
 

NeMTSS Implementation Support Team, University of Nebraska–Lincoln is funded by the Nebraska Department of Education 
(USDE IDEA, Part B-611 Grant). Contents do not necessarily represent the policy of NDE or USDE, and no endorsement should be 
assumed. Developed by UNL-CYFS MTSS Implementation Support Team. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

May 2021 
 

NeMTSS Research Brief 
 
 
 
 

The Classroom Assessment Scoring System for 
PreK (CLASS-PreK) and Child Outcomes 

 
Abril Rangel-Pacheco, M.A. & Amanda Witte, Ph.D. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

 2 

The Classroom Assessment Scoring System for PreK 
(CLASS-PreK) and Child Outcomes: An NeMTSS Research 
Brief 
 
Key Points: 
 

• There has been mixed evidence regarding the use of the Classroom Assessment 
Scoring System for PreK (CLASS-PreK) in predicting child outcomes. Two studies have 
found significant relationships between CLASS-PreK domain scores and outcomes in 
language, literacy, social skills, math, and behavior at the end of the PreK year. 
However, effect sizes were small to modest in magnitude (Zaslow et al., 2010). 

 
• More recent studies have highlighted the weak relationships between domain scores 

and child outcomes, as well as issues with the instruments interrater consistency and 
ability to capture accurate measurements throughout different times of the day and 
content (Styck et al., 2020; Thorpe et al., 2021) 

 
• Overall, key limitations of the CLASS PreK concern the cultural alignment of the 

assessment to diverse cultures and countries outside of the US, consistency of ratings 
across observers and time of day, and predictive validity in child outcomes (Bihler et al., 
2018; Barnes-Najor et al., 2017) 

 
• It is recommended that users of the CLASS-PreK consider the impact of rater effects 

(and other extraneous variables) on scores from teacher–child interaction variables. 
Further, it is recommended that CLASS-PreK scores not be used for individual high 
stakes decisions (e.g., teacher evaluations) due to the issues with interobserver 
consistency and predictive validity. However, a standardized approach where 
observations focus on specific activities of interest including both care and educational 
activities may reduce some biases and enhance comparability (Styck et al., 2020; 
Thorpe et al., 2021). 

 
CLASS Assessment: Overview 
 

The Classroom Assessment Scoring System for PreK (CLASS-PreK) is an observation 
instrument that assesses the quality of teacher-child interactions in center-based preschool 
classrooms and settings (ECLKC, 2020). As part of the assessment procedures, four cycles of 
15 to 20-minute observations of teachers and students are conducted by a certified CLASS 
observer. Observations are then rated on a 7-point scale (7 being the highest score) using a 
manual of behaviors and responses (Teachstone, n.d.). The CLASS-PreK assesses three broad 
domains of teacher-child interactions that support children's learning and development: 
Emotional Support, Classroom Organization, and Instructional Support (Hamre, 2009; 
Teachstone, n.d.). Within each domain are dimensions that capture more specific details about 
teachers' interactions with children (Figure 1). Collectively, these dimensions assess the extent 
to which teachers are effectively supporting children’s social and academic development 
(Hamre, 2009).  
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Figure 1. Organization of the CLASS-PreK Framework 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Researchers, teachers, principals, school psychologists, and educational consultants 

can use the CLASS for research, program planning and evaluation, for professional 
development, and to support supervision (Hamre, 2009; Rodriguez & Garza, 2014). Additionally, 
the CLASS can be used for accountability as a monitoring system to address the quality of early 
childhood classrooms (Rodriguez & Garza, 2014). The CLASS-PreK is used widely in the 
United States (US) as a tool for monitoring early childhood education programs, and has gained 
increasing use internationally (Bihler et al., 2018). 
 
Psychometric Evidence 
 

The CLASS-PreK has been compared to other classroom quality measurements in order 
to validate the instrument. Several studies have shown the CLASS-PreK to possess adequate 
reliability and validity in the US (Buell et al., 2016; La Paro et al., 2004), and has been validated 
in international samples of early childhood education students as well (Bihler et al., 2018; 
Pakarinen et al., 2010; Cloney et al., 2017). Regarding factor structure, there has been 
diverging evidence supporting one (Hamre et al., 2013), two (La Paro et al., 2004; Hamre et al., 
2014), and three factor models of the instrument, with most of the extant literature supporting 
the existing domains of the three-factor model (Figure 1) (See Bihler et al., 2018 for a 
summary).   

The CLASS-PreK has also been utilized with diverse samples of students in order to 
examine the generalizability of its psychometric properties. In a study of the CLASS and Dual 
Language Learners (DLL) Downer et al. (2012) examined whether the CLASS domains were 
consistent for classrooms with varying proportions of DLLs and if the class was as predictive of 
DLL outcomes compared to those of monolingual English speakers. The researchers concluded 
that the CLASS was reliable and valid for both samples and equally related to DLL children’s 
school success. Similarly, in a sample of American Indian and Alaska Native Head Start 
programs, Barnes-Najor et al. (2017) found the instrument to provide a reliable measure 
targeting the quality of child-teacher interactions, albeit with limitations (see Limitations section).  
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Relationship to Child Outcomes 
 
 In a large study of state funded PreK programs, Mashburn et al., (2008) examined 
associations between different measures of PreK quality and children’s development. The 
CLASS-PreK was used to assess the quality of teacher-child interactions. To measure 
development, the researchers administered a battery consisting of receptive language, 
expressive language, Rhyming, applied problem solving, and letter naming tasks (Peabody 
Picture Vocabulary Test-Revised (PPVT-R), Oral Expression Scale from the Oral and Written 
Language Scales (OWLS), and The Woodcock-Johnson III Test of Achievement (WJIII ACH) 
subscales. Social skills of children were also measured using the Teacher-Child Rating Scale 
(TCRS).  
 Overall, results indicated that observed quality of emotional interactions measured by 
the CLASS were positively related to children’s development of social competence and 
negatively related to children’s development of problem behaviors during PreK. Specifically, 
higher scores in the instructional support domain were significantly and positively associated 
with all measures of academic or language skills (B coefficients ranged from .33 to 1.07). Higher 
scores in the Emotional Support domain were associated with teacher's ratings of higher social 
competence and lower problem behaviors by the end of the academic year (B = .06 and -.05, 
respectively). Lastly, the authors found that in comparison to other measures of PreK quality 
(ECERS-R & NIEER), the CLASS-PreK was most consistently and strongly associated with 
children’s development (Mashburn et al., 2008).  
 In a similar study, Howes et al. (2008) also examined the relationship between CLASS 
measured teacher-child interactions and academic and behavioral outcomes of children in a 
large sample of state-funded PreK programs. Researchers used Woodcock-Johnson III Tests of 
Achievement, a language and literacy questionnaire, and the Social Skills and Behavior 
Problems Scale (Hightower et al., 1986) to measure student outcomes.  

Results revealed the CLASS Instructional Support domain to be a significant predictor of 
gains in receptive language (d = .06) and expressive language (d = .07). Analysis also indicated 
that Instructional Support domain scores were significantly associated with the number of letters 
the children identified (d = .07) and the teacher’s ratings of global language and literacy skills (d 
= .10) at the end of the year. Furthermore, there were significant associations between the 
CLASS Emotional Climate domain (d = .05) and math skills and behavior problems (d = −.04). 
Overall, Mashburn et al. (2008) and Howes et al. (2008) believe that gains in skills related to 
school readiness are supported both by sensitive, responsive interactions with teachers and by 
teacher–child interactions that focus on skill-development. 

 
Limitations 
 

In addition to the individual limitations of each study mentioned, there have been several 
articles highlighting the overall limitations of the CLASS-PreK. For example, Bihler et al. (2018) 
stated that because there have been several country-specific findings regarding the CLASS, it 
raises the question of whether it is appropriate to use outside of the US, because the scoring of 
the CLASS dimensions and indicators could be culturally bound. For example, a behavior like 
eye contact in teacher-child interactions may be interpreted differently in other contexts or may 
not occur in some cultures (Bihler et al., 2018). Barnes-Najor et al. (2017) affirmed this limitation 
in their study examining the cultural alignment of the CLASS in American Indian and Alaska 
Native head start programs. Specifically, their study provided evidence of cultural misalignment 
in the CLASS trainings, some of the CLASS behavioral markers, and the Instructional Support 
domain.  

In examining the effects of teacher-child interactions as measured by the CLASS-PreK 
on academic and behavioral outcomes, effect sizes in Bihler et al. (2018) and Barnes-Najor et 
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al. (2017), were often small to modest, indicating weak relationships (Zaslow et al., 2010). Styck 
et al., (2020) theorized that this was due to systematic differences in observer ratings, and 
conducted a study examining rater effects on the CLASS and its relation to reading and math 
outcomes in 1st and 2nd grade students. Results indicated that observers differed significantly 
on severity for all three CLASS domains. Further, adjusting for these effects did not improve the 
statistical relationship between CLASS scores and child outcomes in their study. In other words, 
although rater effects influenced CLASS score variation, adjusting for those rater effects did not 
result in stronger associations between CLASS scores and theoretically related constructs 
(Styck et al., 2020). These results were in line with previous studies examining rater effects on 
the CLASS (see Styck et al., 2020 for a detailed summary). This indicates the CLASS may have 
limited consistency across raters which may in turn limit the accuracy of child outcome 
predictions.  

Along a similar vein, Thorpe et al. (2021) examined two contextual factors that might 
affect assessment functioning: (1) When – the timing of assessment in the early childhood 
education (ECE) day and (2) What – the content and format of the activities observed. Their 
study showed a decline in instructional, organizational, and emotional support across the ECE 
day (8am to 4pm) with recovery in emotional support at the end of the day. Within-classroom 
analyses demonstrated that whole group and small group formats and science, math, and social 
science content inflated, while mealtimes, physical activity, and transitions constrained CLASS 
scores. Their results indicated that time of day and format and content matter when it comes to 
CLASS observation scores. They concluded that variations in content and format systematically 
biased CLASS scores, and assessments undertaken at different times of day were not equally 
comparable.  

Lastly, in a review of the literature, there were no studies examining the impacts of PreK 
quality/teacher-child interactions in PreK and academic or behavioral outcomes past the end of 
the PreK year. In other words, all studies cited in this brief tested only relationships between 
CLASS domain scores and end-of-the-year student outcomes; none of the studies examined 
whether PreK CLASS scores had a relationship with student outcomes in later academic years.  
Therefore, information regarding the CLASS-PreK and its impact on long-term academic and 
behavioral outcomes of children must be interpreted with caution. Overall, the key limitations of 
the CLASS-PreK concern the cultural alignment of the assessment to diverse cultures and 
countries outside of the US, consistency of ratings across observers and time of day, and 
predictive validity in child outcomes. 
 
Implications for Practitioners 
 

Generally, the studies reviewed agreed that for young children, much learning occurs via 
interactions, and high-quality emotional and instructional interactions are the mechanisms 
through which PreK programs transmit academic, language, and social competencies to 
children (La Paro et al., 2004; Howes et al., 2008; Mashburn et al., 2008; Hamre et al., 2009). 
Mashburn et al. (2008) argues that program policies and regulations aimed at improving the 
effectiveness of children’s exposure to PreK should focus more directly on improving 
interactions that children experience in classrooms. Two avenues through which policies can 
directly improve the quality of emotional and instructional interactions in classrooms are teacher 
professional development and program monitoring systems (Mashburn et al., 2008). 
Observational data may then be used in feedback to centers about their areas of strengths and 
weaknesses, as well as linked to resources to implement changes (Mashburn et al., 2008)  

However, there is a need to consider the impact of rater effects (and other extraneous 
variables) on scores from teacher–child interaction variables, in general, and on the CLASS  
(Styck, 2020). It is recommended that CLASS scores not be used for individual high stakes 
decisions (e.g., teacher evaluations) due to the issues with interobserver consistency and 
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predictive validity (Styck et al., 2020). According to Styck and colleagues, even lower stakes 
decisions, such as formative feedback, might be questionable as assigned scores have been 
found to be related to specific observers completing the assessment. Further, Styck et al., 
(2020) contend that if CLASS is used at the individual level, inter rater differences could lead to 
unfair, inefficient, or inaccurate decisions about teacher–student interaction quality. On the other 
hand, if analysis of CLASS results occurs at a group level, the impact of these rater effects will 
depend on how observers are assigned to teachers. Styck and colleagues argue that if the 
process is random, between-observer differences will add an extra layer of noise potentially 
attenuating statistical relations with important developmental outcomes. However, if there is any 
systematicity to observer assignment, the impact could mirror the individual case, with unfair or 
inaccurate group level decisions being made (Styck et al., 2020).  

A key message in Thorpe et al., (2021) was that different formats and contents within 
PreK settings are not comparable – time of day and instructional content matter. Their study 
showed that sampling of an educationally focused format and content such as a whole group 
science lesson favored the assessment outcome, whereas sampling health and care content 
and formats such as outdoor physical activity and mealtimes presented a less-favorable quality 
assessment. To combat this, the authors suggested a standardized approach where 
observations would focus on specific activities of interest including both care and educational 
activities, which could reduce some biases and enhances comparability.  

Regarding issues of cultural sensitivity, Barnes-Najor et al. (2017) recommend that 
trainers of the instrument be aware of and sensitive to cultural differences within classrooms. 
The authors also recommend further work be done in the training regimen to include 
discussions of how cultural differences manifest and how to address these within the coding 
system. 
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