Assessing Changes in Elementary and Junior High Schoo]
Environments Using Cbservers’ Reports

Harriet Feldlaufer

Achievement Research Laboratory

The University of Michigan

Paper presented as part of a symposium entitled "Early
Adolescence: Attitudinal and Environmental Changes" at the
American Fducational Research Assocciation Annual Meeting, New

Orieans, April 1984



The transition into junior high school is marked by a deciine
in students’ achievement-related values and beliefs. Students
pecome more pessimistic about their academic apitities, more
anxious in academic settings and less positive in their attitudes
toward school (Eccles et al., in press). Why do students “turn
of f" to school at this age? Several authors have suggested that
school environments may change across grade levels and that these
changes precipitate the deciine in students’ achievemaent-related
attitudes. Unfortunately, there has been very little research
done with which to evaluate the hypothesis that school
environments change in a systematic fashion across grade Tevels
together with the hypothesis that these changes are related to
the deciine in students’ attitudes.

Do classroom environments change systematically with grade
level? Brophy and Evertson {1978} have conducted several Targe
scale investigations of classrooms. Based on these studies,

- Brophy and Evertson concluded that there are major differences in
classroom environments across grade ieveis. They identified four
general stages: grades one through three, grades four through
six, grades seven through nine, and grades ten through twalive.
They report that early eiementary classrooms are generally more
"open" and less teacher-~controlled than later elementary and
junior high school environments. Other studies provide some
additional support for the beliaf that there is an increased
emphasis in teacher control over students as they move through
the grades (Hoy, 1969; Moos, 1879; Nielsen & Gerber, 1979;
Walberg, House, & Steele, 1973).

What does research tell us about the relationship between
school envirornments and achievement motivation? Research in the
domain of student satisfaction cieariy indicates that students
express greater satisfaction and exhibit greater intrinsic
motivation in situations that provide them with greater controi
over their behaviors {(Arlin & Whitely, 1878; Stipek & Weisz,
1981: Thomas, 19280). Research within the achievement domain also
suggests that environmental settings that focus individuals’
attention on self-assessment rather than on the task at hand have
debilitating effects on both motivation and achievement for all
but the most competent and confident individuals (Brophy, 1983,
Doyle, 1879; Hi11, 1977}. In general, environmental settings
which emphasize evaluation, social comparison, and compatition
appear to increase self-focus or an ego-involved orientation (s=e
Nicholls, 1980). Each of these bodies of research suggests that
most students will prefer and will have the most positive
attitudes in an environment in which the students themselves have
some choice over their academic activities and in which seif~-

focus is iess salient.

very littie work has been done too assess classroom
snvironments in terms of processes which are directly reiated to
social comparison of abiiities and the evaluation system. We do



know that grading practices often change during the iate
elementary years or at the beginning of junior high school
(Gronlund, 1874). In contrast to the early elementary schoel,
grades usually reflect more an assessment of ability and less an
assessment of effort. Students are graded by a variety of
teachers, usually receive letter grades, and may be graded on a
curve, Consequently, the salience of social comparison
“information is increased. While individualized assignments are
fairly common during the elementary school years, instruction as
children approach junior high school is more often characterized
by a whole-class format. As a result of this teaching style,
students tend to be graded in terms of their relative performance
on class tests and class assignments rather than on their
individual progress (Rosenholtz & Rosenholtz, 1981). Even though
the social psychology, organizational psychology, and educational
psychology 1iteature point to the power of social comparison
information, assessments of classroom environments have not
focused on variables which relate to this dynamic.

This paper describes the steps we took to design and test a
classroom environment measurs to investigate whether there are
grade-related changes between elementary and junior high school
mathematics classrcooms. We are especially interested in changes
in classroom environments that might have an effect on students’
achievement-related beliefs, values, and behaviors, particularty
in mathematics, but also more generally in other academic
subjects, such as English or science, and in non-academic domains
such as social relations. Needless to say, in a study which
tooks at the effects of environmental change, a sensitive and
accurate measure of the envirorment is5 essential.

Our goal was to develop a classroom anvircnment measure
which would assess two broad features of the classroom
environment. One of the features is the nature of decision-
making in the classroom, with special attention being paid to
opportunities for student self-management and choice, and the
extent to which teachers trust and respect their students, and
set high expectations for their students. The second emphasis of
our measure is the assessment of self- versus task focus,
Students might tend to focus more on evaluating their competence
in academic domains, and less on creative problem-solving, to the
extent there exists in the classroom an emphasis on grades and
other extrinsic rewards and punishments, and to the extent that
instruction is public and involves the whole class.

The davelopment of our classroom environment measure began
almost two vears ago. We loocked at many prominent classroom
environment measures including Moos & Trickett’s "Classroom
EFrnvironment Scale", (4974); tpstein & McPartland’s "Quality of
School Life Scale”", [(13876): Fraser’s "Individualized Classroom
Environment Measure”,{(1882): Anderson’s “Learning Environment
Inventory", (1976}); Traub & Weiss’s “Dimensions of Schooling
Questionnaire”, (1972). Brookover'’s measures from the "School
Social Ciimate Study®, {18789); Patrick Lee’s "Classroom Decision-



Making Scale®, (1978}, and many others. These measures had 1tems
that tap classroom authority systems, such as who makes decisions
regarding classroom behavior, classwork and homework. We adapted
a number of {tems measuring teacher warmth and teacher fairness.
In addition, these measures had items regarding task organization
such as whole class, within-classroom ability grouping and
jndividualized instruction. We generated a pool of items suited
to the more specific objectives of our research of the transition
students make from their last year of elementary school through
the first year of middie or junior high school. This pool
includes measures of students’ social comparison of abilities,
competition among students, the use of public evaluation and
discipiine practices, and teacher behaviors that communicate
values about subject matter. We have included both high and Tow
inference items in our item pool. High inference items allow Uus
to capture the spirtt and context of statements, gestures and
behaviors of teachers and students using some judgement and
interpretation. An example of a high inference item in our pool
is, "The teacher seems to expect mest students to do shoddy work
or make stupid mistakes". On the other hand, low inference jtems
allow us to report specific publicly observable speech, behavior
and physical characteristics of the ciassroom with minimal

interpretation on the part of the rater. An example of a low
inference item in our pool is, "When math papers are handed back
students compare grades". The combination of high and low

inference items allows us to detect both formal and informal
behaviors and practices that take place in the classroom.
Epstein and McPartland’s (1879) work on open and traditional
classroom settings makes the distinction between the formal
aspects and the informal aspects of classroom authority
structures. They found it was the informal aspects of authority
systems that were the strongest predictors of student outcomes,
We believe that these informal aspects of classrcom authority
systems are often only measured by high inference {tems. We have
tried to develop items to tap these more subtle, informal
behaviors, like teacher warmth and supportiveness, teacher’s use
of sarcasm, and the teacher as a careful listener,

We pre-piloted our instrument in upper-elementary and junior
high schoolmath classrooms. We worked in pairs. After we had
observed in a classroom for several days, we independently rated
items for the classroom and then talked at length about the
classroom. How did the classroom differ from others we had
observed? What were the salient characteristics of the
classroom? Did we have items in the measure which tapped these
features? We found that some {tems worked well, and others

others didn’t. For instance, we had thought to measure teachers’
respect for student’ {deas and opinions through the item,
v"pssertiveness is valued in this class", but we found that

observers did not agree on what constitutes assertiveness, or
what constitutes vaiuing. This ftem was dropped. 0Other {tems

were reworded,

The classroom environment measure we have developed has



three forms. One form asks students to describe what their
classroom is like. The second form asks teachers to describe the
same classroom from the teachers perspective. The third form
reguired our observers to make ratings on the classroom
environment. As much as possible, we tried to develop items
whose wording would correspond as closely as possibie from one

form to the next.

This paper will report some of our preliminary findings
using the Observer Classroom Environment Measure. The findings
described come from a pilot sample of 14 classroems in two public
school districts in southeastern Michigan. Two classrooms ware
combined 4th and 5th grades, two were 5th grade classrocoms, nine
ware 7th grade classrooms, and one was an B8th grade classroom.
The four upper-elementary classrooms were drawn from one
elementary butiding. The ten junior high school classrooms were
drawn from three pbuildings in two scheool districts.

Two observers spent approximately 45 minutes per day in each
classroom for five consecutive days during math instruction. The
intention of observing for five days was to capture possibie
variations in the scheduling of tests, the sequence with which
assignments were given each day, discussed the next day and
evaluated, and the extent to which teachers were consistent in
their behavior, At the end of the five day observation period
the two observers in each classroom independently rated all items
o the measure. Next, each pair of observers reached a consensus
on every item. 50 items were scored True-False, and 21 items
were scored on a three-point freguency scale The percent
agreement for pairs of observers averaged .B4 on the dichotomous
items. One would of expected a 50% agreement by chance alone.
The percent agreement for pairs of observers averaged .76 on the
21 trichotomous items. One would have expected a 33% agreemsant
by chance alone on the trichotomous 1tems. For both the True-
False and the frequency items, the independent ratings of pairs
of observers agreed at levels that were substantially above

chance.

Based on chi-sqguare analyses from our pilot sample, several
significant grade~related changes in observers’ perceptions of
the classroom envircnment were found. The attached table lists
items that showed significant grade-related differences between
elementary and jumior high school classrooms., With respect to
the nature of the authority system, upper-elementary students
were given more decision-making opportunities than the junior
Righ school students. The elementary students were more often
allowed to decide the order in which to complete their math work,
had more opportunity to discuss a math topic without frequent
teachar interruptions, and were able to check their own tests and
quizzes than were the junior high school students. Our findings
alse suggest that slementary school teachers were perceived to be
warmer, more supportive, and more trusting than the junior high

school teachers,



With regard to task focus, teachers at the slementary grade
tevel were found to emphasize doing math work more for intrinsic
reasons, rather than extrinsic rewards, more than the teachers at
the junior high school level. Elementary classroom teachers were
less likely to penalize students for -turning in math work late or
not completing assighnments than were the junior high school
teachers. Elementary students were more 1likely to work together
in small groups or pairs on an assignment than were the junior
high school students. A1l of this combined refiects a more
cooperative working environment with less emphasis on rewards and
punishment in the alementary classroom.

These analyses, done with classrooms as the unit of
analysis, support the hypothesis that upper-elementary classrooms
ailow greater student self-management and choice, and provide
greater teacher warmth, trust, and respect for students compared
+o junior high school classrooms. Observers found greater
emphasis on grading, rewards and punishment, and whole-class
instruction in junior high classrooms, factors which would tead
to an increase in student self-focus.

A benefit of collecting ratings from observers in classrooms
accrues to us when we follow students longitudinally. For
instance, if students and teachers all agreed that decision-
mak ing opportunities in math classrooms were more common in their
upper-eliementary classrooms than in thetr junior high school
classrooms, the role of an independent observer would be minimal.
However, to the extent that students and teachers reports of
their classrcom environments are discrepant, the role of
independent chservers following these students over time,
increases in importance., If all we knew was that students’
perceptions of decision-making opportunities changed, 1t wouid be
difficult to determine whether the "objective" environments had
actually changed, or students had changed as perceivers, and the
same opportunities which had existed in upper-elementary
classrooms were no longer adeguate to their developing needs for
self-management. Having observers present in these students’
ctassrooms across this school transition, gives us an independent

control on environmental change.
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[Grade Level Differences for Items in Observer
Classroom Environment Measure {0CEM)]

Item Direction p!
Students can decide the order in which
they compiete math work? ELEM > JHS .06
There are opportunities for students to
discuss a math topic without frequent
teacher interruptions ELEM > JHS .04
Students check their math quizzes or
tasts ELEM > JHS .04
The teacher is warm and supportive ELEM > JHS .03
The teacher emphasizes doing math for
its own sake (because it’s interesting
or valuable, etc.) ELEM > JHS .05
Students are penalized for turning math
work in tate JHS > ELEM .02
Students work together in small groups

ELEM > JHS .06

or pairs?

‘tP-value derived from Fisher’s Exact Test

tThese items are scored on a 3-point freguency scale
(i=rarely or never; Z2=sometimes; J-often or always).
others items are scored True-False.
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