative process of learning, planning, 

practicing, and reflecting with mentors, experts, and peers.  

Exploration and Development of Beliefs  

The formation of teaching beliefs appears to be recursive in nature, meaning that teachers 

go through cycles of learning about an aspect of teaching, testing it out in practice, and then 

reflecting on what they did, which strengthens both beliefs and practices (Duffy, et al., 2017; 

Pescetelli & Yeung, 2020). The process is in alignment with constructivist principles through 

which we build our own understandings of the world through experiences and reflection (Duffy 

et al., 2017). This process makes beliefs stronger and easier for teachers to articulate, particularly 

in how teaching practices are related to children’s learning and development, as supported by 
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Cassidy and Lawrence’s (2000) study on early childhood teacher beliefs and practices and the 

influences on those beliefs.  

In asking early childhood teachers about observed teaching practices and their rationales 

behind them, including what influenced their beliefs about what was observed, research supports 

that those teachers with less education provided rationales that were more health and safety 

focused and not as related to children’s learning and cognitive development (Cassidy & 

Lawrence, 2000) than those teachers with four-year degrees. As a matter of fact, teachers with 

four-year degrees provided twice as many rationales that were cognitively focused than those 

with less education (Cassidy & Lawrence, 2000), pointing to the idea that those who had 

engaged in a formalized learning process held more developed beliefs. Notably, these scholars 

also uncovered findings similar to those in the present study. When asked about influences on 

their beliefs, most of the teachers cited personal or professional experiences rather than formal 

education as the most impactful (Cassidy & Lawrence, 2000). It may be interesting to consider 

that the impacts of education and experience are not mutually exclusive but rather could be 

intersectional. Pointing to the influence of ongoing practice and study and a possible connection 

between beliefs and practices, Wilcox-Herzog (2002) found that teachers of varying levels of 

education and experience shared similar beliefs, but that early childhood teaching certification 

was a predictor of teachers being highly involved with the children in their play and 

verbalizations during that play, perhaps pointing to a connection between beliefs and the ongoing 

study, practice, and reflection accessed through formal education.  

Still, programs and peers seem to heavily impact the development of beliefs and 

practices. When a program doesn’t support the implementation of effective practices, (even when 

teachers’ beliefs aligned with effectiveness) the result could be ineffective practices being used. 
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Papadopoulou et al. (2014) found incongruence between expressed beliefs in emotional supports 

and actual practices - though teachers in an early childhood program expressed beliefs in the 

importance of teaching social emotional competencies, their practices did not align with those 

beliefs (Papadopoulou, 2014). They proposed that this could be the result of a lack of structure 

and support for teachers in the implementation of emotional support practices along with the 

belief many teachers had that their own impact on social emotional development was limited and 

affected by factors outside of their teaching (Papadopoulou, 2014). This points to the importance 

of self-efficacy beliefs as well.  

To further support the influence of programs and peers, Zan and Donegan-Ritter (2014) 

found that a focus on emotional support through professional development activities and 

program policies that encouraged their implementation did increase the use of effective 

emotional supports and higher scores on the CLASS assessment in the emotional support area 

over time. This is in line with findings about the program in the present research study. In the 

participants’ program, there were multiple opportunities for peer-to-peer collaboration, including 

the observation of others’ teaching and reflection on their own teaching practices for 

improvement. There was also support from program administrators and an environment of open 

communication and collaboration, paired with professional development around the topic of 

emotional support for young children, resulting in effective practices and strong beliefs about it, 

and evidenced by interview statements and higher scores on CLASS in that area. As teachers 

explore and develop their beliefs, they need ongoing professional development that supports and 

allows them to build their own professional practices in areas where growth is most needed. 
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Ongoing Professional Development Through Peer-to-Peer Collaboration 

It is important to recognize that formal education does have an impact on teaching 

practices and beliefs and that many who work with young children have at least some education 

or preparation for doing so (IOM & NRC, 2015; Whitebook et al., 2018). In fact, research shows 

that degrees with specialized training in early childhood education result in more effective 

practices and high-quality early childhood education (Austin et al., 2015; IOM & NRC, 2015). 

However, few states require formal education or degrees for those who work with children under 

age five, unlike requirements for teachers in public education, kindergarten through grade 12 

(IOM-NRC, 2015; Whitebook et al., 2018). Since many early childhood education professionals 

don’t have the benefit of a formal education, and while formal teacher preparation requirements 

are lacking, there are still important and effective ways to impact teaching practices through 

more informal means. Ongoing professional development should include all three factors of 

influence – experience, interactions with others, and formal and informal study – with a focus on 

the facilitation of peer-to-peer collaboration and coaching.  

In the present study, participants each described the impacts that more experienced 

mentors and peers had on their development of beliefs and related teaching strategies and the 

literature supports building structures around coaching and peer-to-peer networks. Such 

networks have resulted in improved teaching practices (Cappella et al., 2021; Isner et al., 2011; 

Snyder et al., 2017), more job satisfaction and feelings self-efficacy (Cappella et al., 2021), and 

the sharing of information and practices among peer groups (Cappella et al., 2021).  

Isner et al. (2011) completed a meta-analysis of the research literature related to coaching 

in early childhood education programs saying, “The majority of studies that examined how 

coaching affects overall quality of the environment reported improvements on global quality 
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and/or on specific aspects of quality designed to support children’s language and literacy 

development or other developmental domains” (p. 15). Snyder et al. (2017) found that special 

education preschool teachers who received professional development in the form of workshops 

coupled with implementation guides, materials, and onsite coaching wrote higher-quality 

learning targets for their students than teachers who attended workshops onsite coupled with 

implementation guides, materials, and online self-study, or teachers with onsite professional 

development only.  

Cappella et al. (2021) studied preschool teachers in a statewide Pre-K system, seeking to 

identify influential factors on teaching practices and found promising results in peer-to-peer 

networking. Teachers naturally consult each other for support, ideas, and personal improvement, 

and like the participants in the present study, they talk to each other and to their superiors when 

they need information and advice (Cappella et al., 2021). According to Cappella et al., (2021) 

“Lead teachers seek advice from one-third of their school colleagues, and assistant teachers seek 

advice from one-quarter of their colleagues” while “about one-half of staff seek advice from 

early childhood administrators across all advice areas” (p. 2). This kind of peer-to-peer 

networking, according to Cappella et al., (2021) has multiple benefits: 

On average, early childhood teachers who seek advice from a higher proportion of people 

at their schools have higher levels of job satisfaction, more confidence in their teaching, 

and a stronger belief that colleagues can effectively work together to support children and 

families. (p. 2)  

Finally, what early childhood education professionals learn, they share – “nearly half of 

participants reported sharing information they received from a [professional development event] 

with colleagues at their [early childhood education] center; [early childhood] professionals 



TEACHER BELIEFS AND PRACTICES RELATED TO PROGRAM QUALITY 

134 

 

reported disseminating [professional development] relatively equally across formal and informal 

channels (45% and 55%, respectively)” (Cappella et al., 2021, p. 3).   

As found in these three studies, the impact of peers and mentors was clear in the present 

study participants’ descriptions of the process of their belief development. They spoke about 

observing others and trying what they observed in their own practice. They described their own 

personal research about their own areas of improvement and interactions with experts like their 

instructors, mentors, and teachers who had more experience. They sought out collaboration with 

colleagues and others at conferences and workshops to make meaning about what they were 

learning about their teaching. Interestingly, nearly all the participants in this study continued to 

seek degrees yet didn’t consider their formal study in school to be as important a factor as 

experience in developing their teaching beliefs and practices. It is possible that one of the great 

values of formal higher education was that it provided access to experts, relevant content, and 

cohort groups of people with whom they could collaborate and learn.  

Findings of the present study indicate that early learning programs should include 

intentional mentoring and coaching of their teaching staff, especially in areas where teachers 

self-select topics for improving their practice and work together. They should intentionally 

facilitate a networking, collaborative culture that promotes a constructivist approach to 

developing beliefs and learning about teaching practices that allows early educators to be 

responsible for their own learning, parallel to the constructivist teaching practices of intentional 

instruction, emotional support, and DAP that result in better outcomes for children. This type of 

network would allow teachers to observe others and reflect on those observations with peers. 

They should also be given the opportunities to practice their new skills, with feedback and 

guidance from peers and mentors to reflect on the results of their efforts. Peer-to-peer networks 
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could also be used evaluate beliefs teachers hold about intentional instruction, emotional support, 

and DAP, furthering developing their beliefs through this process.  

Limitations 

There are several limitations related to the findings in this present study that must be 

discussed. First, the overall impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is still to be determined and will 

likely take many years to play out. The researcher worked within the university’s Institutional 

Review Board’s protocols for data collection during the pandemic and revised their research 

proposal to conduct video-recorded observations of the classroom and virtual interviews with the 

participants by video call instead of executing these in person.  

Since the CLASS tool requires observation of a “typical” day in the early learning 

environment, as determined by the teacher, the researcher put off data collection for seven 

months to allow for teaching practices to become more “typical” again. In consultation with the 

program directors, it was determined that October 2020 would be typical enough (considering 

the new pandemic era), and the researcher was given permission to move forward with the 

virtual options for observations and interviews with the program directors facilitating the use of 

the video equipment each day to ensure safe data handling.  

When using video observations, there is always the limitation that one can only see what 

is happening through the lens of the camera, and anything off screen cannot be considered. 

However, CLASS observation procedures do allow for the coding of video observations with 

reliability, so the researcher followed the protocols set forth in the CLASS manual to record, 

observe, and code them (Pianta, et al., 2008). The researcher maintained their CLASS observer 

certification throughout research process. They also reviewed the coding protocols before each 

observation was viewed. When conducting video interviews, the researcher has less control over 
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the interview environment. There is a possibility that the technology could fail, or that there 

could be others in the room that are not visible to the camera. To combat this, the researcher 

tested the technology prior to each interview, and asked the participants to ensure that they were 

alone in the room and would not be interrupted. There were no significant technical difficulties 

in either the observations or interviews. 

The CLASS tool, like any formalized assessment, comes with its own limitations. 

Relative to this study, CLASS measures practices with validity, but does not measure beliefs. 

While CLASS does objectively measure how often practices occur, it does not measure why. 

Beliefs about the areas of intentional instruction, emotional support, and DAP may impact more 

than one area of teaching practices being measured by CLASS. For example, the importance of 

child-led learning experiences that was expressed as a belief by the participants falls into both 

Classroom Organization and the Emotional Support areas of CLASS. This prevents us from 

drawing major conclusions about the exact nature of the connectedness between beliefs and 

practices and could make alignment somewhat complex.  

Limitations related to the participants included possible changes in teaching practices due 

to new classroom safety protocols. COVID-19 had changed some procedures, such as teachers 

being required to wear face coverings when working with the children. This could have impacted 

how they were feeling about their teaching or how they interacted with the children. There was 

also extra stress around new more time-consuming routines and procedures such as having to 

meet families at the outside door instead of allowing them in the building, additional 

handwashing, or constant classroom sanitization. This stress could have impacted their observed 

teaching practices. Teachstone (https://teachstone.com), the publishers of the CLASS procedures 

and protocols, provided guidance on their website about how to mitigate the impact of issues 
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related to COVID-19 and observations. Their guidance offered examples of how to evaluate 

when there were observed restrictions such as teachers and children wearing face coverings and 

children’s access to spaces and materials were being limited.  

The original research proposal included asking participants about their observed teaching 

practices during their interviews, but this did not occur in practice. In cases of in-person 

observations and interviews, asking about observed practices might be expected because the 

participants would know what the researcher had seen during the observation. Asking 

participants about specific occurrences can sometimes be perceived by those participants as 

biased or cause some defensiveness on their part (Saldana & Omasta, 2018). Also, the researcher 

could become biased because of what was observed (Saldana & Omasta, 2018). Because the 

observations were recorded, the researcher was able to interview the participants before viewing 

the videos of them teaching and this could have reduced both bias on the part of the researcher or 

defensiveness on the part of the participant.  

Recommendations 

Recommendations for future research include studying the links between beliefs and 

effective teaching practices and moderating factors, particularly in those who do not have formal 

education in the field of early childhood education. Only 35% of child care center-based teachers 

have a bachelor’s degree or higher, and 17% have an associate degree (Whitebook et. al., 2016). 

It would also be helpful to further explore what teachers in different phases of their teaching 

careers think about their own practices and how they develop beliefs about their teaching on a 

wider scale, since the findings in this research point to differences in beliefs based on time and 

experience teaching. Further research should also be done regarding the feasibility of assigning 

college credit to informal peer-to-peer network systems since participants in this study seemed to 
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value having a degree and sought higher education while working (Gernetzke et al., 2010). The 

formation of teaching beliefs through this iterative process, particularly leveraging experience 

and reflection with peers as a way to influence both early childhood education beliefs and 

practices also warrants further study.  

Finally, it is important to note that in November 2021, the National Association for the 

Education of Young Children will release the fourth edition of Developmentally Appropriate 

Practice in Early Childhood Programs Serving Children from Birth Through Age 8, (last revised 

in 2008) to which concepts found in the present study are linked. Just as beliefs about teaching 

are ever-changing, so is the understanding of DAP. Future research should include continued 

exploration of beliefs and their connections to practices as they relate to new and developing 

understandings of DAP. 

Conclusion 

Families often have limited choices about the quality of care their children receive and, as 

a result, choose care that is not the quality they would wish. All families deserve to know with 

certainty that wherever their child is, they are receiving the highest quality care this field can 

provide. It is the responsibility of programs and those who teach in them to ensure their practices 

are effective and research-based so that all children can have the best chance at life and their 

families are assured that wherever their children are, they are well cared for and are learning.  

Young children cannot choose where they spend their time. They don’t decide who cares 

for them or where they go when their families must be elsewhere. They have no choice about 

how the adults in their lives interact with them. At this very moment, there are babies in child 

care programs whose teachers are sitting with them on the floor or in a rocking chair, reading a 

book, playing pat-a-cake, and laughing with them when they giggle. They are interacting with 
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those babies, looking in their eyes, providing them with rich language to imitate, and giving them 

toys and experiences believing they can help them develop skills in all areas of their 

development. Also, at this very moment, there are babies whose teachers have put them in 

highchairs with nothing to do but “stay out of things,” with little to no interaction or attention to 

language development, except to perhaps provide the most basic physical care. There are some 

toddlers whose teachers delight in them playing with water and sand, babbling and forming new 

words, believing in the power of play and language, while others are forcing toddlers to sit at a 

table and wait for a crayon and paper or a snack, believing they should stay quiet. There are 

preschoolers whose teachers let them choose where and with whom they play in a learning 

environment rich with a variety of interesting materials, believing that this practice of making 

choices will help them make productive choices in kindergarten. There are also preschoolers 

rotated through “learning stations” where teachers force them through academic lessons that 

have little meaning for them, believing that they are also preparing children for kindergarten. Of 

course, these are examples of early childhood education at its extremes. The quality of child care 

need not be expressed in terms of a binary. It isn’t and doesn’t have to be either high quality or 

low quality. There are ways programs and teachers can make all early childhood education 

excellent, or at the very least raise the bar. 

In reviewing the present study, it is notable that beliefs were certainly a factor when it 

came to practices, but there were additional factors that informed practice as well. Just as 

influential were the observation of other’s teaching practices in the participants’ colleague 

community, experiences they had in their own classrooms, and interactions they had with 

mentors and experts from whom they sought advice and guidance, all which led to an evolving 

and emerging generation and regeneration of the beliefs which inform their practice. This 
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iterative process of learning and planning, practicing, reflecting, and starting over again is not a 

new concept. In fact, the study and implementation of this cyclical process has long been a part 

of the study of teaching and learning and is found in other areas as well. In describing the nature 

of the change process – learning and growing – as a journey, not a destination, Cahill and Adams 

(1998) said, “no one ever arrives, they just bring more of themselves through each time” (p. 

232).  

The participants in this study all described starting from a place of desire to teach or a 

personal identity as a teacher. This was the beginning of their process - belief in their potential to 

become teachers. They then followed that belief into practice by seeking information about 

teaching while honing their teaching skills through actual work with children. Through a 

recursive process they further developed their beliefs about what to do in the classroom and why. 

They built within themselves the potential to go from someone “still trying to figure the ropes 

out, trying to learn my own way” (Lee) to someone who can say, “I just feel like I’ve come a 

long way, now that I’m reflecting on all of that” (Harper).  

These early childhood teachers have the desire to do good and meaningful work and 

collaborate with each other to do even better. This study provided strong evidence for a potential 

way to impact teacher’s beliefs and connected practices through peer-to-peer collaboration, 

study, and reflection, honoring the journeys (and the starting places) from which this study’s 

participants and many more early childhood educators come - “I have always wanted to teach…I 

love teaching…I am a teacher.”
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Appendix A: 

Recruitment Flyer Content 

Hello, my name is Christina M. VanOsdol. I am a doctoral candidate in Ball State 

University’s Elementary Education Department. I am the principal investigator for a research 

study on the beliefs of early childhood teachers and how they might impact teaching. The study 

title is “Investigating Early Childhood Teacher Beliefs and Teaching Practices in Relation to 

Process Factors of Program Quality”; IRB Study # 1517173-1. Dr. Eva Zygmunt from the 

Department of Early Childhood, Youth, and Family Studies is my research advisor. This is a 

study that I initiated based on my experiences working in the early childhood classroom, 

teaching early childhood education courses, and a desire to learn more about teacher beliefs 

about the children they teach, specifically about children’s behavior. This is an exploratory study 

from which I hope to gain an understanding of teachers’ beliefs and how they are connected to 

teaching practices. 

Each participant will have a two-to-three-hour classroom observation using the 

Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS™) and an individual interview with me 

afterward.  The CLASS assessment is designed to measure classroom teaching practices in 

instructional support, classroom environment, and emotional support. The observation findings 

often help teachers identify their teaching strengths and areas for growth. The results of your 

individual observation and comments from your interview will not be made available to anyone 

but you. You will not be identified by name in any research reports, and all data collected in the 

interview and observation will be kept confidential. All participants who complete both the 

observation and interview will receive a $25 Visa gift card as compensation for their time. 
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It is likely that I will be in the classroom to observe, but it is also possible that the 

classroom activities would instead be video recorded, in the case that conditions due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic prevent me from actually being in the room. The interview will take no 

more than one hour and can occur at your place of work at a time convenient to you, when there 

are no children present. Again, due to COVID-19, you will be offered the option to be 

interviewed by recorded video conference using Ball State’s WebEx platform if that is your 

preference. 

If you would like to participate in this study, please send an email to 

cmvanosdol@bsu.edu, and I will contact you with further information and instructions. I hope 

you are willing to participate in this study. If you have any questions or concerns, please email 

me at the same address. 

Thank you, 

  

Christina VanOsdol, PhD Candidate 

Ball State University 

cmvanosdol@bsu.edu  

mailto:cmvanosdol@bsu.edu
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Appendix B: 

Interest in Participation Email 

Thank you for your interest in participating in the research study “Investigating Early 

Childhood Teacher Beliefs and Teaching Practices in Relation to Process Factors of Program 

Quality” IRB Study #1517173-1. 

I have attached a link to information about this study along with a Participant Informed 

Consent Agreement and a Demographics Survey to this email. Clicking on the link will give you 

access to the information and survey. If you have any questions not answered by this 

information, please call or email me to discuss. If you would like to participate in the study, 

please complete both online forms linked here through Qualtrics. I will then contact you by email 

again to arrange a time to bring you a copy of your electronically signed consent information and 

form and drop off parent information forms in person. 

 Thank you, 

  

Christina M. VanOsdol, PhD Candidate                              

Department of Elementary Education                                  

Ball State University                                                             

Muncie, IN 47306                                                              

Google Voice #: (317) 683-0166                                                       
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Appendix C:  

Participant Informed Consent Information and Form 

 

Study Title 

Investigating Early Childhood Teacher Beliefs and Teaching Practices in Relation to Process 

Factors of Program Quality; IRB Study# 1517173-1 

 

Study Purpose and Rationale 

The purpose of this study is to explore the development of early childhood educators’ beliefs and 

connections between their beliefs and teaching practices. This study can provide insight into the 

beliefs of teachers of young children, how those beliefs develop, and how early childhood teachers’ 

beliefs connect to their everyday teaching. 

 

Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria 

To participate in this study you must be 18 years of age or older and be currently working full time 

with children aged five and younger in an early childhood program of some kind, such as a licensed 

child care program, unlicensed registered child care ministry, licensed family child care home (as 

long as they have some children under age five enrolled), or public school preschool. You cannot 

work in an unregulated program, or with groups of children who are all over age five. 

  

Participation Procedures and Duration 

If you consent to participate, you will be contacted by email to set up a time for the researcher to 

visit. This email will be sent immediately following the receipt of your own signed consent form. 

You will be asked to distribute parent information forms, and they will be provided for you by the 

researcher. If any family chooses to opt out of the study, they will be asked to inform you so you 

can work with the program director to arrange for alternative activities for their child, outside the 

classroom, during the observation period. When the researcher comes to give you the parent 

information forms, she will work with you to set the date of your CLASS observation. On the date 

you choose, the researcher will come to do the observation, which should last no longer than three 

hours. If adjustments need to be made due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the alternative is that all 

classroom activities would be videorecorded for the three-hour observation with the researcher not 

present. At the end of the observation, the researcher will work with you to set the time for your 

interview, scheduled at your convenience on a date within one month of the observation date. There 

will be one in-person or video conference interview conducted by the researcher, lasting 

approximately one hour in duration. In-person interviews can be conducted either in your own 

classroom or another private room in the school, wherever you are the most comfortable. In-person 

interviews will be recorded using an audio recording device. Again, due to COVID-19, you may 

request a video interview if that is your preference. Video interviews will be conducted using Ball 

State’s WebEx platform and will be video recorded. Your participation in this study will end when 

the interview is over. 

  

The study will conclude in December 2020. 

 

Audio and Video Recording 

For the purpose of accuracy, with your permission, in-person individual interviews will be audio-

recorded using a digital voice recorder. Alternatively, video interviews will be video-recorded using 

the recording function in WebEx. The recorded interview audio/video file will be downloaded to 
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the researcher’s external hard drive for transcription immediately after the interview and deleted 

from the audio recording device or WebEx platform. All electronic storage will be password-

protected. All data gathered during this study will be stored for no more than three years and 

destroyed by December 2023. 

 

Data Confidentiality or Anonymity 

Data gathered during this study will be maintained as confidential and no identifying information 

such as names will appear in any publication or presentation of this study’s findings. Pseudonyms 

will be used when referring to you and places of research in publications or presentations of the 

data. Any names used on the audio/video recordings will be changed to pseudonyms when the 

recordings are transcribed. 

 

Storage of Data 

Paper data will be stored in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s office for no more than three 

years following completion of this study (until December 2023) and will then be shredded. The data 

will also be entered into a software program (i.e., Word document, Excel spreadsheet) and stored on 

the researcher’s password-protected hard drive, in a locked storage cabinet for no more than three 

years following completion of this study (until December 2023) and then deleted. Audio/video 

recordings will be kept on a password-protected external hard drive, in a locked storage cabinet for 

no more than one year following completion of this study (until December 2021) and then erased. 

Only members of the research team will have access to the data. All data gathered during this study 

will be destroyed December 2023.  

 

Risks or Discomforts 

There are no foreseeable risks at this time from participating in this study. You may choose not to 

answer any question or participate in any research related activities (i.e., interview questions, audio 

recording, observation) that make you uncomfortable, and/or you may withdraw from the study at 

any time. 

 

Who to Contact Should You Experience Any Negative Effects from Participating in this 

Study 

In the unlikely event you should experience any feelings of anxiety, please contact a counseling 

service in your community. 

 

Benefits 

There are no perceived benefits to you for your participation in this study. 

 

Compensation 

If you complete both parts of the study (interview and observation) you will receive a $25 Visa gift 

card for your time. 

 

Voluntary Participation 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you are free to withdraw your 

permission at any time, for any reason, without penalty or prejudice from the researcher. Please feel 

free to ask any questions of the principal investigator before signing this form and at any time 

during the study. 

 

IRB Contact Information 
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For questions about your rights as a research subject, you may contact the following: Director, 

Office of Research Integrity, Ball State University, Muncie, IN 47306, (765) 285-5070 or at 

orihelp@bsu.edu. 

 

Study Title 

Investigating Early Childhood Teacher Beliefs and Teaching Practices in Relation to Process 

Factors of Program Quality; IRB Study# 1517173-1 

  

********** 

Consent  

I, ___________________, agree to participate in this research project entitled, “Investigating Early 

Childhood Teacher Beliefs and Teaching Practices in Relation to Process Factors of Program 

Quality.” I have had the study explained to me and my questions have been answered to my 

satisfaction. I have read the description of this project and give my consent to participate. I 

understand that I will receive a copy of this informed consent form to keep for future reference.  

To the best of my knowledge, I meet the inclusion criteria for participation (described on the 

previous page) in this study. 

  

___________________________________________                _________________ 

Participant’s Signature                                                                    Date 

  

________________________________________________ 

Participant’s Email Address  

(this email address will only be used to communicate with you on study activities, e.g. scheduling 

an observation or interview) 

 

Researcher Contact Information 

Principal Investigator:                                                         Faculty Supervisor: 

Christina M. VanOsdol, PhD Candidate                             Dr. Eva Zygmunt 

Department of Elementary Education                                 Department of Early Childhood, 

Ball State University                                                           Youth, and Family Studies 

Muncie, IN 47306                                                             Ball State University 

Google Voice #: (317) 683-0166                                      Muncie, IN 47306 

Email: cmvanosdol@bsu.edu                                            Telephone: (765) 285-5388 

                                                                                       Email: emzygmuntfil@bsu.edu  

 

 

 

mailto:cmvanosdol@bsu.edu
mailto:emzygmuntfil@bsu.edu
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Appendix D: 

Participant Demographics Survey 

Please complete the following:  

1.     What is the month and year of your birth?  ______________/______________ 

                                Month                Year    

2.     I identify my gender as ___________________________________. 

 

3.     With which race do you identify? 

___ American Indian or Alaskan Native                 ___ Asian 

___ Black or African American                              ___ Hispanic or Latino 

___ Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander      ___ White 

___ Other; please specify:________________       ___ Prefer not to answer 

  

4.     How long have you worked with young children in early learning program settings? 

___ years and ___ months 

 

5.     What degrees or certifications do you currently hold? 

___High School Diploma/GED 

___Child Development Associate Credential 

___Associates degree; Field of Study______________________________ 

___Bachelor’s Degree ; Field of Study_____________________________ 

___Master’s Degree; Field of Study_______________________________ 

___Doctoral Degree; Field of Study_______________________________ 

___Other: Please Describe ______________________________________ 

6.     What are the numbers of the children currently in your care in each age group below? 

a.      30-35 months (2 years old) _____ 

b.     36-47 months (3 years old) _____ 

c.      48-59 months (4 years old) _____ 

d.     60-72 months (5 years old) _____  

7.     Have you ever been observed using the CLASS observation tool before? 

____ Yes 

____ No 
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Appendix E: 

Parent/Guardian Research Study Information Sheet 

Title of Research Study: INVESTIGATING EARLY CHILDHOOD TEACHER BELIEFS AND 

TEACHING PRACTICES IN RELATION TO PROCESS FACTORS OF PROGRAM QUALITY; IRB 

Study # 1517173-1. 

Dear families of students enrolled in <<PROGRAM NAME>>, 

During the 2020-2021 school year we have been asked to participate in a research study that will help 

better understand our teaching in the areas of teacher-child interactions, learning environments, and 

classroom management. We have been asked to provide a space for a doctoral student researcher to 

observe our teaching practices during the classroom day. The researcher will only use data that relates to 

teaching practices and will not collect any personal data related to the students in our classroom and/or 

school site. 

The student researcher has provided all necessary paperwork in regard to the study to the administrators 

at <<PROGRAM NAME>>. The doctoral student will observe in your child’s classroom only one day, 

for no more than six hours, and will observe ONLY the educators in our classroom. Due to concerns 

about the COVID-19 pandemic, there is a possibility the researcher will video record the observation 

instead, to avoid spending time in the classroom. The student researcher will make decisions about 

whether the observation will be conducted live or be recorded in consultation with program 

management. If the observation is video recorded, the researcher is the only one who will view the 

recording, and it will not be used publicly for any purpose. Once the researcher has finished the study 

the video will be deleted. In all cases, the student researcher will adhere to the program’s guidance and 

safety protocols and meet all state licensing requirements for volunteers. Should you have any questions 

about the study, the student researcher has instructed us to provide her contact information below. Once 

again, we would love to work with this community member on her research study as it would be 

beneficial to our teaching. 

This study is being conducted only in <<PROGRAM NAME>> junior preschool and preschool 

classrooms and is admissible by the waiver all families sign to allow their children to participate in 

research as part of <<PROGRAM NAME>>’s participation as XXXX. 

If you would prefer that your child not be there during the classroom observation, please let your 

classroom teacher know, and she will work with <<PROGRAM NAME>> staff to provide other 

activities for your child during that time. 

Researcher Contact Information 

Principal Investigator:                                                          Faculty Supervisor: 

Christina M. VanOsdol, PhD Candidate                               Dr. Eva Zygmunt 

Department of Elementary Education                                   Department of Early Childhood, 

Ball State University                                                             Youth, and Family Studies 

Muncie, IN 47306                                                                Ball State University 

Google Voice #: (317) 683-0166                                           Muncie, IN 47306 

Email: cmvanosdol@bsu.edu                                                Telephone: (765) 285-5388 

Email: emzygmuntfil@bsu.edu 

mailto:cmvanosdol@bsu.edu
mailto:emzygmuntfil@bsu.edu
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Appendix F:  

Interview Protocol  

Individual In-Person or Video Conference Interview Guide  

Note: One individual interview will be conducted with each participant. This interview will 

take place within one month of the completion of the CLASS assessment observation, at a time and 

place convenient to the participant, either in their classroom or a private room within the school, or 

by video conference per the participant’s preference. 

Introduction: Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview today. I will be asking 

you a series of questions about your background, your experiences as an early childhood teacher, 

and your beliefs. You should feel free to ask any questions you like during the interview process 

and ask me to clarify anything I have not explained clearly enough. The interview will last no more 

than one hour, it will be audio- or video-recorded, and you will be able to stop the interview at any 

time. If at any point you do not feel comfortable answering a question or continuing on, please just 

let me know. We can either skip the question or stop. Do you have any questions right now? (Wait 

for questions. Proceed if/when they are all answered.) I know you signed the consent form before 

you had your observation. Have you reviewed it again before this interview, and if so, do you have 

any questions about the consent form before we get started? (Wait for questions. Proceed if/when 

they are all answered.) If you have not reviewed it again, would you like me to go over it again 

before we begin? (If requested, go over the consent form again. Proceed if/when there are no further 

questions.) Are you ready for me to record now? Ok, there are 17 questions and several of them 

have sub-questions. That is a lot to get through in one hour, so I will let you know when we are 

halfway finished, and then when we have 15 and five minutes left. 

1. How long have you worked with young children in this program? 

2. What made you decide to work here? 
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3. How long have you worked with that particular group of children? 

4. What is the best thing about working with young children? 

5. What is the most challenging thing about working with young children? 

6. Describe behaviors children have that are easy to deal with. 

a. Prompt the discussion with a particular exchange between the teacher and child(ren) 

noted during the CLASS observation. 

b. Ask participant to describe how they might prompt children to exhibit each behavior 

most effectively and where they learned that strategy. 

7. Describe behaviors children have that are challenging to deal with. 

a. Prompt the discussion with a particular exchange between the teacher and child(ren) 

noted during the CLASS observation 

b. Ask participant to describe how they might deal with each behavior most effectively 

and where they learned that strategy. 

8. Intentional teachers are aware of their responsibility to assess student progress, understand 

skill mastery, and plan accordingly to provide opportunities for children to grow. How 

intentional are you when it comes to your instructional practices? 

a.  Are you as intentional as you would like to be? 

9. How do you keep children busy and engaged all day? 

10. If children get off track, how do you handle that? 

11. What kinds of emotional supports do you think young children need? 

a.  How well you are able to implement those supports? 

b. What barriers do you face in implementing them? 

12. Describe developmentally appropriate practice as you understand it. 
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13. How do you think you learned to teach the way you do, in a general sense? 

a.  How did you learn to plan for children’s learning experiences? 

b. How did you learn about behavior management including emotional supports? 

c.  How did you learn about what to do and say to help children learn? 

d. How did you learn about developmentally appropriate practice? 

15. Tell me about your education and training experiences. 

a. Do you have any degrees or certifications? 

i. If participant has a degree, ask which and in which major.  

ii. If participant has a certification, ask them to name it. 

b. How much time do you spend on professional development or training each year? 

i. Ask participant how they access professional development resources. 

ii. Ask participant their preferred method of accessing professional development 

and why. 

16. Where else do you get information about young children and how to teach them? 

17. Is there any other information you would like me to know about your experiences working 

with young children? 

Conclusion: Thank you for talking with me today. The interview is now concluded, and I will 

turn off the recording device. 

 



168 

 

Appendix G 

CLASS Pre-K General Information 

What does the CLASS Measure?  

The CLASS focuses on the quality of classroom interactional processes. This differs from other 

measurement tools that focus on the content of the physical environment, available materials, or a 

specific curriculum. For CLASS, the physical environment (including materials) and curriculum matter in 

the context of how teachers put them to use in their interactions with children.  

The CLASS is organized to assess three broad domains of interactions among teachers and children: 

Emotional Support, Classroom Organization, and Instructional Support. Each domain includes several 

dimensions (see definitions on p. 7). Collectively, these eleven dimensions assess the extent to which 

teachers are effectively supporting children’s development, both social and academic. 

        Emotional Support                             Classroom Organization                           Instructional Support 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What does research using the CLASS tell us about ECE program quality?  

Research using the CLASS provides compelling evidence about the nature of teacher-child interactions in 

ECE settings and the ways in which these interactions promote children’s social and academic 

development. Four overarching conclusions have emerged from the research:  

• Effective teacher-child interactions are an active and crucial ingredient for children’s social and 

academic development. 

• Children in ECE settings are not consistently exposed to effective teacher-child interactions. 

• To maximize the impact for children, quality improvement efforts need to focus explicitly on 

teacher-child interactions.  

• Carefully designed and implemented professional development support can improve the quality 

of teacher-child interactions. 

Deciphering the numbers and lingo 

You will see numerical scores (1-7), ranges (low, mid, and high) listed for each domain. The CLASS tool 
uses ranges to describe different levels of effectiveness. 

Positive Climate 

Negative Climate 

Teacher Sensitivity 

Regard for Student 

Perspectives 

Behavior 

Management 

Productivity 

Instructional Learning 

Formats 

Concept Development 

Quality of Feedback 

Language Modeling 

Literacy Focus 
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• Low range (codes 1 & 2) means that the interactions observed are of minimal effectiveness. 
Effective interactions happened rarely, if ever, and when they did, they were isolated, brief, or 
of low quality. 

• Mid range (codes 3-5) means that effective interactions are observed sometimes or to some 
degree but are inconsistent or limited in some cases. 

• High range (codes 6 & 7) means that effective interactions are observed with consistency. The 
observer noted frequent, sustained, high-quality interactions across the observation. 

Definitions of the CLASS Dimensions  

• Positive Climate 
Reflects the emotional connection between the teacher and students and among students and 
the warmth, respect, and enjoyment communicated by verbal and nonverbal interactions 

• Negative Climate 
Reflects the overall level of expressed negativity in the classroom; the frequency, quality, and 
intensity of teacher and peer negativity are key to this scale 

• Teacher Sensitivity 
Encompasses the teacher's awareness of and responsivity to students' academic and emotional 
needs; high levels of sensitivity facilitate students' ability to actively explore and learn because 
the teacher consistently provides comfort, reassurance, and encouragement 

• Regard for Student Perspectives 
Captures the degree to which the teacher's interactions with students and classroom activities 
place an emphasis on students' interests, motivations, and points of view and encourage 
student responsibility and autonomy 

• Behavior Management 
Encompasses the teacher's ability to provide clear behavioral expectations and use effective 
methods to prevent and redirect misbehavior 

• Productivity 
Considers how well the teacher manages instructional time and routines and provides activities 
for students so that they have the opportunity to be involved in learning activities 

• Instructional Learning Formats 
Focuses on the ways in which the teacher maximizes students' interest, engagement, and ability 
to learn from lessons and activities 

• Concept Development 
Measures the teacher's use of instructional discussions and activities to promote students' 
higher-order thinking skills and cognition and the teacher's focus on understanding rather than 
on rote instruction 

• Quality of Feedback 
Assesses the degree to which the teacher provides feedback that expands learning and 
understanding and encourages continued participation 

• Language Modeling 
Captures the quality and amount of the teacher's use of language-stimulation and language-
facilitation techniques 
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National Statistics by Domain for 2019 and 2020 – Head Start Grantees 

Grantee-level dimension scores are averaged to produce grantee-level domain scores.* Previous large-
scale studies of CLASS® have shown that the average preschool classroom scores are higher in the 
domains of Emotional Support and Classroom Organization than in the domain of Instructional Support. 

Office of Head Start CLASS® Descriptive Statistics, 2019 
National Grantee-Level Scores by Domain 

Domain Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Minimum Maximum 

Emotional Support 6.05 0.26 5.13 6.73 

Classroom Organization 5.79 0.32 4.92 6.67 

Instructional Support 2.91 0.42 1.94 4.26 

 

Office of Head Start CLASS® Descriptive Statistics, 2020 
National Grantee-Level Scores by Domain 

Domain Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Minimum Maximum 

Emotional Support 6.03 0.21 5.42 6.42 

Classroom Organization 5.78 0.31 5.06 6.56 

Instructional Support 2.94 0.40 2.11 3.88 
 
*Note: To calculate the Emotional Support domain, subtract the Negative Climate score from 8, add the 
Positive Climate, Teacher Sensitivity, and Regard for Student Perspective scores, then divide by 4. 
 
 
 
Source: Early Childhood Learning and Knowledge Center, Data and Ongoing Monitoring 
2019 - https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/data-ongoing-monitoring/article/national-overview-grantee-class-
scores-2019  
2020 - https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/data-ongoing-monitoring/article/national-overview-grantee-class-
scores-2020 
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Appendix H  

Participant Reports 

Report Shared with “Cameron” 

Domain Score - Range Interpretation 

Emotional Support 6.69 - High 

There are many indications that the teacher and students enjoy warm, supportive relationships 
with one another. There is strong evidence of an emotional connection between the teacher and 
students, and the teacher and students clearly enjoy being with one another. The teacher often is 
in close physical proximity with the students and freely joins in the students' activities. There is a 
match between teacher and student affect; when the students show excitement and enthusiasm, 
so does the teacher, and the teacher smiles and laughs with the students. The teacher also 
communicates positive expectations for the students such as, "I know you are going to do a great 
job on this" or "You are really smart, and I know you are going to be able to figure this out." When 
speaking to the students, the teacher consistently has a warm and calm voice. The teacher and 
students use language that communicates respect such as, "please," "thank you," and "you are 
welcome." The teacher and students do not display strong negative affect and only rarely, if ever, 
display mild negativity. The teacher does not yell or make threats to establish control. The teacher 
and students are not sarcastic or disrespectful. There are no instances of severe negativity 
between the teacher and students. The teacher is consistently aware of students in need of extra 
support, assistance, or attention. The teacher anticipates problems and plans accordingly. They 
are so well-attuned to the students that they are able to predict when the students are going to 
have academic, social, or behavior problems. The teacher is consistently responsive to students 
and matches his or her support to their needs and abilities. The teacher acknowledges 
students' feelings regardless of whether they are positive or negative. For example, if a student 
arrives in the morning and is upset that she left her lunch on the bus, the teacher…acknowledges 
the student's feelings by saying, "I know you are upset about your lunch" and then offers several 
possible solutions. The students appear comfortable seeking support from sharing their ideas with 
and responding freely to the teacher. The teacher is flexible in his or her plans, goes along with 
students' ideas, and organizes instruction around students' interests. The teacher provides 
consistent support for student autonomy and leadership. The teacher makes appropriate 
decisions enabling students to be as independent as possible within a given activity. There are 
many opportunities for student talk and expression. The students have freedom of movement 
and placement during activities. 
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Classroom 
Organization 

5.25 - Mid  

Rules and expectations for behavior are clearly and consistently enforced. The teacher uses a mix 
of proactive and reactive responses. This teacher may appear aware of potential problems in one 
area of the environment or with one group of students but less aware of what is happening in 
other areas. Sometimes they monitor and react to early indicators of behavior problems, but 
other times misses them. Some of the teacher’s attempts to redirect misbehaviors are effective, 
particularly when the teacher focuses on positives and uses subtle cues. As a result, misbehavior 
rarely continues, escalates, or takes time away from learning. There are periodic short episodes of 
misbehavior in the environment. The teacher provides activities for the students most of the 
time, but some learning time is lost in dealing with disruptions and the completion of managerial 
tasks. Overall, there may be long periods during which the teacher seems to be managing 
behavior effectively; however, there are a few times when student misbehavior takes substantial 
time away from what the teacher is trying to accomplish in a lesson or activity. There is evidence 
of routines that allow everyone to know what is expected of them. At times, the teacher actively 
facilitates activities and lessons to encourage interest and expanded involvement. The teacher 
often uses a variety of modalities and materials to gain students interests and participation, but 
materials are limited in this particular environment. The teacher orients students somewhat to 
learning objectives or the learning objectives may be clear during some periods but less so during 
others. Students in this group sometimes appear aware of the point of lessons or how they should 
be focusing their attention but at other times seem unfocused on or unclear about the learning 
objectives. The teacher may use strategies such as advanced organizers (e.g., "Okay, let's look 
through the pictures in this book before we read it so we know something about what it will be 
about"), summaries (e.g., "So, we just talked about farm animals and what they eat"), and 
reorientation statements (e.g., "We are getting a bit off track; let's make sure we are thinking 
about what farm animals eat and not only what color they are") to draw students' attention to 
learning objectives but other times fails to do so. Most students are consistently interested and 
involved in activities and lessons. 

Instructional Support 5.92 - Mid 

The teacher occasionally uses discussions and activities that encourage analysis and reasoning. 
The teacher often provides opportunities for students to be creative and or generate their own 
ideas and products. The teacher sometimes links concepts and activities to one another and to 
previous learning. The teacher may occasionally ask students to make inferences from what they 
already know or ask them to tell her about their previous knowledge. The teacher makes 
attempts to relate concepts to the students’ actual lives. The teacher occasionally provides 
scaffolding to students. There are occasional feedback loops – back-and-forth exchanges – 
between the teacher and students. Other times, however, feedback is more perfunctory. On 
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some occasions, but not consistently, the teacher may respond to an initial student comment by 
engaging with the student or group of students in a sustained discussion to reach deeper 
understanding of concepts. The teacher occasionally queries the students or prompt students to 
explain their thinking and rationale for responses and actions. The teacher sometimes provides 
additional information to expand on the students’ understanding or actions. The teacher 
occasionally offers encouragement of students’ efforts that increases students’ involvement and 
persistence. The teacher asks a mix of closed-ended and open-ended questions. Teachers in the 
middle range of the Quality of Feedback dimension use a mix of process feedback and more 
perfunctory feedback. For example, occasionally the teacher may say, "Oh, your picture is 
colorful; how did you make the color purple?" and then follow up with "You have been really 
working hard on coming up with new colors," "Wow, that goop is sticky; I wonder what we put in 
it to make it so sticky," or "You must be really using your muscles to make your creations." The 
teacher sometimes repeats or extends the students’ responses. The teacher occasionally maps his 
or her own actions and the students’ actions through language and description. The teacher 
sometimes uses advanced language with students. There are frequent conversations. 

 

Examples from Observation 

Emotional Support Classroom Organization Instructional Support 

• Close proximity to students during 
observed activities – sitting with children 
to read, dig, climb, and balance. Ate lunch 
all together. 

• Positive language and physical affection 
such as high-fives and hugs. Several times 
worked with individual children who 
needed some specific emotional support 
such as dealing with big feelings. 

• Monitored the learning environment and 
addressed issues most of the time by 
helping children talk to their friends 
about problems and work them out 
together.  

• Children seemed to know the rules and 
needed few reminders about working 
within them.  

• Few behavior issues were observed, but 
when they happened, most of the time 
they were handled with positive supports 
and child choice. 

• Some physical aggression from children 
was observed but issues were resolved 
quickly. 

• Children were able to choose their own 
activities, though they were somewhat 
limited. Many children listened to the 
story about the “stinky owl.”  

• Use of open-ended questions (why, how, 
what if) to prompt analysis and 
reasoning. 

• Scaffolding seen in helping children make 
play choices and in how to use tools.   

• Feedback was sometimes specific, 
sometimes more “good job” or “I like 
what you did.”   

• Information was provided to the children, 
such as when they asked about the 
camera and recording device. 

• Children were encouraged to try to 
complete work on their own, gather and 
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• Children supported in making choices of 
where to play, getting their own 
materials, and deciding who to play next 
to/with.  

• Made suggestions when children seemed 
off-track or if they needed an idea. Invited 
children to play with friends or teachers 
as needed when behaviors were not 
consistent with learning.  

• Gave children responsibility in making 
learning choices, choosing materials, 
carrying personal items, and cleaning up 
lunch.  

• No severe negativity was observed, from 
teachers to children, or amongst children.  

• Matched student affect and celebrated 
accomplishments with them. 

• Respect was shown for student feelings at 
all times and children were given time to 
calm down, etc.  

• Materials were readily available, and 
children had ample time to use them, 
although there seemed to be a lack of 
tools and materials children could use to 
expand their play. 

• Transitions were present and sometimes 
cued by a song or call/response, and 
warnings about time left were given 
consistently. 

• No formal or teacher-directed lessons 
were observed.  

• Children were interested and engaged 
most of the time. Prompts got them back 
on track if they were wandering. 

• Sometimes moved around the 
environment talking to children, 
sometimes sat with them to play and 
help them manage their behaviors.  

• One behavioral incident about who 
would be first in line caused some loss of 
time for the group.  
 

manage their own things, and work 
together.  

• There were multiple conversations with 
children and among children. Teachers 
listened to children and sometimes 
expanded on their words and ideas. 

• There was some repetition and extension 
of children’s language, but this was not 
always consistent. 

• Language used was expanded by using 
bigger/unfamiliar words and more 
challenging vocabulary. 

• Children had several great discussions 
during lunch.  

• Children were offered hands-on 
opportunities throughout the morning.  

• Children’s points of view were respected, 
and decisions were most often made as a 
group.  

• Prompted thoughts about what 
happened during play time, and all 
children were invited to contribute to 
ideas.  

• “What’s your plan?” was often heard. 

 

Resources for working on some of these areas:  

https://info.teachstone.com/teacher-tips-connecting-with-prek-learners 

https://info.teachstone.com/ebooks/open-ended-questions 

https://info.teachstone.com/blog/increase-class-scores-improve-org-culture  

https://info.teachstone.com/concept-development-lesson-plan-for-teachers 
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Report Shared with “Frankie” 

Domain Score - Range Interpretation 

Emotional Support 6.67 - High 

There are many indications that the teacher and students enjoy warm, supportive relationships 
with one another. There is strong evidence of an emotional connection between the teacher and 
students, and the teacher and students clearly enjoy being with one another. The teacher often is 
in close physical proximity with the students and freely joins in the students' activities. There is a 
match between teacher and student affect; when the students show excitement and enthusiasm, 
so does the teacher, and the teacher smiles and laughs with the students. The teacher also 
communicates positive expectations for the students such as, "I know you are going to do a great 
job on this" or "You are really smart, and I know you are going to be able to figure this out." When 
speaking to the students, the teacher consistently has a warm and calm voice. The teacher and 
students use language that communicates respect such as, "please," "thank you," and "you are 
welcome." The teacher and students do not display strong negative affect and only rarely, if ever, 
display mild negativity. The teacher does not yell or make threats to establish control. The teacher 
and students are not sarcastic or disrespectful. There are no instances of severe negativity 
between the teacher and students. The teacher is consistently aware of students in need of extra 
support, assistance, or attention. The teacher anticipates problems and plans accordingly. They 
are so well-attuned to the students that they are able to predict when the students are going to 
have academic, social, or behavior problems. The teacher is consistently responsive to students 
and matches his or her support to their needs and abilities. The teacher acknowledges 
students' feelings regardless of whether they are positive or negative. For example, if a student 
arrives in the morning and is upset that she left her lunch on the bus, the teacher…acknowledges 
the student's feelings by saying, "I know you are upset about your lunch" and then offers several 
possible solutions. The students appear comfortable seeking support from sharing their ideas with 
and responding freely to the teacher. The teacher is flexible in his or her plans, goes along with 
students' ideas, and organizes instruction around students' interests. The teacher provides 
consistent support for student autonomy and leadership. The teacher makes appropriate 
decisions enabling students to be as independent as possible within a given activity. There are 
many opportunities for student talk and expression. The students have freedom of movement 
and placement during some activities. 

Classroom 
Organization 

5.72 - Mid  
Rules and expectations for behavior are clearly and consistently enforced. The teacher uses a mix 
of proactive and reactive responses. This teacher may appear aware of potential problems in one 
area of the classroom or with one group of students but less aware of what is happening in other 
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areas. Sometimes they monitor and react to early indicators of behavior problems, but other 
times misses them. Some of the teacher’s attempts to redirect misbehaviors are effective, 
particularly when the teacher focuses on positives and uses subtle cues. As a result, misbehavior 
rarely continues, escalates, or takes time away from learning. There are periodic short episodes of 
misbehavior in the classroom. The teacher provides activities for the students most of the time, 
but some learning time is lost in dealing with disruptions and the completion of managerial tasks. 
Overall, there may be long periods during which the teacher seems to be managing behavior 
effectively; however, there are a few times when student misbehavior takes substantial time 
away from what the teacher is trying to accomplish in a lesson or activity. There is evidence of 
classroom routines that allow everyone to know what is expected of them. At times, the teacher 
actively facilitates activities and lessons to encourage interest and expanded involvement. The 
teacher often uses a variety of modalities and materials to gain students interests and 
participation. The teacher orients students somewhat to learning objectives or the learning 
objectives may be clear during some periods but less so during others. Students in this classroom 
sometimes appear aware of the point of lessons or how they should be focusing their attention 
but at other times seem unfocused on or unclear about the learning objectives. The teacher 
occasionally may use strategies such as advanced organizers (e.g., "Okay, let's look through the 
pictures in this book before we read it so we know something about what it will be about"), 
summaries (e.g., "So, we just talked about farm animals and what they eat"), and reorientation 
statements (e.g., "We are getting a bit off track; let's make sure we are thinking about what farm 
animals eat and not only what color they are") to draw students' attention to learning objectives 
but other times fails to do so. Most students are consistently interested and involved in activities 
and lessons. 

Instructional Support 4.5 - Mid 

The teacher occasionally uses discussions and activities that encourage analysis and reasoning. 
The teacher often provides opportunities for students to be creative and or generate their own 
ideas and products. The teacher sometimes links concepts and activities to one another and to 
previous learning. The teacher may occasionally ask students to make inferences from what they 
already know or ask them to tell her about their previous knowledge. The teacher makes 
attempts to relate concepts to the students’ actual lives. The teacher occasionally provides 
scaffolding to students. There are occasional feedback loops – back-and-forth exchanges – 
between the teacher and students. Other times, however, feedback is more perfunctory. On 
some occasions, but not consistently, the teacher may respond to an initial student comment by 
engaging with the student or group of students in a sustained discussion to reach deeper 
understanding of concepts. The teacher occasionally queries the students or prompt students to 
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explain their thinking and rationale for responses and actions. The teacher sometimes provides 
additional information to expand on the students’ understanding or actions. The teacher 
occasionally offers encouragement of students’ efforts that increases students’ involvement and 
persistence. The teacher asks a mix of closed-ended and open-ended questions. Teachers in the 
middle range of the Quality of Feedback dimension use a mix of process feedback and more 
perfunctory feedback. For example, occasionally the teacher may say, "Oh, your picture is 
colorful; how did you make the color purple?" and then follow up with "You have been really 
working hard on coming up with new colors," "Wow, that goop is sticky; I wonder what we put in 
it to make it so sticky," or "You must be really using your muscles to make your creations." The 
teacher sometimes repeats or extends the students’ responses. The teacher occasionally maps his 
or her own actions and the students’ actions through language and description. The teacher 
sometimes uses advanced language with students. There are frequent conversations in the 
classroom. 

 

Examples from Observation 

Emotional Support Classroom Organization Instructional Support 

• Close proximity to students during 
observed activities – sitting with children 
to read, paint, play with pumpkins in the 
sensory table. 

• Positive language and physical affection 
such as high-fives and hugs.  

• Monitored the learning environment and 
addressed issues most of the time by 
helping children talk to their friends about 
problems and work them out.  

• Children supported in making choices of 
where to play, getting their own 
materials, and deciding who to play next 
to.  

• Made suggestions when children seemed 
off-track or if they needed an idea. Invited 

• Children seemed to know the rules and 
needed few reminders.  

• Few behavior issues were observed, but 
when they happened, most of the time 
they were handled with positive 
supports.  

• Some tattling and physical aggression 
were observed but issues were resolved 
quickly. 

• Children were able to make their own 
choices of activities from many areas in 
the room. The pumpkin exploration, 
hammering golf tees into the pumpkin, 
and painting were popular choices.  

• Materials were readily available, and 
children had ample time to use them, 

• Few open-ended questions (why, how, 
what if) to prompt analysis and 
reasoning. 

• Scaffolding seen in helping children put 
on their paint smocks, choose a story to 
read, etc.  

• Feedback was sometimes specific, 
sometimes more “good job” or “I like 
what you did.”   

• Information was provided to the 
children, such as when they asked about 
the camera and recording device. 

• Children were encouraged to try to 
complete work on their own, put things 
away, and work together with some 
success.  
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children to play with friends or teachers 
as needed when behaviors were not 
consistent with learning.  

• Offered children support in speaking with 
friends about issues and to seek play 
partners. 

• Gave children responsibility in making 
learning choices, getting paint brushes, 
washing their hands, picking up toys.  

• No severe negativity was observed, from 
teachers to children, or amongst children. 
Children worked well together in parallel 
play.  

• Named emotions (sad, excited, happy) for 
children and asked them to look in the 
mirror to note their own faces. 

• Matched student affect and celebrated 
accomplishments with them. 

• Children given the choice to try the potty 
or not, encouraged and given warning 
time. 

 

move about the room, and engage with 
peers and teachers.  

• Transitions were present and sometimes 
cued by a song and warnings about time 
left were given consistently. 

• No formal or teacher-directed lessons 
were observed.  

• Children were interested and engaged 
most of the time. Gentle prompts got 
them back on track if they were 
wandering. 

• Sometimes moved around the room 
talking to children, sometimes sat with 
them to play and help them manage their 
behaviors. On a couple of occasions 
(cutting flowers and helping children in 
the bathroom) not as attentive to the 
room. 

• Children knew where materials and 
supplies (paint smocks, brushes) were 
kept and were encouraged to get them 
on their own. 

• There were multiple conversations with 
children and among children. Teachers 
listened to children and sometimes 
expanded on their words and ideas. 

• There was some repetition and extension 
of children’s language, but this was not 
consistent. 

• Language used was more common and 
not as advanced as it could have been – 
vocabulary could be expanded by 
introducing new big words.  

• Children were mostly quiet during 
breakfast, so facilitating conversation 
during that time could help build 
language. 

• Children were offered many hands-on 
opportunities throughout the morning.  

• Adding the pumpkin painting was a good 
idea, but was also unplanned and not 
connected to children’s immediate 
interests, so it was not as intentionally 
connected to learning objectives as it 
could have been if it was incorporated 
into later plans. 
 

 

Resources for working on some of these areas:  

https://info.teachstone.com/teacher-tips-connecting-with-prek-learners 

https://info.teachstone.com/ebooks/open-ended-questions 

https://info.teachstone.com/blog/increase-class-scores-improve-org-culture  

https://info.teachstone.com/concept-development-lesson-plan-for-teachers 
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Report Shared with “Harper” 

Domain Score - Range Interpretation 

Emotional Support 6.63 - High 

There are many indications that the teacher and students enjoy warm, supportive relationships 
with one another. There is strong evidence of an emotional connection between the teacher and 
students, and the teacher and students clearly enjoy being with one another. The teacher often 
is in close physical proximity with the students and freely joins in the students' activities. There is 
a match between teacher and student affect; when the students show excitement and 
enthusiasm, so does the teacher, and the teacher smiles and laughs with the students. The 
teacher also communicates positive expectations for the students such as, "I know you are going 
to do a great job on this" or "You are really smart, and I know you are going to be able to figure 
this out." When speaking to the students, the teacher consistently has a warm and calm voice. 
The teacher and students use language that communicates respect such as, "please," "thank 
you," and "you are welcome." The teacher and students do not display strong negative affect 
and only rarely, if ever, display mild negativity. The teacher does not yell or make threats to 
establish control. The teacher and students are not sarcastic or disrespectful. There are no 
instances of severe negativity between the teacher and students. The teacher is consistently 
aware of students in need of extra support, assistance, or attention. The teacher anticipates 
problems and plans accordingly. They are so well-attuned to the students that they are able to 
predict when the students are going to have academic, social, or behavior problems. The teacher 
is consistently responsive to students and matches his or her support to their needs and abilities. 
The teacher acknowledges students' feelings regardless of whether they are positive or negative. 
For example, if a student arrives in the morning and is upset that she left her lunch on the bus, 
the teacher…acknowledges the student's feelings by saying, "I know you are upset about your 
lunch" and then offers several possible solutions. The students appear comfortable seeking 
support from sharing their ideas with and responding freely to the teacher. The teacher is 
flexible in his or her plans, goes along with students' ideas, and organizes instruction around 
students' interests. The teacher provides consistent support for student autonomy and 
leadership. The teacher makes appropriate decisions enabling students to be as independent as 
possible within a given activity. There are many opportunities for student talk and expression. 
The students have freedom of movement and placement during some activities.  

Classroom 
Organization 

5.17 - Mid  
Rules and expectations for behavior are clearly and consistently enforced. The teacher uses a mix 
of proactive and reactive responses. This teacher may appear aware of potential problems in one 
area of the classroom or with one group of students but less aware of what is happening in other 
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areas. Sometimes they monitor and react to early indicators of behavior problems, but other 
times misses them. Some of the teacher’s attempts to redirect misbehaviors are effective, 
particularly when the teacher focuses on positives and uses subtle cues. As a result, misbehavior 
rarely continues, escalates, or takes time away from learning. There are periodic short episodes 
of misbehavior in the classroom. The teacher provides activities for the students most of the 
time, but some learning time is lost in dealing with disruptions and the completion of managerial 
tasks. Overall, there may be long periods during which the teacher seems to be managing 
behavior effectively; however, there are a few times when student misbehavior takes substantial 
time away from what the teacher is trying to accomplish in a lesson or activity. There is evidence 
of classroom routines that allow everyone to know what is expected of them. At times, the 
teacher actively facilitates activities and lessons to encourage interest and expanded 
involvement. The teacher often uses a variety of modalities and materials to gain students 
interests and participation. The teacher orients students somewhat to learning objectives or the 
learning objectives may be clear during some periods but less so during others. Students in this 
classroom sometimes appear aware of the point of lessons or how they should be focusing their 
attention but at other times seem unfocused on or unclear about the learning objectives. The 
teacher occasionally may use strategies such as advanced organizers (e.g., "Okay, let's look 
through the pictures in this book before we read it so we know something about what it will be 
about"), summaries (e.g., "So, we just talked about farm animals and what they eat"), and 
reorientation statements (e.g., "We are getting a bit off track; let's make sure we are thinking 
about what farm animals eat and not only what color they are") to draw students' attention to 
learning objectives but other times fails to do so. Most students are consistently interested and 
involved in activities and lessons.  

Instructional Support 4.08 - Mid 

The teacher occasionally uses discussions and activities that encourage analysis and reasoning. 
The teacher often provides opportunities for students to be creative and or generate their own 
ideas and products. The teacher sometimes links concepts and activities to one another and to 
previous learning. The teacher may occasionally ask students to make inferences from what they 
already know or ask them to tell her about their previous knowledge. The teacher makes 
attempts to relate concepts to the students’ actual lives. The teacher occasionally provides 
scaffolding to students. There are occasional feedback loops – back-and-forth exchanges – 
between the teacher and students. Other times, however, feedback is more perfunctory. On 
some occasions, but not consistently, the teacher may respond to an initial student comment by 
engaging with the student or group of students in a sustained discussion to reach deeper 
understanding of concepts. The teacher occasionally queries the students or prompt students to 
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explain their thinking and rationale for responses and actions. The teacher sometimes provides 
additional information to expand on the students’ understanding or actions. The teacher 
occasionally offers encouragement of students’ efforts that increases students’ involvement and 
persistence. The teacher asks a mix of closed-ended and open-ended questions. Teachers in the 
middle range of the Quality of Feedback dimension use a mix of process feedback and more 
perfunctory feedback. For example, occasionally the teacher may say, "Oh, your picture is 
colorful; how did you make the color purple?" and then follow up with "You have been really 
working hard on coming up with new colors," "Wow, that goop is sticky; I wonder what we put in 
it to make it so sticky," or "You must be really using your muscles to make your creations." The 
teacher sometimes repeats or extends the students’ responses. The teacher occasionally maps 
his or her own actions and the students’ actions through language and description. The teacher 
sometimes uses advanced language with students. There are frequent conversations in the 
classroom.  

 

Examples from Observation 

Emotional Support Classroom Organization Instructional Support 

• Close proximity to students during 
observed activities – sitting with children 
to glue, decorate, work on tangrams  

• Positive language and physical affection 
such as high-fives and hugs.  

• Monitored the learning environment and 
addressed issues most of the time by 
helping children talk to their friends 
about problems and work them out.  

• Listened to students’ questions and 
sometimes helped them find the answer 
through discussion.  

• Children supported in making choices of 
where to play, getting their own 
materials, and deciding who to play with.  

• Children seemed to know the rules and 
expectations and could answer questions 
related to where they were to be, what 
they were to do, what the classroom 
rules were.  

• Few behavior issues were observed 
(throwing toys from the loft, not picking 
up), but when they happened, most of 
the time they were handled with positive 
supports.  

• Some tattling and physical aggression 
were observed but issues were resolved 
quickly.  

• Children were able to make their own 
choices of activities from many areas in 
the room.  

• Few open-ended questions (why, how, 
what if) to prompt analysis and 
reasoning.  

• Scaffolding seen in helping children pour 
their milk for breakfast, choose a leaf for 
a picture, bringing toys down from the 
loft.  

• Feedback was sometimes specific, 
sometimes more “good job” or “I like 
what you did.”  

• Information was provided to the 
children, such as when they asked about 
the camera and recording device or what 
was happening on the playground 
(cutting up the boat structure).  
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• Made suggestions when children seemed 
off-track or if they needed an idea. 
Invited children to play with friends or 
teachers as needed when behaviors were 
not consistent with learning.  

• Offered children support in speaking with 
friends about issues and to see play 
partners.  

• Gave children responsibility in making 
learning choices, cleaning up breakfast 
area, washing their hands, picking up 
toys.  

• No severe negativity was observed, from 
teachers to children, or amongst children. 
Children played well together in groups 
or pairs.  

 

• Materials were readily available, and 
children had ample time to use them, 
move about the room, and engage with 
peers and teachers.  

• Transitions were present and sometimes 
cued by call/response or song (transition 
to breakfast after morning meeting).  

• No formal or teacher-directed lessons 
were observed.  

• Children were interested and engaged in 
making a leaf person, completing 
tangram designs, and playing in the loft.  

• Sometimes moved around the room 
talking to children, sometimes sat with 
them to play and help them manage 
their behaviors.  

• For the most part, children stayed on 
task and engaged in learning activities.  

• Children knew where materials were 
kept and had permission to get them on 
their own.  

• Children were encouraged to try to 
complete work on their own, put things 
away, and work together with some 
success.  

• There were multiple conversations with 
children and among children. Some 
conversations were surface, short 
conversations that could have been 
expanded using open-ended questions.  

• There was some repetition and extension 
of children’s language, but this was not 
consistent.  

• Language used was more common and 
not as advanced as it could have been – 
vocabulary could be expanded through 
direct instruction or conversation.  

• Children were mostly quiet during 
breakfast, so facilitating conversation 
during that time could help build 
language.  

• Children were offered many hands-on 
opportunities throughout the morning.  

 

Resources for working on some of these areas:  
https://info.teachstone.com/teacher-tips-connecting-with-prek-learners  
https://info.teachstone.com/ebooks/open-ended-questions  
https://info.teachstone.com/blog/increase-class-scores-improve-org-culture  
https://info.teachstone.com/concept-development-lesson-plan-for-teachers
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Report Shared with “Lee” 

Domain Score - Range Interpretation 

Emotional Support 5.19 - Mid 

There are some indications that the teacher and students enjoy warm supportive relationships 
with one another. There are sometimes displays of positive affect by the teacher and or 
students. The teacher and students sometimes demonstrate respect for one another. There are 
frequent positive communications, verbal or physical, among teachers and students. The 
teacher often is in close proximity with the students and freely joins the students’ activities. 
Students appear interested in spending time with one another and appear comfortable with 
close physical proximity to one another most of the time. The teacher and students do not 
display strong negative affect and only rarely, if ever, display mild negativity. The teacher does 
not yell or make threats to establish control. The teacher and students are not sarcastic or 
disrespectful. There are no instances of severe negativity between the teacher and students. 
The teacher is sometimes aware of students in need of extra support, assistance, or attention. 
The teacher is sometimes effective at addressing student problems and concerns. The teacher is 
responsive to students and matches his or her support to their needs and abilities. The students 
appear comfortable seeking support from sharing their ideas with and responding freely to the 
teacher. The teacher may follow the students lead during some periods and be more controlling 
during others. The teachers sometimes provide support for student autonomy and leadership. 
The teacher is often flexible in his or her plans, goes along with student ideas, and organizes 
instruction around student interests. There are many opportunities for student talk and 
expression. The students have freedom of movement and placement during some activities. 

Classroom 
Organization 

5.66 - Mid  

Rules and expectations may be stated clearly but are at times inconsistently enforced. The 
teacher uses a mix of proactive and reactive responses. Sometimes [they] monitor and react to 
early indicators of behavior problems, but other times misses them. Some of the teacher’s 
attempts to redirect misbehaviors are effective, particularly when the teacher focuses on 
positives and uses subtle cues. As a result, misbehavior rarely continues, escalates, or takes 
time away from learning. There are periodic short episodes of misbehavior in the classroom. 
The teacher provides activities for the students most of the time, but some learning time is lost 
in dealing with disruptions and the completion of managerial tasks. There is evidence of 
classroom routines that allow everyone to know what is expected of them. The teacher is 
mostly prepared for activities but takes some time away from instruction to take care of last-
minute preparations. At times, the teacher actively facilitates activities and lessons to 
encourage interest and expanded involvement. The teacher sometimes uses a variety of 
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modalities and materials to gain students interests and participation. The teacher orients 
students somewhat to learning objectives or the learning objectives may be clear during some 
periods but less so during others. Most students are consistently interested and involved in 
activities and lessons. 

Instructional Support 3 - Mid 

The teacher occasionally uses discussions and activities that encourage analysis and reasoning. 
The teacher sometimes provides opportunities for students to be creative and or generate their 
own ideas and products. The teacher sometimes links concepts and activities to one another 
and to previous learning. The teacher makes some attempts to relate concepts to the students’ 
actual lives. The teacher occasionally provides scaffolding to students. There are occasional 
feedback loops – back-and-forth exchanges – between the teacher and students. Other times, 
however, feedback is more perfunctory. The teacher occasionally queries the students or 
prompt students to explain their thinking and rationale for responses and actions. The teacher 
occasionally provides additional information to expand on the students’ understanding or 
actions. The teacher occasionally offers encouragement of students’ efforts that increases 
students’ involvement and persistence. The teacher asks a mix of closed-ended and open-ended 
questions. The teacher sometimes repeats or extends the students’ responses. The teacher 
occasionally maps his or her own actions and the students’ actions through language and 
description. The teacher sometimes uses advanced language with students. There are frequent 
conversations in the classroom. 

 

Examples from Observation 

Emotional Support Classroom Organization Instructional Support 

• Close proximity to students during 
observed activities – sitting with children 
to draw, work with puzzles, build with 
blocks, and eat breakfast.  

• Positive language and physical affection 
such as high-fives and hugs.  

• Monitored the learning environment and 
addressed issues most of the time by 
helping children talk to their friends 
about problems and work them out.  

• Children seemed to know the rules and 
expectations and could answer questions 
related to where they were to be, what 
they were to do, what the classroom rules 
were.  

• Few behavior issues were observed 
(painting on each other, lining up to wash 
hands), but when they happened, most of 
the time they were handled with positive 
supports.  

• Few open-ended questions (why, how, 
what if) to prompt analysis and 
reasoning. 

• Scaffolding seen in helping child put her 
own paper on the easel to paint, roll up 
a treasure map, and complete puzzles 
by looking closely at the pieces and 
comparing them.  

• Feedback was more general and often 
did not include specifics (i.e. “good job” 
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• Some minor frustration with children 
building on top of the shelf, leaving 
blocks out without putting them away. 
Reminded the children multiple times 
without much success.  

• Listened to students’ questions and 
sometimes helped them find the answer 
through discussion.  

• Some use of the term “my friends” in 
correcting negative behavior such as 
kicking or pushing (one child consistently 
struggled with this), which could have 
made the child feel excluded from the 
group. 

• Children supported in making choices of 
where to play, getting their own 
materials, and deciding who to play with.  

• Most relaxed during free play, less so 
during more structured times like 
breakfast and story time. (Story time was 
cut short because of a shift in staffing.) 

• Made suggestions when children seemed 
off-track or if they needed an idea. 
Invited children to play with friends or 
teachers as needed when behaviors were 
not consistent with learning.  

 

• Some tattling and physical aggression were 
observed but issues were resolved quickly. 

• Children were able to make their own 
choices of activities from many areas in the 
room.  

• Materials were readily available and 
children had ample time to use them, 
move about the room, and engage with 
peers and teachers.  

• Attempts to orient children to learning 
objectives were sometimes seen - learning 
objectives were clear for some periods but 
less so for others.   

• Transitions were present but inconsistently 
managed. Sometimes (clean up, line up) 
songs were used as cues which helped 
children know what to do.  

• No formal or teacher-directed lessons were 
observed.  

• Children were interested and engaged in 
painting, completing puzzles, building with 
blocks, and coloring.  

• Sometimes moved around the room talking 
to children, sometimes sat with them to 
play and help them manage their 
behaviors.  

• For the most part, children stayed on task 
and engaged in learning activities.  

vs. “I see you painted most of the paper 
with red!”).  

• Some information was provided to the 
children, such as when they asked about 
the camera and recording device.  

• Children were encouraged to try to 
complete work on their own, put things 
away, and work together with some 
success.  

• There were multiple conversations with 
children and among children. Some 
conversations were surface, short 
conversations that could have been 
expanded using open-ended questions.  

• There was some repetition and 
extension of children’s language, but 
this was not consistent. 

• Some self- and parallel-talk (“Lee is 
going to get breakfast going.”) was 
heard. 

• Language used was more common and 
not as advanced as it could have been – 
vocabulary could be expanded through 
direct instruction or conversation.  

• Children were mostly quiet during 
breakfast, so facilitating conversation 
during that time could help build 
language. 

• Questions at breakfast served as 
reminders about rules but also seemed 
to be the result of frustration such as, 
“When do we ask for more eggs? When 
Lee is bringing seconds.”  
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• Children were offered many hands-on 
opportunities throughout the morning.  

 

Resources for working on some of these areas: 

https://info.teachstone.com/teacher-tips-connecting-with-prek-learners 

https://info.teachstone.com/ebooks/open-ended-questions 

https://info.teachstone.com/blog/increase-class-scores-improve-org-culture  

https://info.teachstone.com/concept-development-lesson-plan-for-teachers 
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Report Shared with “Sam” 

Domain Score - Range Interpretation 

Emotional Support 6.55 - High 

There are many indications that the teacher and students enjoy warm, supportive relationships 
with one another. There is strong evidence of an emotional connection between the teacher and 
students, and the teacher and students clearly enjoy being with one another. The teacher often is 
in close physical proximity with the students and freely joins in the students' activities. There is a 
match between teacher and student affect; when the students show excitement and enthusiasm, 
so does the teacher, and the teacher smiles and laughs with the students. The teacher also 
communicates positive expectations for the students such as, "I know you are going to do a great 
job on this" or "You are really smart, and I know you are going to be able to figure this out." When 
speaking to the students, the teacher consistently has a warm and calm voice. The teacher and 
students use language that communicates respect such as, "please," "thank you," and "you are 
welcome." The teacher and students do not display strong negative affect and only rarely, if ever, 
display mild negativity. The teacher does not yell or make threats to establish control. The teacher 
and students are not sarcastic or disrespectful. There are no instances of severe negativity 
between the teacher and students. The teacher is consistently aware of students in need of extra 
support, assistance, or attention. The teacher anticipates problems and plans accordingly. They are 
so well-attuned to the students that they are able to predict when the students are going to have 
academic, social, or behavior problems. The teacher is consistently responsive to students and 
matches his or her support to their needs and abilities. The teacher acknowledges 
students' feelings regardless of whether they are positive or negative. For example, if a student 
arrives in the morning and is upset that she left her lunch on the bus, the teacher…acknowledges 
the student's feelings by saying, "I know you are upset about your lunch" and then offers several 
possible solutions. The students appear comfortable seeking support from sharing their ideas with 
and responding freely to the teacher. The teacher is flexible in his or her plans, goes along with 
students' ideas, and organizes instruction around students' interests. The teacher provides 
consistent support for student autonomy and leadership. The teacher makes appropriate decisions 
enabling students to be as independent as possible within a given activity. There are many 
opportunities for student talk and expression. The students have freedom of movement and 
placement during some activities. 

Classroom 
Organization 

5.53 - Mid  
Rules and expectations for behavior are clearly and consistently enforced. The teacher uses a mix 
of proactive and reactive responses. This teacher may appear aware of potential problems in one 
area of the classroom or with one group of students but less aware of what is happening in other 
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areas. Sometimes they monitor and react to early indicators of behavior problems, but other times 
misses them. Some of the teacher’s attempts to redirect misbehaviors are effective, particularly 
when the teacher focuses on positives and uses subtle cues. As a result, misbehavior rarely 
continues, escalates, or takes time away from learning. There are periodic short episodes of 
misbehavior in the classroom. The teacher provides activities for the students most of the time, 
but some learning time is lost in dealing with disruptions and the completion of managerial tasks. 
Overall, there may be long periods during which the teacher seems to be managing behavior 
effectively; however, there are a few times when student misbehavior takes substantial time away 
from what the teacher is trying to accomplish in a lesson or activity. There is evidence of classroom 
routines that allow everyone to know what is expected of them. At times, the teacher actively 
facilitates activities and lessons to encourage interest and expanded involvement. The teacher 
often uses a variety of modalities and materials to gain students interests and participation. The 
teacher orients students somewhat to learning objectives or the learning objectives may be clear 
during some periods but less so during others. Students in this classroom sometimes appear aware 
of the point of lessons or how they should be focusing their attention but at other times seem 
unfocused on or unclear about the learning objectives. The teacher occasionally may use strategies 
such as advanced organizers (e.g., "Okay, let's look through the pictures in this book before we 
read it so we know something about what it will be about"), summaries (e.g., "So, we just talked 
about farm animals and what they eat"), and reorientation statements (e.g., "We are getting a bit 
off track; let's make sure we are thinking about what farm animals eat and not only what color 
they are") to draw students' attention to learning objectives but other times fails to do so. Most 
students are consistently interested and involved in activities and lessons. 

Instructional Support 4.2 - Mid 

The teacher occasionally uses discussions and activities that encourage analysis and reasoning. The 
teacher often provides opportunities for students to be creative and or generate their own ideas 
and products. The teacher sometimes links concepts and activities to one another and to previous 
learning. The teacher may occasionally ask students to make inferences from what they already 
know or ask them to tell her about their previous knowledge. The teacher makes attempts to 
relate concepts to the students’ actual lives. The teacher occasionally provides scaffolding to 
students. There are occasional feedback loops – back-and-forth exchanges – between the teacher 
and students. Other times, however, feedback is more perfunctory. On some occasions, but not 
consistently, the teacher may respond to an initial student comment by engaging with the student 
or group of students in a sustained discussion to reach deeper understanding of concepts. The 
teacher occasionally queries the students or prompt students to explain their thinking and 
rationale for responses and actions. The teacher sometimes provides additional information to 
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expand on the students’ understanding or actions. The teacher occasionally offers encouragement 
of students’ efforts that increases students’ involvement and persistence. The teacher asks a mix of 
closed-ended and open-ended questions. Teachers in the middle range of the Quality of Feedback 
dimension use a mix of process feedback and more perfunctory feedback. For example, 
occasionally the teacher may say, "Oh, your picture is colorful; how did you make the color 
purple?" and then follow up with "You have been really working hard on coming up with new 
colors," "Wow, that goop is sticky; I wonder what we put in it to make it so sticky," or "You must be 
really using your muscles to make your creations." The teacher sometimes repeats or extends the 
students’ responses. The teacher occasionally maps his or her own actions and the students’ 
actions through language and description. The teacher sometimes uses advanced language with 
students. There are frequent conversations in the classroom. 

 

Examples from Observation 

Emotional Support Classroom Organization Instructional Support 

• Close proximity to students during 
observed activities – sitting with children 
to read, paint, and do alphabet puzzle. 
Participated in class “dance party” with 
the children. 

• Positive language and physical affection 
such as high-fives and hugs. Several times 
the teacher held children who needed 
some emotional support. 

• Monitored the learning environment and 
addressed issues most of the time by 
helping children talk to their friends about 
problems and work them out together.  

• Children supported in making choices of 
where to play, getting their own 
materials, and deciding who to play next 
to/with.  

• Children seemed to know the rules and 
needed few reminders about working 
within them.  

• Few behavior issues were observed, but 
when they happened, most of the time 
they were handled with positive 
supports.  

• Some tattling and physical aggression 
were observed but issues were resolved 
quickly. 

• Children were able to make their own 
choices of activities from many areas in 
the room. The children most often chose 
painting a canvas, decorating a pine 
cone, or working on puzzles or Legos.   

• Materials were readily available, and 
children had ample time to use them, 

• Some open-ended questions (why, how, 
what if) to prompt analysis and 
reasoning. 

• Scaffolding seen in helping children put 
on their paint smocks, choose a story to 
read, etc.  

• Scaffolding strategies were used 
consistently to help children figure out 
puzzle pieces, how to build different 
structures with Legos, etc. 

• Feedback was sometimes specific, 
sometimes more “good job” or “I like 
what you did.”   

• Information was provided to the children, 
such as when they asked about the 
camera and recording device. 
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• Made suggestions when children seemed 
off-track or if they needed an idea. Invited 
children to play with friends or teachers 
as needed when behaviors were not 
consistent with learning.  

• Gave children responsibility in making 
learning choices, getting paint brushes, 
washing their hands, choosing stories and 
songs.  

• No severe negativity was observed, from 
teachers to children, or amongst children. 
Children worked well together 
throughout the morning.  

• One missed opportunity to talk about an 
emotional situation when one child 
mentioned his grandma had been crying 
at a balloon release for “Uncle David” on 
the weekend.  

• Matched student affect and celebrated 
accomplishments with them. 

• Respect was shown for student feelings at 
all times and given time to calm down, 
etc.  

move about the room, and engage with 
peers and teachers.  

• Transitions were present and sometimes 
cued by a song and warnings about time 
left were given consistently. 

• No formal or teacher-directed lessons 
were observed.  

• Children were interested and engaged 
most of the time. Gentle prompts got 
them back on track if they were 
wandering. 

• Sometimes moved around the room 
talking to children, sometimes sat with 
them to play and help them manage their 
behaviors.  

• Children knew where materials and 
supplies (paint smocks, brushes) were 
kept and were encouraged to get them 
on their own. 

• First aid supplies were readily available - 

example: when a child pulled off a 
fingernail or needed their temperature 
taken. 

• Children were encouraged to try to 
complete work on their own, put things 
away, and work together.  

• There were multiple conversations with 
children and among children. Teachers 
listened to children and sometimes 
expanded on their words and ideas. 

• There was some repetition and extension 
of children’s language, but this was not 
always consistent. 

• Language used was more common and 
not as advanced as it could have been – 
vocabulary was sometimes expanded by 
using bigger/unfamiliar words. 

• Children had several great discussions 
during breakfast (cinnamon toast was 
also popular). 

• Children were offered many hands-on 
opportunities throughout the morning.  

 

Resources for working on some of these areas:  

https://info.teachstone.com/teacher-tips-connecting-with-prek-learners 

https://info.teachstone.com/ebooks/open-ended-questions 

https://info.teachstone.com/blog/increase-class-scores-improve-org-culture  

https://info.teachstone.com/concept-development-lesson-plan-for-teachers  


