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Introduction

A goal for prekindergarten education today is to maintain high expectations for all children, while closing what is
often called “the school readiness gap” associated with socio-economic status. Recent research indicates that
both instruction and teacher-child interactions may be predictors of child outcomes (Bogard, Traylor, &
Takanishi, 2008; Chien et al., 2010) and that there is considerable variation in the quality of instruction and
teacher-child interactions in classrooms (Curby et al., 2009; Howes et al., 2008; LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2007;
Pianta, 2005, 2006 ). Research also suggests that continued professional development and support for early
childhood classroom teachers is needed generally to improve classroom quality and enhance children’s learning
(Bogard et al., 2008; Lieber et al., 2009; Pianta, 2005, 2006; Pianta, Howes et al., 2005; Pianta, Mashburn,
Downer, Hamre, & Justice, 2008).

In this article, we describe an ongoing study that combines coaching with implementation of the Project
Approach and use of the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS), a standardized classroom observation
instrument focused on teacher-child interactions (Pianta, LaParo, & Hamre, 2008). An interest in understanding
and refining coaching strategies originated with a group of Head Start coaches who formed a community of
practice with colleagues from two local universities. After being trained in the use of the CLASS as a professional
development tool, the group decided to investigate how to support teacher-child interactions in the Instructional
Support domain of CLASS, where scores had been lowest for the classrooms of the teachers being coached, as
well as for classrooms observed in large national studies (Curby et al, 2009; Hamre & Pianta, 2005).

During the pilot year, coaches engaged teachers in side-by-side analysis of videotaped teaching practice using
the CLASS Instructional Support domain as a framework. Coaches worked with teachers to set goals for
improvement of specific teacher behaviors and provided support for achieving those goals. At the end of the pilot
year, the group of coaches reflected on research findings to plan for the second year. Although results were
promising and included significant shifts in CLASS Instructional Support domain scores, the coaches posited that
the approach to coaching might be enhanced if teacher-child interactions were more closely connected to
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classroom curriculum. The Project Approach was selected as a curriculum element because of its sustained

opportunities for investigation of worthy topics and the multiple contexts in which teachers and children can
think together.

Helm and Katz (2011) propose that the Project Approach provides experiences that involve students
intellectually and develop their dispositions to make sense of experience; to theorize, analyze, hypothesize, and
synthesize; to predict and check predictions; to find things out; to strive for accuracy; to be empirical; to grasp
the consequences of actions; to persist in seeking solutions to problems; to speculate about cause-effect
relationships; and to predict other’s wishes and feelings (p. 4). The participating coaches noted that the
emphasis on higher-order thinking skills and intellectual dispositions in the Project Approach aligned well with
the CLASS Instructional Support domain (Pianta, La Paro, & Hamre, 2008). For example, teachers rated high in
CLASS Instructional Support domain (Concept Development dimension) often engage children in discussions and
activities that encourage analysis and reasoning. These teachers focus on problem-solving, prediction and
experimentation, classification and comparison, and evaluation. They provide opportunities for children to
brainstorm ideas, plan activities, and create products. They help children integrate concepts with related ideas,
including previous learning, and relate concepts to the real world (p. 62). Teachers rated high in CLASS
Instructional Support domain (Quality of Feedback dimension) also provide feedback that expands learning and
understanding. They engage in back-and-forth exchanges with children, invite children to explain their actions
and ideas, ask open-ended questions, and prompt children to explain their thinking (p. 69).

The coaches hypothesized that the high-level instructional interactions described in the CLASS Instructional
Support domain would occur more naturally and frequently if teachers were engaging with children in the Project
Approach. The coaches also read Helterbran and Fennimore’s (2004) proposal for an inquiry approach to
professional development in which teachers become researchers of their practices by documenting and reflecting
on their work. The coaches hoped that the Project Approach would provide a context that would prompt both the
coaches and the teachers to become more observant and reflective in their thinking about children’s intellectual
development (Catapano, 2005).

Review of the Literature

To provide background and context for this study, we review research and professional literature in four areas:
professional development and the CLASS; coaching; the Project Approach; and teacher beliefs.

Professional Development and the CLASS

In-service teacher professional development has been shown to have great potential to improve the quality of
classroom interactions and to enhance outcomes for children (LoCasale-Couch et al., 2007; Mashburn et al.,
2008; Pianta, 2005, 2006; Pianta, Mashburn et al., 2008). Recent research indicates that when teachers
intentionally focus on teacher-child interactions, children’s behavioral regulation and cognitive competencies
improve (Downer et al., 2011; Lieber et al., 2009; Mashburn et al., 2008). Coaching teachers in the context of
the classroom may be the most effective avenue to improving the intentionality of teachers and supporting
children’s development (Mashburn et al., 2008). Ponticell (1995) found that site-based intervention with direct
observation and follow-up improved self-analysis of teaching, enabled teachers to learn new ways of
collaboratively discussing each other’s teaching, and fostered teachers’ learning and experimenting with new
teaching strategies. High-quality professional development is characterized by teachers participating and learning
to draw support from peer networks, external professional groups, and site-based professional activities.

Pianta, LaParo and Hamre (2008) recommend that professional development center on specific teacher-child
interactions and use standardized, validated measurement. The Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS)
provides a “common metric, vocabulary, and descriptive base for classroom practices and observations” (La
Paro, Pianta, & Stuhlman, 2004, p. 424). The CLASS (Pianta, La Paro, & Hamre, 2008) organizes indicators of
teacher-child interactions into 10 dimensions within three broad domains: Emotional Support, Classroom
Organization, and Instructional Support.

The CLASS was selected as the pedagogical focus of this coaching project because CLASS dimensions have been
shown to significantly predict enhanced social and academic outcomes in prekindergarten (Curby et al., 2009;
Howes et al., 2008; Mashburn et al., 2008), kindergarten, and first grade (Hamre & Pianta, 2005).

Coaching

Coaching is an approach to professional development intended to help a teacher transfer new knowledge,
strategies, and skills to classroom practice and to promote continuous self-assessment through a cycle of
observation, action, and reflection (Rush & Shelden, 2011). To promote substantive changes in teacher beliefs
and practices, coaches provide teachers with support that is individualized, collaborative, and frequent
(Sheridan, Edwards, Marvin, and Knoche, 2009). Many recent studies report promising results from coaching as
an embedded development process (Downer, LoCasale-Crouch, Hamre, & Pianta, 2009; Gallucci, Van Lare,
Boatright, & Yoon, 2010; Hsieh, Hemmeter, McCollum, & Ostrosky, 2009; Kissel, Mraz, Algozzine & Stover,
2011; Neuman & Cunningham, 2009).



The Project Approach

Project methods were introduced by Dewey (1916) and made popular by Kilpatrick (1918). In the Project Method,
curriculum content was negotiated between teacher and children. The teacher acted as the guide. Teacher and
children co-constructed the curriculum, children reconstructed experiences, and interconnections were made
between past and future activities (Clark, 2006; Glassman & Whaley, 2000). The Project Method focused on
purposive thinking and learning (as opposed to memorizing) and rested upon Dewey’s conception of a “complete
act of thought” that proceeds from the effort to solve a problem (Whipple, 1934). Katz and Chard (2000)
updated Dewey’s ideas, defining the “Project Approach” as an in-depth investigation of a worthwhile topic and
recommending it as one element of any learner-centered curriculum. The Project Approach was selected for this
study because long-term investigations help teachers plan opportunities for children to strengthen their
intellectual dispositions to take initiative, be curious, pose and solve problems, develop hypotheses, gather data,
and revisit and evaluate information (Helm & Katz, 2011).

The research base for the Project Approach is small (Aral, Kandir, Ayhan, & Yasar, 2010; Beneke & Ostrosky,
2009; Dresden & Lee, 2007; Li, 2004), hence the importance of this study of the relationship of the Project
Approach and CLASS Instructional Support. Only a few studies have combined the Project Approach and
coaching. For instance, Li (2004) combined peer coaching, mentoring, support from an outside consultant, and
project work to build a learning community, leading to significant improvements in teaching (Li, 2004, p. 154).
In the current study, an outside consultant supported coaches and teachers.

The Role of Teacher Beliefs

There are contrasting belief paradigms about the most effective teaching practices and how children learn best.
The National Association for the Education of Young Children’s position statement on developmentally
appropriate practices (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009) stresses the importance of child-initiated learning and
positive teacher-child relationships. Involving children in curricular decisions and allowing them to share
responsibility for their own learning is vital to ensure motivated, lifelong learners.

Child involvement in curricular decisions is central to the Project Approach. However, this can present a
challenge for teachers. As Clark (2006) notes, the Project Approach has no scripts, suggested activities, or
teacher’s manuals and the role of the teacher can feel uncertain for the novice. Several experiences with projects
are necessary before teachers begin to have confidence in the children’s abilities to make significant decisions
(Helm & Katz, 2011); as Doyle (1997) notes, changes in teachers’ beliefs may take three to five years. However,
the decision was made to use the Teacher Belief Scale (Charlesworth, Hart, Burts, & Hernandez, 1990) in this
study to see if pedagogical beliefs would change as teachers learned more about Project Approach practices
when supported by weekly coaching in their classrooms. Measurements of teacher beliefs might provide insight
into any changes in CLASS scores related to coaching.

Methods

This study described here was part of an ongoing multiyear in-service coaching project. The researchers focused
on two questions: (a) Does using the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) observational instrument
as a professional development tool make a difference in teacher instructional interactions in the classroom? (b)
What are the relationships between Head Start teacher ratings in CLASS domains and dimensions, our Project
Approach Fidelity form, and pedagogical teacher beliefs scores?

Participants

All participants volunteered for this study. There were 21 Head Start teachers from one Head Start grantee (see
Appendix 1 for demographics). Before the study, 11 of the 21 teachers had been exposed to the Project
Approach, either through training or classroom practice. At the beginning of the coaching project, teachers
participated in a two-hour introduction to CLASS and a two-hour overview of the Project Approach. Each teacher
received a CLASS Pre-K Dimensions Guide (Teachstone Training, 2011) and the book Young Investigators: The
Project Approach in the Early Years (Helm & Katz, 2011).

Fourteen coaches from the Head Start grantee were involved in the study (see Appendix 1 for coach
demographics). Twelve were education coordinators assigned to provide on-site support to teachers, and two
were grantee specialists. Prior to the study, the coaches had been trained on coaching roles and processes
(Humbarger, 2012). Five of the coaches had attended summer Project Approach institutes. During the study,
coaches participated in two days of CLASS training, two training sessions on the Project Approach (including a
full-day workshop with Lilian Katz at a local conference), and one training session on the use of video equipment.
Coaches received CLASS Pre-K Manuals (Pianta, La Paro, & Hamre, 2008), and the book Young Investigators:
The Project Approach in the Early Years (Helm & Katz, 2011).

The role of outside consultant was filled by a colleague from a local university who was part of the coaches’



community of practice and had contributed to the conception of the coaching project. The consultant helped
coaches work with teachers as they transferred knowledge and skills into practice. This ongoing support helped
build capacity in coaches, many of whom were also learning about CLASS and the Project Approach.

Coaching Procedures

Two professional development concepts informed the development of our coaching processes: inquiry and
communities of practice. We selected inquiry as a model for professional development because it provided
opportunities for coaches and teachers to engage in a cycle of documentation, analysis, reflection, and action; to
focus on children’s learning, particularly the thinking process; to develop positive agency; and to create
congruence of practices with coaches, teachers, and children (Catapano, 2005; Helterban & Fennimore, 2004).
At the conclusion of the pilot year of this study, the coaches had decided to make explicit an inquiry approach as
teacher and coach worked side-by-side, studying videotapes of teacher-child interactions and documentation
from the Project Approach to better understand children’s thinking and the effects of specific teaching strategies.
The coaches were seeking to create a coaching process that was congruent both in practice and philosophy with
the shared inquiry of teacher and children in the Project Approach.

Helm and Katz (2011) note that teachers who have not been able to observe other educators guiding project
work “are often at a loss as to how to get a project started and then follow it through. The structure of the
project approach, however, provides guidelines for the process” (p. 10). Coaches indicated similar challenges in
beginning the inquiry process with teachers. Therefore, five tools were used to provide a framework for analysis
of the videos and the documentation to more effectively promote children’s higher level thinking and more
accurately assess children’s capabilities:

e CLASS Instructional Support domain, which addresses how teachers help students think creatively and solve
problems, receive feedback about their learning, and develop more complex language abilities;

e The Project Approach as a curriculum element;

e The Child Assessment Protocol, which provided opportunities for reflection on specific child documentation
related to CLASS and the Project Approach, including language and conversation, writing, drawing,
classification, prediction and experimentation;

e Analysis of videos of teachers and children thinking together in the classroom;

e Coaching Contact Forms, which were used to guide and document the content of the inquiry conducted each
week by the coach and teacher and included two questions that supported the development of the
community of practice: What are we learning about teaching and learning? How will we share what we
learned with others?

This study emerged in the context of a coaches’ community of practice, which we believed would support the
complexity of their support for teachers and help build the intellectual and social relationships that would
strengthen and advance the work. Our intent was to build a sense of both individual and collective efficacy
among the coaches. Coaches met with individual or pairs of teachers for at least one hour each week. Coaches
and consultant met monthly as a large group. The consultant also met with individuals or small groups of
coaches monthly, or more often if requested. Because the consultant was involved with each of the participants,
she was able to advance the work of the community between meetings by sharing effective strategies for
teaching and learning that were being developed by coaches and teachers.

Evaluation Procedures

Evaluation instruments used for this study were the CLASS instrument, the Project Approach Fidelity form
developed by the authors, and a version of the Teacher Belief Scale.

The CLASS Instrument: Three trained observers used the CLASS instrument to rate Head Start teachers on 10
dimensions of interactions over two-hour observations in the fall and spring. The CLASS (Pianta, La Para, &
Hamre, 2008) provides a measure of the quality of three global domains and 10 dimensions of teacher-child
interactions in prekindergarten classrooms: 1) Emotional Support domain, which includes the dimensions Positive
Climate, Negative Climate, Teacher Sensitivity, and Regard for Student Perspectives; 2) Classroom Organization
domain, which includes the dimensions Behavior Management, Productivity, and Instructional Learning Formats;
and 3) Instructional Support domain, which includes the dimensions Concept Development, Quality of Feedback,
and Language Development. Each CLASS dimension is rated on a 1-7 scale, with 1 or 2 indicating low quality; 3,
4, or 5 indicating mid-quality; and 6 or 7 indicating high quality. The range for each dimension was 1 to 7 and
the internal consistency of CLASS (Cronbach’s alpha) was .97 for the fall observations and .96 for the spring
observations.

Observers followed the recommended research protocol, wherein each of four 20-minute observations was
followed by a 10-minute scoring segment. A teacher score for each dimension was computed and domain scores
were tabulated from the dimension scores. (Prior to data collection, inter-rater observer reliability with master
codes was determined using videos from Teachstone, the agency that manages the CLASS observational tool. To



be reliable all observers were within one scale point of the expert standards or in at least 80% overall agreement
with the CLASS training video tapes. During data collection, 10% of the observations were interrated [80% or
higher] to ensure reliability of observations.)

Project Approach Fidelity (PAF) Form: To study teachers’ adherence to Project Approach implementation, we
developed what we call a Project Approach Fidelity form. The PAF form includes items related to content and
instruction as well as teacher/child interaction and is intended to ascertain how closely the teacher adheres to
Project Approach practices. The content and instruction items include questions related to the classroom
environment, activities, and scheduling (see Appendix 2). The observers completed a PAF form after the CLASS
observation of each teacher. Teachers and coaches also completed PAF forms. Cronbach’s alphas for the Project
Approach Fidelity form indicated a high degree of internal consistency of the form in both fall .94 (N=22) and
spring .95 (N=21). This analysis used only scores from the observer PAF forms, which have been shown to have
stronger relationship to observed practice and more appropriate practice than do scores on PAF forms completed
by a teacher or a coach (Vartuli & Rohs, 2009).

Teacher Beliefs Scale (TBS). Teachers and coaches completed the Teacher Beliefs Scale (TBS), a survey of
teacher beliefs about developmentally appropriate practices ( (Charlesworth et al., 1990) during fall and spring.
Items on the TBS represent several areas of instruction specified by the NAEYC guidelines (Bredekamp, 1987):
curriculum goals, teaching strategies, guidance, language development and literacy, physical development,
aesthetic development, motivation and assessment of children (Charlesworth et al., 1990). The TBS was selected
for this study because it addresses specific classroom activities and each activity’s relative importance. A 37-item
version of the TBS (Burts et al., 1993; Charlesworth et al., 1990, 1993) was used for this research. The teachers
rated each item on a Likert scale from 1 (not important at all) to 5 (extremely important). Cronbach’s alphas
were .59 for the fall and .75 for the spring data collections.

Analysis

CLASS domains, dimensions, and indicators were compared with the Project Approach Fidelity items in a
crosswalk. (See Appendix 2 for the specific items and dimensions. Note, some of the items on the PAF relate to
one or more CLASS domains.) A majority of the PAF items (81%, or 21 out of 26 items) related to the CLASS
Instruction Support Domain. Eleven of the 26 PAF items (42%) were similar or equivalent to indicators from the
Instructional Learning Formats dimension in the Classroom Organization Domain. Nine out of 26, or 35%, of the
PAF items related to the Emotional Support Domain, specifically to the dimensions Teacher Sensitivity and
Regard to Student Perspectives.

Correlations of scores from the Teacher Belief Scale (TBS), CLASS, and Project Approach Fidelity (PAF) form
were used to explore relationships among/between variables. Linear regressions were used to further explore the
relationships between CLASS, teacher beliefs, and Project Approach Fidelity scores. The scores from the TBS,
CLASS, and PAF form were normally distributed.

Findings

Our first research question was concerned with whether using the Classroom Assessment Scoring System
(CLASS) observational instrument as a professional development tool makes a difference in teacher instructional
interactions in the classroom. Paired t-tests were computed between fall and spring scores on the 10 dimensions
and 3 domains of the CLASS. Paired t-tests of the fall and spring total CLASS scores revealed a meaningful
improvement for participants, t = 2.56, 20, p < .02, in demonstrating effective pedagogy. Significant shifts
between teacher fall and spring mean scores were found in two domains: Emotional Support t =2.32, 20, p <.03
and Instructional Support t = 2.46, 20, p < .02. Although there was not a significant shift in the Classroom
Organization domain t = 2.07, 20, p <.051, the results were positively skewed. The difference in the observer
Project Approach Fidelity scores from fall to spring was also significant, t = 6.45, 20, p <.00. (See Table 1 for t-
test scores.)

Table 1
T-test Pre/post Mean Scores
Pretest Posttest
Instrument Mean SD Mean SD df t p
CLASS Total Score 12.77 2.53 14.58 2.72 20 2.56 .02
Emotional Support Domain 5.26 .94 5.78 77 20 2.32 .03
Instructional Support Domain 2.66 .91 3.47 1.30 20 2.46 .02
Classroom Organization Domain 4.85 .96 5.32 .80 20 2.07 .05
Project Approach Fidelity 48.48 8.97 72.43 15.79 20 6.45 .00
Teacher Belief Scale 158.67 11.73 159.9 14.23 20 .36 72

The second research question focused on what relationships might exist among Head Start teacher ratings in
CLASS domains and dimensions, Project Approach Fidelity, and pedagogical teacher beliefs scores. The observer



Project Approach Fidelity (PAF) and teacher belief scores were correlated with the CLASS fall and spring domain
scores and CLASS spring total scores. CLASS total scores for spring were significantly correlated with observer
PAF scores, r = .76, p < .00 but not with teacher belief scores, r = .28, p < .22 ns also measured in the spring.
The PAF appears to have a significant relationship to higher interaction scores as measured by the CLASS within
the same time frame. Teacher belief scores appear to be more consistent over time and no significant
correlations were found with spring CLASS scores or PAF scores.

Improvement of Project Approach implementation scores was desired because implementation of the Project
Approach was a focus of the study. The difference between the observer Project Approach Fidelity fall and spring
scores were statistically significantly, t = 6.45, 20, p < .00. The relationship between teacher belief scores and
the observer PAF was low moderate, r = .19, (not significant). The lack of statistical significance may be related
to the low number of participants or to the gap between belief and practice that researchers have noted in
previous studies (McMullen, 1997, 1999; Stipek & Byler, 1997; Vartuli, 1999).

Teacher Belief Scale (TBS) scores and observer Project Approach Fidelity (PAF) scores were used as predictors of
scores in the three CLASS domains: Emotional Support, Instructional Support, and Classroom Organization.
Linear regression outcomes indicated that the PAF was a significant predictor for CLASS Emotional Support (B =
.78, t =5.70, p < .00), Classroom Organization (B = .65, t = 3.39, p < .03), and Instructional Support domains
(B=.69,t=23.91, p < .00). (See Table 2 for summary scores.)

Table 2
Summary of Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting CLASS Domain Scores (N = 20)
Domain/Variable | B | SEB | B t | P

Emotional Support
Pretest CLASS .04 .04 11 .84 41
Teacher Belief .01 .01 11 .85 41
Project Approach Fidelity .04 .01 .78 5.7 .00
Instructional Support
Pretest CLASS -.01 .09 -.09 -.10 .92
Teacher Belief .02 .02 .22 1.30 .21
Project Approach Fidelity .05 .01 .69 3.91 .00
Classroom Organization
Pretest CLASS .02 .06 .05 .27 .79
Teacher Belief .00 .01 .00 -.01 .99
Project Approach Fidelity .03 .01 .65 3.39 .03

Note

Adjusted R2 =. 66; and the regression function is significant: F(3,17) = 13.85 (p<.01)for Emotional Support Domain
Adjusted R2 =. 46; and the regression function is significant: F(3,17) = 6.72 (p <.03) for Instructional Support Domain
Adjusted R2 =. 43; and the regression function is significant: F(3,17) = 4.35 (p <.02) for Classroom Organization Domain

In predicting CLASS scores, Project Approach Fidelity (positive effect) was significant for the Emotional Support,
Classroom Organization, and Instructional Support domains. The PAF explained 66% of the variance for the
Emotional Support, 43% for the Classroom Organization domain scores, and 46% of the variance on the
Instructional Support domain scores. Teacher belief scores were not a significant predictor for any CLASS
domains.

Discussion

These findings suggest that an approach to professional development that combines CLASS with the Project
Approach enhances teacher-child interactions. It is important to reiterate that all participants were involved in
weekly coach/teacher meetings, monthly consultant visits (coach/teacher and consultant), and monthly large
group meetings of coaches and consultant. A possible explanation for the gains in scores is that these meetings
helped teachers and coaches become more aware of how to implement practices emphasized in CLASS and the
Project Approach.

The Project Approach Fidelity scores have a significant positive predictive relationship with all three CLASS
domains (Emotional Support, Classroom Organization, and Instructional Support), suggesting that promising
gains in teacher-child interactions can be intentionally encouraged through professional development that
includes the Project Approach as a curriculum element.

The relationship of the PAF scores to Emotional Support is of particular interest. Hamre and Pianta (2005) found
the highest academic achievement in first-grade classrooms with high emotional support, and the Project
Approach is noted for the way it encourages children to practice social skills and learn to compromise, negotiate,
and resolve conflicts (Helm, 2003; Helm & Lang, 2003; O’Mara Thieman, 2003). The relationship of PAF scores to
Instructional Support suggests that the Project Approach promotes higher-level thinking in children and may
complement CLASS in encouraging high-quality teacher-child interactions. Pianta (2005) reports that early
childhood classrooms tend to be “socially positive but instructionally passive” (p. 239) and proposes that
teachers be helped to purposefully challenge and extend children’s learning, especially in light of the finding that



the poorest quality teacher profile is associated with poverty-level classrooms (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2007). In
classrooms with teachers who had moderate to high Instructional Support scores, children from a range of
backgrounds (high and low maternal education) were found to have similar levels of achievement (Hamre &
Pianta, 2005).

Howes et al. (2008) suggest that professional development efforts in Head Start classrooms must improve the
quality of interactions because prekindergarten quality predicts future academic performance. Although recent
findings have been mixed regarding the relation between child outcomes and higher educator scores on the
CLASS Instructional Support Domain (Curby et al., 2009; Dominquez, Vitiello, Maier, & Greenfield, 2010; Guo,
Piasta, Justice, & Kaderavek, 2010; Mashburn et al., 2008), we recommend further study of combining the
CLASS behaviors with the Project Approach with intentional focus on improving instructional quality and
enhancing child outcomes.

In one study, attention to the process of learning and the strategies of teaching was shown to have positive
results. Curby et al. (2009) noted that higher CLASS Concept Development and Quality of Feedback scores were
related to the greatest academic gains for children. As teachers facilitate project work, they pose problems,
engage in feedback loops, ask children to explain their ideas and actions, and promote language use. Children
engaged in project work predict, experiment, classify, analyze, reason, plan, and create as they investigate a
topic of interest. The teacher-child interactions described by CLASS Concept Development and Quality of
Feedback are the same ones teachers use in the Project Approach to further development of children’s
intellectual dispositions.

Professional development is critical to increasing teacher knowledge and skills and improving classroom practice
(Desimone, 2009; Rudd, Lambert, Satterwhile, & Smith, 2009; Zaslow & Martinez-Beck, 2006) and coaching has
been proposed as the key to reforms in teaching and learning. Neuman and Cunningham (2009) have stated that
“professional development that contains both content and pedagogical knowledge may best support the ability of
teachers to apply knowledge to practice” (p. 534).

The findings of this study also indicate that the curriculum element (the Project Approach) and pedagogy (CLASS
Instructional Support domain) were a positive combination for use in coaching focused on improved teacher-child
interactions. Although no significant correlations were found between teacher beliefs with CLASS scores, changes
in beliefs may be seen later since practice and successful interaction may precede changes in beliefs (Guskey,
1986). Additional coaching may help change teacher beliefs by encouraging reflection that bridges the gap
between “espoused theory and actual practice” (Veenman & Denessen, 2001, p. 389).

The small sample size, making this an exploratory study, is one of its limitations. Also, as with most research
into coaching, there is natural variation in how coaching support was given to teachers and how teachers
engaged with and responded to the treatment. Finally, child outcomes are not included. In future research, the
number of coaches and teachers will be expanded. Measures of coaching interaction variations will be included.
Child outcome data will also be included to determine if higher teacher scores on CLASS and Project Approach
Fidelity correlate with enhancement of children’s learning.

Conclusion

This study focused on improvement of teacher-child interactions as described in the CLASS Instructional Support
domain. Expectations were clear regarding the frequency, intensity, and duration of coaching sessions. The tools
provided to coaches and teachers were carefully selected and philosophically aligned. Significant shifts in CLASS
ratings resulted. Implementation of the Project Approach as a curriculum element predicted higher CLASS
scores, suggesting that the coaching was enhanced when teacher-child interactions were more closely connected
to classroom curriculum.

The addition of the Project Approach as a curriculum element created a congruence between teaching and
coaching practices. Teachers and children investigated interesting and worthwhile topics together. Teachers and
coaches researched instructional practices and interactions in an effort to promote children’s higher-order
thinking. The coaches and consultant strengthened our community of practice by inquiring together into effective
strategies for supporting professional development.
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Appendix 1
Coach and Teacher Demographics
Teachers Coaches
Variable Number | % Number %

Education
Less than a bachelor’s 8 38 1 7
Bachelor’s degree 9 43 5 36
More than a bachelor’s 4 19 8 57
Certification

I I I I
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Yes 8 38 5 36
No 13 62 9 64
Certification Type

EC or EC/Elementary 4 50 2 33
Other 4 50 3 67
Years in Early Childhood

1-10 years 7 33 1 14
11-20 years 6 29 6 50
21 or more years 7 33 7 36
Unknown 1 4 0 (o}

Race

Black 6 28 3 21
White 14 67 10 71
Hispanic/Latino 5 o] 0o

Other o] 1 7

Age

24-35 24 1 7

3647 24 6 43
48 or older 11 52 7 50

Appendix 2

Comparison of CLASS Domains, Dimensions, and Indicators with Project Approach Fidelity Instrument

Emotional Support

CLASS Domains,
Dimensions, and Indictors

Items on Project Approach Fidelity Form

Positive Climate

Relationships
Positive Affects
Positive Communication
Respect

No Equivalent

Negative Climate

Negative Affect
Sarcasm or Disrespect
Punitive Control
Severe Negativity

No Equivalent

Teacher Sensitivity

Awareness
Responsive
Addresses Problems
Student Comfort

11-14. The curriculum is built on children’s prior knowledge, needs, interest, and home culture.

15-17. Experiences and materials accommodate a broad range of children’s individual differences,
home culture, and special needs.

Regard for Student Perspectives

Flexibility and Student Focus

Support for Autonomy
and Leadership

Student Expression

Restriction of Movement

7. There is a balance between child-initiated and adult-supported learning.

25. There is high interest, engagement of children on project activities (talking, ownership).

Classroom Organization

CLASS Domains,
Dimensions, and Indictors

Items on Project Approach Fidelity Form

Behavior Management

Clear Expectations
Proactive

Redirection of Misbehavior
Student Behavior

No Equivalent

Productivity

Maximizing Learning Time
Routines

No Equivalent




Transitions
Preparation

Instructional Learning Formats

Effective Facilitation

Variety of Modalities & Materials
Student Interest

Clarity of Learning Objectives

1. Children and teachers have presented a history (story) of the inquiry that is clear to an audience
(families, other children, co-workers, administrators, etc.).

2. The ongoing nature of the inquiry and concept development is captured in webs and graphic
representations of thinking.

7. There is a balance between child-initiated and adult supported learning.

8-10. Daily schedule allows children to have extended periods of time in which to engage in play,
projects, and/or integrated curriculum activities.

15-17. Experiences and materials accommodate a broad range of children’s individual differences,
home culture, and special needs.

25. There is high interest, engagement of children on project activities (talking, ownership).

26. Artifacts are collected daily for children’s portfolios.

Instructional Support

CLASS Domains,
Dimensions, and Indictors

Items on Project Approach Fidelity Form

Concept Development

Analysis and Reasoning
Creating

Integration

Connection to Real World

2. The ongoing nature of the inquiry and concept development is captured in webs and graphic
representations of thinking.

3. Initial questions for investigation are evident.
4. Evidence of children’s revising questions and recording new inquiry is noted or displayed.

5. Explanations or reference to “experts” or resources of information (i.e., families, books, field trips,
others) are evident.

8-10. Daily schedule allows children to have extended periods of time in which to engage in play,
projects, and/or integrated curriculum activities.

11-14. The curriculum is built on children’s prior knowledge, needs, interest, and home culture.

18. The curriculum integrates subject areas to help the children make meaningful connections and
provide for rich conceptual development.

19. Teacher shares her thinking and uses phrases such as “I wonder. .” “Have you thought
about__?” “How can you show that?” “Why do you think that happened?” “Do you have a theory

about that?” as vehicles for encouraging high levels of thinking.

22. To maximize the impact of literacy skills, teachers are continuously attentive to children being
purposeful readers and writers. For instance, the teacher talks as she/he writes, draws children’s
attention to letters and words, and uses print as a vital tool during discussions.

24. Children and teachers pose and solve problems (define problems, make decisions, etc.).

26. Artifacts are collected daily for children’s portfolios.

Quality of Feedback

Scaffolding & Feedback Loops
Prompts Though Process
Providing Information

Encouragement and Affirmation

1. Children and teachers have presented a history (story) of the inquiry that is clear to an audience
(families, other children, co-workers, administrators, etc.).

4. Evidence of children’s revising questions and recording new inquiry is noted or displayed.
20. In response to children’s actions or queries, teachers share in their children’s investigations by

using such phrases as ‘Tell me more.” “I am curious, how did you do that?” “Where could you go to
find that out?”

22. To maximize the impact of literacy skills, teachers are continuously attentive to children being
purposeful readers and writers. For instance, the teacher talks as she/he writes, draws children’s
attention to letters and words, and uses print as a vital tool during discussions.

26. Artifacts are collected daily for children’s portfolios.

Language Modeling

Frequent Conversation
Open-Ended Questions
Repetition and Extension
Self and Parallel Talk
Advanced Language

4. Evidence of children’s revising questions and recording new inquiry is noted or displayed.

6. Teacher interactions and documentations reflect rich new vocabulary discovered in the process of
inquiry.

21. Teachers promote extended conversations among and between children in small and large
groups.

22. To maximize the impact of literacy skills, teachers are continuously attentive to children being




purposeful readers and writers. For instance, the teacher talks as she/he writes, draws children’s
attention to letters and words, and uses print as a vital tool during discussions.

23. Within a communication context, the teacher helps children think about the listener or the viewer
by asking: “How should we say this?” “What do you want to say first?” “Would that be clear?”

26. Artifacts are collected daily for children’s portfolios.
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