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Marten Clausen

Commentary Regarding the Section 
“The Role of Different Perspectives on 
the Measurement of Teaching Quality”

Abstract: In this commentary, the paper by Fauth, Göllner, Lenske, Praetorius, and Wag-
ner as well as the paper by Göllner, Fauth, Lenske, Praetorius, and Wagner published in 
this special issue of the Zeitschrift für Pädagogik are discussed. In the context of specific-
ity and perspective-agreement in perceptions of teaching quality, merits and possible lim-
itations of theoretical conceptions and empirical analyses are reviewed for both papers. 
In a final section, the complexity inherent to teaching research is addressed on a more 
general level focussing on differences between psychometric and edumetric approaches.

Keywords: Teaching Quality, Perspective Agreement, Classroom Management, Item 
Wording, Ratings of Teaching

1.	 Introduction

In this discussion, I will comment on the papers by Fauth, Göllner, Lenske, Praetorius, 
and Wagner (in this issue) and Göllner, Fauth, Lenske, Praetorius, and Wagner (in this 
issue) presented in this issue of the Zeitschrift für Pädagogik. From a broader perspec-
tive, both papers deal with the relation between classroom management aspects of teach-
ing quality and their operationalization and measurement in items and scales. I will first 
address some more specific aspects of both papers and then will discuss more general 
aspects that are relevant to both papers.

2.	 Who Sees What ? Conceptual Considerations on the Measurement 
of Teaching Quality from Different Perspectives

In a comparison between the different perspectives of the teacher, his students, and ex-
ternal observers, Clausen (2002) found evidence for a low level of agreement of teach-
ing quality ratings. In the following years, a growing number of studies could replicate 
these results. Similarly to Clausen (2002), several researchers (e. g. Kunter & Baumert, 
2006) have moved away from the idea of a common true score and concluded that for 
perceptions of instruction, perspective-specific validity should be assumed. Clausen’s 
theoretical approach to predicting agreement as an interaction of perspectives and teach-
ing construct characteristics (observability, demands regarding didactic understanding, 
evaluativeness) has had limited success in respect of empirical validation, with observ-
ability being the only dimension for which some support has been found.
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Fauth et al. (in this issue) propose a similar but different approach. Instead of classifying 
characteristics of teaching constructs to predict agreement, they look at the item level 
to determine the referent of an item (teacher, students, both/unclear) – the perspective 
that determines whose behavior is focused on by an item. If a perspective is the refer-
ent of an item, Fauth et al. (in this issue) conclude this entails a higher ego involvement 
and more and better information. They integrate their considerations in the perspective 
reference matrix which, as a theoretical framework, allows the prediction of agreement 
between various combinations of item-referent and perspective. By applying this frame-
work to reinterpret the empirical results of other studies, they find some confirmation 
for referent-dependent variance in the factor structures of rating instruments, and in the 
correlations between perspectives in agreement studies.

The paper by Fauth et al. (in this issue) offers a very valuable critical approach to the 
measurement of classroom management as a central aspect of the quality of teaching 
and to the instruments recently and currently used in empirical teaching research. Their 
precise focus on item level is similar to the classic facet theoretic approach to item ana
lysis (Guttman & Greenbaum, 1998), in which the relevant item aspects are analyzed 
on a theoretical level to build a basic item structure (mapping sentence). The elements 
of the mapping sentence are then tested empirically for their effects on item inter-corre-
lations (e. g. Alt, 2018). Lenske (2016, p. 95) provides a list of facets that may generate 
specific variances in ratings. While the overall approach is very convincing to me, there 
are two smaller points specific to the paper that caught my attention.

(1) From my view, there is no clear information advantage for the teacher in regard 
to the example item “Our teacher immediately notices when students start doing some-
thing else.” Teachers can only remember those times when they noticed the behavior. 
Both the students and external observers have at least the possibility of seeing both 
cases: that is, including those cases where the teacher does not notice the off-task be-
havior.

(2) I am not convinced that for all student behavior items there is a higher ego-in-
volvement for students compared to the ego-involvement of the teacher. Even if a con-
struct or item focuses only on the behavior of the student, a quality of teaching approach 
would regard the teacher as implicitly responsible or at least to some degree in control. 
There is a difference between “The class does not behave in an orderly manner.” and “In 
mathematics lessons of Mr. Smith, the class does not behave in an orderly manner”. Fur-
thermore, I assume that ego-involvement and the resulting self-serving bias have to be 
regarded in the context of the data collection. If a teacher and his students fill out ratings 
questionnaires for TIMSS or PISA, there is little chance that the answers will have di-
rect consequences for themselves. If these assessments take place with feedback in the 
context of teacher evaluation or professional development, there may be a lot more 
weight on the answers because they are communicated and discussed; so that disparities 
between the ratings of the students and the view of their teacher may become obvious.

I do agree with the authors that the deviations between perspectives should be inves-
tigated. On the other hand, I am very much convinced that a common true score does 
not represent the social reality of classroom interaction. Idiosyncratic perspectives may 
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result from different logics of action. They are real, in the sense that they influence at-
titudes and behavior, as noted in the Thomas Theorem (Thomas & Thomas, 1928). Ex-
ternal observers such as school inspectors transport, communicate and establish outside 
norms and standards into the school – they are not supposed to take the teacher’s view, 
nor should they try to adopt a student perspective. Students should be free to state their 
perceptions, which may be mainly focused on being treated respectfully, being treated 
fairly, being entertained, and being motivated. Teachers have to develop a realistic self, 
and should use feedback from other perspectives as a means of professional develop-
ment. To some degree they should learn to look at their teaching from a student perspec-
tive (Wettstein, Ramseier, Scherzinger & Gasser, 2016). However, this does not mean 
they should make the student perspective their own. To me, there is still potential to fur-
ther explore social perspectives in teaching research by applying general concepts of so-
cial perspectivity (Strack, 2004).

3.	 Do Student Ratings of Classroom Management Tell us More 
About Teachers or About Classroom Composition ?

The paper by Göllner et al. (in this issue) focuses on whether the difference in referent 
of an aspect of classroom management does generate variation that depends more on 
the composition of the class than on the actual teaching. In an elaborate statistical model 
using student ratings from PISA 2003, the authors test the assumption that aspects of 
classroom composition influence ratings of those aspects of classroom management that 
mainly refer to the students’ behavior. Results indicate that teachers of classes with more 
low-achieving students and more male students are rated lower on aspects of classroom 
management that refer to the students, in contrast to measures referring to the teacher.

The paper by Göllner et al. (in this issue) has a sound theoretical background closely 
related to the theoretical approach of Fauth et al. (in this issue). The authors apply a 
methodologically sophisticated multi-level model to work out the importance of the 
specific referent-dependent variance of the “student referent items” for student ratings 
and their relations to academic achievement and classroom composition. From my point 
of view, the referent-dependent variance results from characteristics of general class 
behavior and its corresponding psychological dimension, classroom climate; both of 
which influence the specific behavior towards the teacher who is being rated. The class-
room climate should stabilize this behavior at the class level. These results are of spe-
cial importance when ratings are used in the context of teacher evaluation, because they 
might impair the fairness of the evaluation (Campbell & Ronfeldt, 2018).
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4.	 General Comments

Aspects of teaching and classroom interaction are still being treated like psychological 
constructs, with unidimensionality and normal distribution being common assumptions. 
Looking at some possible “states” of classroom management along a very basic abstract 
continuum of “order vs. chaos”, it is obvious however that the continuum is not nor-
mally distributed. (1) A class that is very difficult – perhaps because of its composition – 
will make teaching hard for almost any teacher. (2) A teacher with great authority will 
control even the most difficult class. (3) With a class of committed and intrinsically mo-
tivated students, there is almost no need for classroom management. (4) A stable bal-
anced state in the middle of the continuum has a relatively low probability. Disturbances 
and disciplinary problems that are not dealt with effectively have a tendency to escalate 
and spread by contagion. All of the different examples described here have different ref-
erents or combinations of referents.

As Fauth et al. (in this issue) and Göllner et al. (in this issue) point out, for typical as-
pects of classroom management the item referent varies on the item level, and the item 
referent influences both the internal structure and the correlations to external criteria. On 
the other hand, this is also true on a construct level. In their analyses of expert sortings 
of teaching constructs, Clausen, Schnabel & Schröder (2002, p. 254) generated a differ-
entiation regarding the “subject” and “object” of a construct (in brackets):

1)	 students → (students): e. g., student-student relations
2)	 students → (teacher): e. g., student engagement
3)	 teacher → (students): e. g., monitoring and
4)	 teacher → (teacher): e. g., clarity and structure.

This differentiation is not a question of item formulation, but a question of the con-
struct. At the core of teaching research, the constructs of quality of teaching represent 
a dynamic social interaction of teachers and students which is also stressed in the Ger-
man “Angebot-Nutzungs-Modell” by Helmke (2003; roughly translated as “offer-use 
model” or “utilization-of-learning-opportunities” model). From this point of view, the 
most relevant constructs are the interactive dimensions that focus the students’ behavior 
towards the teacher (category 2) and the teacher’s behavior towards the students (cate-
gory 3). For these constructs the reference perspective matrix does not make clear pre-
dictions. Reducing constructs to a “referent differentiated” level would avoid the refer-
ent-dependent variance problem, but would also reduce the behavioral universe to the 
less-relevant pure teacher variables and pure student variables. To put all referents into 
every single item, would make the resulting items more complex and more difficult to 
agree to. Balancing the different referents relevant to a construct across different items 
of a scale would not solve the referent problem – and yet in a way, this is how the instru-
ments discussed by Fauth et al. (in this issue) work.

Edumetrics is not psychometrics – some of the complexity is inherent to the domain 
of teaching research, and thus cannot be solved easily. Classroom management is too 
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broad and too complex a field for one to be able to expect it to be homogeneous in terms 
of internal structure, as well as in terms of correlations to other constructs. Both papers 
focus mainly on behavior and classroom management, while the more cognitive, moti-
vational, and emotional basic dimensions of teaching play marginal roles. If the authors 
were able to extend the theoretical scope of the reference perspective matrix, it would 
gain more relevance.

Updating the theoretical and empirical approaches to teaching research and perspec-
tive agreement, and connecting them closer to the Anglo-American research, is a major 
merit of both papers. The new approaches still need to be further elaborated and val-
idated. The authors of both papers are well aware of this, and many of the points dis-
cussed in this comment paper are addressed at least to some degree in these papers. The 
quantitative dimensional approach to describing the quality of teaching has its limita-
tions, and the more elaborate the methodology and the design, the more obvious are 
these limitations. Many of the items and scales discussed in Fauth et al. (in this issue) 
and Göllner at al. (in this issue) have their roots in instruments from the German class-
room climate research of the 1980s and 1990s (e. g. Saldern & Littig, 1987). They were 
created with different theoretical and empirical frameworks in mind. This new gen-
eration of researchers has developed promising ideas and they are capable of testing 
them in elaborate designs with state-of-the-art methodology. I am very curious to see 
them apply these ideas to more recent data with modern multi-perspective instruments.
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Zusammenfassung: In diesem Kommentar werden die in diesem Themenheft der Zeit-
schrift für Pädagogik erschienenen Beiträge von Fauth, Göllner, Lenske, Praetorius und 
Wagner sowie Göllner, Fauth, Lenske, Praetorius und Wagner diskutiert. Vor dem Hinter-
grund der Frage von Spezifität und Perspektivenübereinstimmung von Unterrichtswahr-
nehmungen werden Verdienste und mögliche Einschränkungen der theoretischen An-
sätze und empirischen Analysen beider Beiträge reflektiert. Im abschließenden Abschnitt 
wird die inherente Komplexität der Unterrichtsforschung auf allgemeinerer Ebene the-
matisiert mit Blick auf Unterschiede zwischen psychometrischen und edumetrischen An-
sätzen.

Schlagworte: Unterrichtsqualität, Perspektivenübereinstimmung, Klassenführung, Item-
formulierung, Unterrichtsbeurteilungen
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