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What does student
engagement look like? 

Why does it matter?

See p. 4 for studies that have 
influenced our thinking.

Sincerely,

EDWARD LIU, ED.D., MBA
DIRECTOR OF ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING, BPE

Dear colleagues and friends,

At BPE, we’ve been thinking hard about how best to measure the impact of our work in ways that help us 
improve outcomes for Boston students. The process of developing great teachers and schools is complex, 
as is its evaluation. Many researchers, policymakers, and pundits have been drawn to the promise of 
value-added modeling as a tool for judging the effectiveness of teachers and schools. We believe this type 
of analysis can be one important measure; in 2007, we launched one of the first value-added analyses 
of a teacher preparation program in the country to better understand the effectiveness of teachers we’ve 
prepared through the Boston Teacher Residency (BTR). 

Even as we launched this new line of research, we recognized that value-added modeling relies on 
incomplete measures of student learning, failing to capture important skills and habits that the best 
teachers and schools foster in their students. It also treats what happens inside the classroom as a “black 
box,” providing little information about the specific teaching practices that teachers employ, or the type 
and quality of the intellectual work students do. In other words, although value-added techniques can be 
useful to estimate how, on average, a group of teachers are doing relative to another group in terms of 
raising student test scores, they tell us virtually nothing about what accounts for the patterns. 

To better understand how we can improve our work developing new teachers, we are including two other 
forms of data in our research: student surveys and video observations of classroom practice. In the past 
year, we’ve begun using Tripod Project surveys, developed by Ron Ferguson at the Harvard Graduate School 
of Education, to gain students’ perspectives on their own learning. We are using these tools to dig deeper 
into the interactions among students and teachers, asking: 

  correspond to what is considered effective practice?

  long-term success, such as persistence, teamwork, and high aspirations?

In this brief, we share the thinking behind our decision to integrate student perceptions into our research. 
We also share insights from our initial pilot of the Tripod survey and questions that we will explore in the 
next phase of research. We invite your feedback. 
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New School
Designs This issue highlights BPE’s effort to develop effective teachers. Read BPE’s other issue briefs and learn 

more about our three-part strategy at www.bpe.org.

At BPE we believe that every child should have the right to a quality public education 
and that Boston can be the first city to fulfill this basic promise of our democracy.  
We have committed to three strategies that, together, have the highest likelihood of  
achieving our goal of success for every student:
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A Multi-Pronged Research Approach
In 2003, BPE and the Boston Public Schools (BPS) established the Boston Teacher 
Residency (BTR) to recruit and prepare highly effective teachers for Boston’s schools. 
BTR has trained a diverse group of more than 400 teachers in high-need areas who 
are highly valued by their principals and who stay in the classroom for more years 
than their peers. Having met and exceeded our initial goals, we turned our attention 
to a comprehensive examination of our graduates’ effectiveness. 

Piloting the Tripod Survey
The Tripod survey—versions of which are tailored to grades K-2, 3-5, and 6-12—
asks students to rate their experiences on a range of factors related to engagement, 
classroom conditions, and their relationships with teachers and peers. 

We used the 2011-2012 school year to pilot use of the Tripod instrument in  
partnership with the BPS Office of New Teacher Development, collecting survey 
data in the classrooms of 33 BTR graduates who volunteered to participate. This 
year, the district has contracted with Cambridge Education to use a shortened 
form of the Tripod survey in all high schools to provide teachers with constructive 
student feedback. 

Why Consider Student Perceptions?
Our decision to seek student input in our research is both value-driven and  
pragmatic. For many years, BPE has emphasized participant input in our  
internal research, using surveys of teachers, principals, and students to gauge the 
impact of our programs and to understand complex issues related to instructional 
improvement and student achievement. We have also supported student- and 
teacher-led research efforts in Boston schools. 

Beyond the symbolic importance of this type of research, we also know that students 
offer important information about their learning—data that we can’t gather any 
other way. The MET Project has found that students offer reliable reports on their 
classroom experiences; students tend to rate the same teachers similarly, even 
across class periods and years. Students have the advantage of spending more hours 
with their teachers than other observers, so it is not surprising that their ratings 
show such consistency. 

Student survey data is also a good predictor of learning gains. In the MET Project’s 
analyses, students of math teachers who had been rated in the top quarter by other 
groups of students learned the equivalent of four or five months more content than 
peers taught by teachers who had been rated in the bottom quartile. On the whole, 
students know effective teaching when they experience it. When used in combination 
with other measures of teacher effectiveness, student input can be extremely 
valuable in supporting professional growth.  

Student Engagement Matters
We also care about student engagement as an outcome on its own. It is important 
for us to know to what extent BTR graduates develop students who have high 
aspirations, are confident in their own ability to surmount challenges, persist in 
the face of difficulty, and cooperate and work productively with others. A growing 
body of research (see p. 4) suggests that behaviors and dispositions like these 
are even more predictive of long-term academic and career success than more 
traditional measures of achievement. 

continued on page 4

The Tripod Framework 

Seven Cs 

Student engagement targets 



HOW THE SURVEY WORKS
Tripod surveys include multiple questions for each of the  
Seven Cs and the student engagement targets. 

Students rate each statement from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.” 

Teachers receive an online report, organized according to the Seven Cs, that indicates  
the percentage of students who agree/disagree with each statement.

Using Tripod Data to Inform Teacher Reflection

We spoke with Irving Middle School teacher Stephen Yang (BTR ’11) and Clinical Teacher Educator Julie Sloan, who used 
the Tripod data and videos of Stephen’s practice to reflect on his work teaching seventh-grade English language arts. 

What have you found helpful about the data? What did you learn about 
your practice?
Stephen Yang (BTR graduate): The survey data helped me set some 
tangible goals for my second year of teaching. In order to captivate 
students, I knew I needed to look more carefully at the tasks I was 
assigning to make sure I was eliciting students’ ideas and placing 
myself more in a facilitative role. Second, in terms of demonstrating 
care, I wanted to learn new moves for leading text-based discussions 
so that students would come away feeling that I care about their ideas 
and that what’s in their minds matters. 

Julie Sloan (clinical teacher educator): After a few cycles of coaching  
with Stephen—planning units together, co-teaching, collaborating in the 
classroom, and looking at video—I saw the Tripod data as another lens  
into Stephen’s practice. It helped us tease out the stuff we might otherwise 
label as classroom management.

Stephen initially felt his main area of focus should be control—I mean, 
hello, 7th grade?!—but really, the Tripod results suggested control was 
one of Stephen’s strengths and it was more important for him to work on 
captivating students and demonstrating care. We looked at the survey 
questions and tried to see, through the lens of the kids, how that could 
make sense. Because I already knew Stephen’s teaching and individual 
students, I was able to help him own what the data were showing and 
link specific teaching practices to his students’ learning. The data helped 
Stephen break out of the common tendency of novice teachers to view their 
teaching through the narrow lens of creating a controlled environment.

How have you used the survey data to improve your practice? 
Stephen: Julie and I used the goals I’d set to backwards plan learning 
experiences—for me, and my students—and try some high-leverage 

practices, which means students doing cognitively demanding stuff, 
and me challenging them, controlling the process, and captivating their 
interest. We used videos to help me reflect on whether or not I actually did 
high-leverage work.

All of this added a crucial component to my practice because I now had 
quantitative data informing the choices I made. I was making wiser, more 
controlled decisions, and I was able to name what was happening in the 
moment before making a particular choice.

What other insights have you gained?
Julie: I appreciated naming the Seven Cs as factors that lead to productive 
communities and relationships. Veteran teachers or coaches might know 
them from their own experiences, but to name them in this way helped me 
connect the Cs to Stephen’s goals.

The privacy of reading your own data and sharing it with someone you 
choose (in this case, me) I think was useful too. I don’t think Stephen and I 
ever saw the data as showing something we didn’t know, but it helped push 
our thinking and gave us some data points. In the end, it was Stephen’s 
understanding of his own teaching and relationship with kids that really 
informed how he interpreted and acted on the data. 

Stephen: I think that the Seven Cs are fair. I no longer plan a unit without 
referencing how I will control the room without controlling minds, clarify the 
learning, confer with students, and consolidate what students have done. 
I’m looking forward to participating again this year. The Tripod data really 
made a difference and has been some of the most helpful input I’ve had in 
improving my practice this year.
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Using Data with Teachers
A primary reason for this investment in student surveys is to help teachers reflect upon 
and improve their practice. All 33 BTR graduates who participated in the Tripod pilot received 
dynamic online reports based on the student survey data. The reports, which were released 
only to each participant, showed them what percentage of their students rated their experience 
positively on each of the indices. Teachers could dig deeper to see how students responded on 
individual questions as well. Some teachers shared their survey data with BPE’s clinical teacher 
educators, who used the data in combination with observations of lessons as a part of their 
one-on-one coaching. 

What We’re Learning
The preliminary data from our pilot survey suggest that BTR graduates are effective in creating 
positive classroom learning conditions. Among high school teachers (our largest sample):

 
 the 70th percentile of teachers nationwide. 

 
 their students perceived them as pressing for high levels of student thinking and   
 effort, as well as offering support and encouragement.

 
 suggesting that they are effective in listening to students’ thinking, explaining   
 concepts, and connecting them to other ideas. 

The Tripod data has also pointed to areas in which we can improve our preparation of 
teaching. For example, BTR graduates in the pilot survey tended to score lower on control 
(classroom management) and captivate (making learning interesting and relevant). 

We can’t say yet whether these data represent broader trends among our graduates, but the 
findings have confirmed similar results from surveys of our graduates and their supervisors, 
and the instrument has given us specific, shared language about student engagement that is 
already informing program improvements. 


