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Abstract: In this overview piece, we document the six student perception surveys
(SPSs) currently available for state, district, and school consumption and use, given
SPSs are increasingly becoming one of the more popular “multiple measures” being
used to evaluate teacher qualities. We present descriptive information about each
of these SPSs, including information related to cost(s), constructs or domains
assessed, number of items, response option types, grade level(s) in which the SPS
can be administered, etc. Given this information, we also present implications for
practice, as well as calls for future research into each SPS individually and writ large,
given SPSs’ increasing popularity post the passage of the Every Student Succeeds
Act (ESSA), and also given what consumers might need to know before SPS purchase or use.
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There has been a notable increase in Student
Perception Surveys (SPSs)—surveys given to elementary and secondary school students to evaluate their teachers—since the passage of the
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1. Introduction
Since the 1990s, federal education accountability policies have outlined multiple reforms to
improve the state of public education in the U.S. More specifically, a national movement incorporating standards-based reforms and a culture of testing students stemmed from the A Nation at
Risk report (National Commission on Excellence in Education [NCEE], 1983), after which federal and
statewide education policies focused on accountability measures as related to student achievement and teacher quality arose. Such reforms (e.g. No Child Left Behind [NCLB 2001]; Race to the
Top [RTTT; U.S. Department of Education, 2009]) most frequently targeted student achievement as
measured by standardized tests, and subsequently teacher quality and effectiveness as measured
by student achievement, classroom observations of teaching, and most recently, students’ perceptions of their teachers via student perception surveys (SPSs). These SPSs are the focus within this
piece, in terms of our survey of these surveys.
SPSs are used to obtain students’ opinions about different aspects of their teachers’ attitudes
and pedagogical practices. Ferguson and Danielson (2014) clustered such aspects into the “tripod”
of “content, pedagogy, and relationships” with the idea that
…in order to deliver instruction effectively, teachers [need] an understanding of the subjects
they [a]re teaching (content knowledge), they [need] sufficient skill to help students achieve
understanding (pedagogic knowledge and skills), and they [need] to connect with students
on a personal level so that students w[ill] be inspired to trust and cooperate (p. 105).
This “tripod,” which stemmed from noted psychologist’s Erik Erikson’s life cycle identity development, was the basis for Ferguson’s Tripod SPS (Ferguson & Danielson, 2014), and possibly other
SPSs (discussed in more detail, below). Broadly speaking, SPSs are also informed by research on
effective parenting, school and classroom environments, a sense of community, and social and
emotional support (see Ferguson & Danielson, 2014).
It should be noted that while the SPSs discussed herein indicated in their marketing materials
that they were developed per prior research, it was not possible to verify to what extent this was
the case due to a lack of technical documents and details (discussed in more depth, below). This
shortage of evidence is not necessarily uncommon for teacher evaluation measures, as classroom
observation frameworks are also notably lacking in such detail as well. For example, Charlotte
Danielson, the developer of one of the most popular classroom observation frameworks, the
Danielson Framework for Teaching (FFT), indicates that the FFT is research-based (Ferguson &
Danielson, 2014). However, as Author(s) (2017) indicate, there is “no reference…that might serve
as evidence of such a claim” (p. 2). While it is highly likely that classroom observation frameworks
and SPSs alike indeed developed per established research, it was not possible to provide a robust
commentary on this the due to a lack of provided and/or accessible information.
Unlike value-added models (VAMs) or classroom observation measures, SPSs aim to allow
students to assess the social, emotional, and instructional qualities teachers bring into the classroom. Teachers showcasing effective observable qualities have been found to positively influence
students by transforming students’ non-cognitive traits, such as perseverance and self-control.
Such non-cognitive traits have been shown to be as critical as academic achievement for future life
success (Jackson, 2012).
We conducted a review of the SPSs currently available to K-12 schools, and increasingly being
taken up by states and districts as a part of teacher evaluation systems as based on “multiple
measures” (i.e. more than VAM and observational indicators) of teacher evaluation (see, for
example, Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, n.d.). We first provide a brief history of SPS use in
teacher evaluation systems, acknowledging that SPSs have been in use for decades in higher
education (see, for example, Marsh, 1987, 1991, 2007) but not delving into that research for our
purposes herein. Second, we review the background research on K-12 SPSs. Third, we review the six
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(as of the time of this investigation) SPSs that we identified as being available for any district or
state to purchase and use (i.e. vendor-developed SPSs), acknowledging that many states and
districts (and perhaps even schools) are developing their own instruments for local purposes (of
which we did not explore). The six vendor-developed SPSs include: (1) the iKnowMyClass survey,
owned by Corwin, a SAGE company; (2) the K12 Insight Engage survey, owned by K12 Insight; (3)
the My Student STeP Survey, owned by My Student Survey; (4) the Panorama survey, owned by
Panorama Education; (5) the Tripod survey, owned by Tripod Education Partners; and (6) the
YouthTruth student survey, owned by YouthTruth.
As these and additional options become available for teacher evaluation, it is important to track
everything possible about these sets of measures to hopefully make information about these
instruments, their options, their strengths/weaknesses, their levels of reliability and validity (e.g.
validation studies, if applicable), and the like more accessible to the educated consumer, and
especially the consumer who might not know what the right questions are to ask when contemplating any such vendor or instrument. Related, because there has not yet been any contributions
to the field that adequately describe and compare the SPSs currently on the market, this piece is
critical and also timely in that such a resource should be made available to help others make more
informed decisions should they be looking to purchase a proprietary SPS. Thus, our survey of these
surveys provides such a review and synthesis of the six SPSs listed prior.

2. Background
2.1. History of SPSs in teacher evaluation systems
Surveys to evaluate teachers for formative purposes have been used for decades, primarily in
higher education, albeit only sporadically for the evaluation of K-12 teachers, and not typically for
high-stakes decisions (Peterson, Wahlquist, & Bone, 2000). It has only been of late that SPSs have
been used in more formative or summative ways as integral parts of states’ and districts’ formal
teacher evaluation systems as based upon “multiple measures” (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation,
n.d.; Chester, 2003; Darling-Hammond, 2012; The New Teacher Project, 2011; U.S. Department of
Education, 2009). Such systems as based upon “multiple measures” are to permit more facets of
teaching to be evaluated as part of the whole (i.e. overall teacher quality construct), all the while
helping to, at least theoretically, alleviate some of the concerns associated with using each
individual measure in isolation (e.g. observer subjectivities, inter-rater reliability, and comprehensiveness issues with classroom observations; reliability, validity, and fairness issues with VAMs;
observer subjectivities, internal reliability, and response rate issues with SPSs).
In the early 1990s, it was estimated that SPSs were being used in under five percent of K-12
school districts nationwide (Educational Research Service, 1988; Loup, Garland, Ellett, & Rugutt,
1996). It was just after the turn of the century when SPSs began to make their entrance into K-12
education when Harvard economist and adjunct lecturer in public policy, Ronald Ferguson, constructed what would eventually become the leading SPS in the country (LaFee, 2014)—the Tripod
Survey. At the time, Ferguson was helping a small school district in Ohio with an unexplained issue
of “uneven student achievement.” He ended up anonymously surveying the districts’ students
about their experiences with their teachers after none of the current methods of teacher assessment led to any conclusions about the “uneven” achievement data. As previously mentioned,
Ferguson developed this initial survey based on Erikson’s cycle of identity development (Ferguson
& Danielson, 2014). Ferguson found the students’ survey answers to be consistent and accurate in
that students were able to recognize effective and ineffective teaching (LaFee, 2014). From there,
Ferguson (2012) worked with the Ohio district for several years to further refine his instrument. By
2012, nearly one million students had completed it.
The growth of SPSs accelerated yet again after the infamous Widget Effect report was released
in 2009, in which Weisberg, Sexton, Mulhearn, and Keeling (2009) highlighted the measurement
troubles with America’s contemporary teacher evaluation systems. Of explicit concern was that
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upwards of 95% of teachers in Weisberg et al.’s sample were rated as “effective” or “highly
effective.” Weisberg et al., accordingly, argued that so many teachers receiving such high evaluations was illogical given student achievement across the U.S. was average, at best, in comparison
to other industrialized nations. Hence, this too increased calls for teacher evaluation reform. The
U.S. was purportedly not performing well, and the country’s education system as reliant upon an
antiquated teacher evaluation system, allegedly continued to permit mediocre teachers to hide
behind the curtains of obsolete teacher evaluation systems, so the logic went.
The combination of Weisberg et al.’s (2009) findings, the aforementioned $4.35 billion in RTTT
funds incentivizing states to adopt reformed teacher evaluation systems, and also the congressional authorization of the NCLB waivers excusing states from not meeting NCLB’s prior 100%
student proficiency by 2014 goals if states reformed their teacher evaluation systems, led states to
reform their teacher evaluation systems. Adding to these policies was the rhetoric surrounding
teacher accountability that led states to explore, adopt, and implement more teacher evaluation
indicators (i.e. “multiple measures”) to contribute to the new and improved teacher evaluation
systems that states were being incentivized to develop.
Around the same time, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation funded the Measures of Effective
Teaching (MET) study (i.e. 2009 to 2011). SPSs were an integrated part of the “multiple measures”
used within and across MET studies, which also increased the interest in and use of SPSs across the
nation. The goal of the MET study was to identify measures of effective teaching that could inform
teachers, schools, and districts about teachers’ strengths and weaknesses (Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation, n.d.); hence, SPSs also fit this goal. Results indicated that the Tripod—the SPS used as
a part of the MET studies—was a valid and reliable way to measure teacher effectiveness, and
potentially more so than classroom observation measures (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012).
This finding also contributed to the general rise of and interest in SPSs. Consequently, one year
after the MET study findings were published, SPSs were increasingly being publicized as another
viable “multiple measure” option (e.g. Butrymowicz, 2012; Heitin, 2012; O’Donnell, 2014). It was
then that SPSs truly began to be investigated, adopted, and incorporated into states’ reformed
teacher evaluation systems.
As of 2015, seven states1 required SPSs to be used as part of the state’s/districts’ reformed
teacher evaluation systems, and an additional 25 states2 and the District of Columbia allowed for
SPS use within their formal teacher evaluation systems (Doherty & Jacobs, 2015). The relative
weight of SPSs data as compared to the weights attributed to the other now common measures of
teacher effectiveness (e.g. teachers’ value-added data, teachers’ observational ratings) continue to
vary per state, and it remains unknown how all of this might progress, or regress, as per the Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015). Given that the use of teacher-level value-added data seems to
be diminishing or even disappearing from some states’ teacher evaluation systems (Will, 2016; see
also state-level policies in Connecticut, Nevada, and Texas), it is possible that additional states will
begin to utilize SPSs more; although, this would also likely be true even if states were not to
abandon their value-added initiatives. In other words, it presently seems that SPSs will continue to
be integrated into states’/districts’ teacher evaluation systems, regardless of the other indicators
already in use. If SPSs are not currently in use, they may be soon adopted, given SPSs are
apparently being viewed as the trending measures that allow previously unevaluated aspects of
teaching to be assessed.

2.2. Research on K-12 SPSs
2.2.1. Benefits when using SPSs
Although relatively new to the formal teacher evaluation scene, proponents of SPSs see many
benefits to their use. From a logistical standpoint, as also related to the broader picture of teacher
evaluation, one of the biggest advantages of utilizing SPSs is that such surveys target the populations 1) with whom teachers interact the most as 2) the intended consumers of teachers’
Page 4 of 16

Geiger & Amrein-Beardsley, Cogent Education (2019), 6: 1602943
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2019.1602943

instruction (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012; Ferguson, 2012; Follman, 1992; Goe, Bell, &
Little, 2008; LaFee, 2014).
Kane and Staiger (2012), using data from the MET study, also purported that SPS data are more
reliable and stable than classroom observational data. This may be because students spend
multiple hours with their teachers, compared to trained classroom observers who might spend
only a few hours with each teacher every year. In addition, student evaluations of teachers are
averaged across many students, where observational data is typically only gathered by one or two
people, which helps to alleviate issues with inter-rater reliability (i.e. issues that plague teacher
observational systems and scores).
Likewise, evidence suggests that SPS data may also be more reliable and stable than teachers’ valueadded data, also keeping in mind how relatively unstable value-added indicators continue to be (Ballou
& Springer, 2015; Schochet & Chiang, 2013; Yeh, 2013), with researchers demonstrating the overall
stability (i.e. reliability) of SPS data to be acceptable, or more specifically moderate3 in the case of the
Tripod data included in the aforementioned MET studies. Polikoff (2015), however, found that the
overall stability of this SPS measure was low to moderate,4 and therefore more or less on par with the
reliabilities observed across teachers’ value-added output (see also Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation,
2012; Fauth, Decristan, Rieser, Klieme, & Buttner, 2014; Ferguson, 2008; Follman, 1995; Peterson et al.,
2000; Wagner, Gollner, Helmke, Trautwein, & Ludtke, 2013; Wallace, Kelcey, & Ruzek, 2016).
There are also purported benefits to SPSs from a measurement perspective, especially in relation
to other measures. Findings taken from the MET studies evidenced that the Tripod—both overall
and each individual construct—had high predictive validity with student achievement gains, which
implied that SPSs might also be predictive of outcomes in subjects and grades that are untested
(Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012; Raudenbush & Jean, 2014).
Notwithstanding, other pragmatic benefits to SPSs are that they are relatively cost-effective (Bill
& Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012; Schulz, Sud, & Crowe, 2014), especially as compared to classroom observations and the test- and data-based infrastructures and systems required for the
calculations and analyses of teachers’ value-added (e.g. via VAMs). Surveys are also quick and easy
to administer to students, and allow schools (and districts/states) to gather relatively quick
impressions of students’ opinions about their teachers’ qualities (Schulz et al., 2014). This is to
also potentially allow for teachers to more promptly adjust their pedagogical practices and
behaviors in the classroom in real time (e.g. given the time delays thwarting the use of similar
feedback taken from the aforementioned VAM-based estimates; Stevens, Harris, Liu, & AguirreMunoz, 2013; Whitehurst, Chingos, & Lindquist, 2014).
Also, given the multiple constructs—the relevant pedagogical concepts or characteristics that SPSs
are designed to measure, as defined within the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing
(American Educational Research Association [AERA], American Psychological Association [APA], &
National Council on Measurement in Education [NCME], 2014)—of which SPSs are comprised, teachers
are also potentially able to receive specific feedback that focuses on a variety of facets of teaching,
also facilitating the real time improvement of teacher practice (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012).
This also stands in stark contrast to teachers’ VAM data, where teachers might be rated as “ineffective”
but have no idea what part of their instruction needs improvement (Whitehurst et al., 2014).

2.2.2. Concerns with using SPSs
As is typical in all areas of research, including teacher evaluation inquiry, with benefits also come
some noteworthy concerns. One of these is that all students are not able to evaluate all facets of
what teaching actually entails, and all instruments are incapable of effectively capturing these
facets; hence, here, too, is an issue with representativeness. For example, while students may be
able to assess whether a teacher is engaging (however “engaging” may be defined), or presents
new material in interesting ways (however “new” and “interesting” may be defined), students may
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not be able to determine how well a teacher knows a certain set of content standards or
performance objectives (Goe et al., 2008; Peterson, Stevens, & Ponzio, 1997).
Additionally, it can be difficult to get buy-in from teachers for the use of SPSs, especially for
summative purposes, as many teachers fear that students’ evaluations could be biased based on
how their students personally feel about them, versus their qualities as teachers (Kauchak,
Peterson, & Driscoll, 1985; Schulz et al., 2014). Teachers also fear that their SPS-based output
may be biased given the possibility that students may not take the surveys very seriously with or
without fully understanding the potential implications survey output might have on their teachers’
professional (and personal) lives (e.g. informing consequential personnel decisions regarding
tenure, merit pay, termination; Nott, 2014; Schulz et al., 2014). From the higher education literature, while not knowing to what extent this research might generalize into the K-12 sector, we
know that there are many biasing factors at play that are significantly correlated with SPS output.
These potentially biasing factors include but are not limited to how students’ grades, perceptions
of course rigor, class sizes, genders (and whether an individual student’s gender matches or varies
from an individual teacher’s gender), whether the course is a required core course or an elective,
and the like (see Marsh, 2007, for a list of potentially biasing factors that are also theoretically in
play). Hence, teachers likely have empirically grounded causes for pause.
Related, measurement error is also an empirical reality for SPSs, with concerns centering around
reliability, validity, bias, fairness, and more. Regarding reliability, while inter-rater reliability might be of
relatively less concern (e.g. in comparison to teachers’ observational estimates), internal reliability is
certainly of concern in that it is imperative that any SPS that is used is demonstrated to be internally
reliable or, rather, yield internally consistent responses across student respondents. Regarding validity,
validity of inference remains important, especially given the potential threats to validity also prevalent
with surveys of any kind. Selection bias, for example, is something with which all SPS users must contend;
that is, if “enough” students do not respond, there are few if any valid inferences that can be drawn on
behalf of the whole. Halo-rating errors are also common, as characterized by students forming a general
impression of their teachers or a teacher’s instructional effectiveness, and simply marking a teacher high
on all marks without discriminating among items. Despite the best efforts of instrument developers to
construct SPSs with items reflecting important dimensions of teaching, the general impression each
student brings to such evaluations too often drives the rating process, often yielding very high internal
consistency reliability estimates (α ≥ 0.90). The inverse is also true with severity errors, with general
negative impressions skewing teachers’ SPS output downwards, while also thwarting inferential validity
(see Hobson & Talbot, 2001; Pike, 1999; Schmelkin, Spencer, & Gellman, 1997).
Likewise, SPS results can be negatively impacted due to a variety of other factors, such as the
nonrandom sorting of students into classrooms (which is a preeminent cause for concern, also
with student value-added data; Rothstein, 2009, 2010) that yields classroom compositions, relatively and sometimes purposefully, homogenized by student-level factors, such as race/ethnicity,
achievement level, or socioeconomic status (Desimone, Smith, & Frisvold, 2010; Driscoll, Peterson,
Crow, & Larson, 1985). These confounding factors might also cause error, or “noise,” also provided
whatever content the teacher may teach.
Regardless, and as noted by Goe et al. (2008), most important is that that users of SPSs heed
caution as SPSs should only be used in summative teacher evaluations if and when they have been
validated for such intended purposes (see also AERA et al., 2014). This also carries serious policy
implications not to be overlooked at any level.

2.2.3. Research on the six vendor-developed SPSs
As SPSs have only recently become more popularized, however, the majority of empirical studies to
date use survey data from the MET study (i.e. Tripod survey data). The other five vendor-developed
surveys we review in this article have not yet been analyzed, either alone or in conjunction with
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other measures of teaching effectiveness, with the same frequency of the Tripod, if at all. Hence,
we present next what we did in this survey of these surveys to add to this area of research.

3. Data collection
To conduct our survey of the six SPSs mentioned prior, we reviewed all survey companies’ websites
to determine what material they made publicly accessible, if any. More specifically, we reviewed
each website to determine: 1) whether the full survey instrument was provided to review; 2)
whether the survey’s constructs (e.g. the big latent concepts to be assessed) were accessible; 3)
whether the survey’s items per construct were accessible; 4) whether survey-specific details, such
as the number of items and item format (e.g. Likert scale) were detailed; 5) what, if any, developmental, technical, or other related reports (e.g. validation studies) were available; 6) whether the
cost associated with purchasing, implementing, and/or analyzing survey results were made explicit; and 7) what, if any other information pertinent to the survey’s background, development, use
or use requirements, implementation or administration directions, analytical notes or recommendations, and the like were made known.
Thereafter, we contacted each company that did not publically provide this information to
request copies of their survey instruments, as well as any other relevant material that we might
have been missing after our initial search for the abovementioned information. We did not request
any actual survey data (i.e. students’ responses) from any of the companies.
Of the six SPSs, the Panorama survey was the only one that was freely accessible online;
however, we were also able to obtain the iKnowMyClass Survey and the YouthTruth Survey from
the Corwin and YouthTruth companies, respectively. Tripod Education Partners required
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval to access their instrument, but even with IRB approval,
they denied granting us access because this study was not a part of a student’s dissertation.
MyStudentSurvey failed to respond to several emails, and K12 Insight immediately refused to
participate, citing the proprietary nature of its survey as the reason why.
Regardless, and while our attempts to access these instruments and information about these
instruments might serve as study findings in and of themselves, for those who did not respond to
either our initial emails or the opportunity to review the article draft, we still did our best to analyze
all that we could without these three (50%) of the actual survey instruments in hand. Likewise, we
provided a final draft of this article to all six SPS companies to allow them to review our findings, as
well as to provide each with an opportunity to confirm or refute any of the information we asserted
or advanced. Three of the six companies (K12 Insight, Tripod, YouthTruth) responded with feedback, generally speaking to information about technical development and validation, or brief
details, revisions regarding wording, or other minor details.

4. Survey review
In this section we provide a general overview of the six surveys as a group. We also discuss several
commonalities across all surveys, as well as some points of difference. However, it is also worth
noting at the onset of this discussion that no information was publically available online regarding
the K12 Insight Engage Survey regarding its development, content, or related details, and, as
noted above, no additional information was provided to us when we contacted the K12 Insight
company. Hence, what we provide next is everything we accessed about five of the six (83%) of the
actual SPSs available on the market. Each survey’s specific features and components can be found
in Table 1 (i.e. parent company, developmental history, highest degree of lead developer, cost(s)
associated with use, constructs or domains, number of items, response option types, grade level(s)
in which it can be administered and used, whether online or paper administration is available, the
primary website, and each company’s response to our request for the survey and other related
information).
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Corwin (SAGE)

Dr. Russell Quaglia
(Quaglia Institute for
Student Aspirations)

Dr. Russell Quaglia: Ed.
D.,Educational
Administration,
Columbia University

$250/school plus $2.50/
student

Class Efficacy,
Cooperative Learning,
Critical Thinking,
Discipline Problems,
Engagement, Positive
Pedagogy, Relationships,
Relevance

Grades 3–5; Grades 6–12
(short and long versions)

Parent Company

Development

Highest Degree of Lead
Developer

Cost

Constructs/Domains

Grade Level(s)

iKnowMyClass
Survey

Unknown

Unknown

Unknown

Unknown

Unknown

K12 Insight

K12 Insight Engage
Survey

Grades 6–12*

Coach, Content Expert,
Counselor, Manager,
Motivator, Presenter

Unknown

Dr. Ryan Balch: Ph.D.,
Leadership and Policy
Studies, Vanderbilt
University

Dr. Ryan Balch
(Vanderbilt University for
doctoral dissertation)

My Student Survey

My Student Survey
STeP Survey

Table 1. Characteristics of Currently Available Vendor-Developed SPSs

Grades 3–5;
Grades 6–12

Classroom Climate,
Classroom Engagement
Classroom Learning
Strategies, Classroom
Mindset [Dispositional,
Behavioral], Pedagogical
Effectiveness, Classroom
Rigorous Expectations,
Classroom Belonging,
Classroom TeacherStudent Relationships,
Valuing of the Subject

$2.50/student***

Dr. Hunter Gehlbach: Ph.
D., Educational
Psychology, Stanford
University

Dr. Hunter Gehlbach and
researcher team
(Harvard Graduate
School of Education)

Panorama Education

Panorama Survey

Grades K-2;
Grades 3–5;
Grades 6–12

Captivate, Care,
Challenge, Clarify,
Classroom
Management, Confer,
Consolidate

$3/classroom plus $50/
school ($2,000
minimum)****

Dr. Ronald Ferguson:
Ph.D, Economics,
Massachusetts Institute
of Technology (MIT)

Dr. Ronald Ferguson
(Harvard University
Adjunct Lecturer in
Public Policy)

Tripod Education
Partners

Tripod Survey

Grades 3–5;
Grades 6–12
(Continued)

Academic Rigor and
Expectations, Classroom
Culture, Instructional
Methods, Personal
Relationships,
Relevance, Student
Engagement

Unknown

Phil Buchanan: MBA,
Harvard University;
Ellie Buteau: Ph.D.,
Social-Personality
Psychology;
Valerie Threlfall: MBA,
MPP, Northwestern
University, Harvard
University

Phil Buchanan, Ellie
Buteau, Valerie Threlfall
(Center for Effective
Philanthropy)

YouthTruth

YouthTruth Student
Survey
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https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2019.1602943

Page 8 of 16

Five-point Likert scale

Yes

No

iKnowMyClass Survey

Provided survey items
and additional
documents

Response Option(s)

Online Administration

Paper Administration

Main website

Response When
Contacted

Refused to provide
survey or additional
information; cited its
proprietary nature

K12 Insight Engage
Survey

Unknown

Unknown

Unknown

Unknown

K12 Insight Engage
Survey

No response

My Student Survey STeP
Survey

Yes

Yes

Five-point Likert scale

Unknown**

My Student Survey
STeP Survey

N/A; Survey items and
additional documents
publicly shared online

Panorama Survey

Yes

Yes

Five-point Likert scale;
Scale adjusted for
content of each item

Grades 3–5 survey: 43;
Grades 6–12 survey: 50

Panorama Survey

Required approved IRB
proposal and use of data
for student’s dissertation
to share survey items

Tripod Survey

Yes

Yes

Five-point Likert scale

Grades K-2: 36;
Grades 3–5: 36;
Grades 6–12: 36

Tripod Survey

Provided survey items
and additional
documents

YouthTruth Student
Survey

Per Request

Yes

Grades 3–5: Three-point
Likert scale;
Grades 6–12: Five-point
Likert scale

Grades 3–5: 25;
Grades 6–12: 30

YouthTruth Student
Survey

Note: Any cell containing “Unknown” signifies that such information was either not available, or not evident on public-facing websites, publicly posted documents, or documents shared directly with me.
*It is not clear if a separate version exists for elementary grades, as the company website does not specify grade levels; however, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation (2012) and English, Burniske,
Meibaum, and Lachlan-Hache (2015) indicated there is a separate version for Grades 4–5, yet other documents do not support this (Voight & Hanson, 2012). Further, English et al. (2015) also reference
a separate survey for Grades 3–5.
**It is not clear how many items the survey contains due to conflicting documents. The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation (2012) indicates there are 55 items, while Voight and Hanson (2012) indicate
there are 63.
***This is the cost for survey administration and data analysis; the surveys (i.e. individual items) are freely available online at https://www.panoramaed.com/panorama-student-survey
****This is the estimated cost for the Ohio Department of Education (ODOE), per a publically available service summary. For more information, see (Ohio Department of Education, 2017, p. 32).

Grades 3–5 survey: 27;
Grades 6–12 survey: 20
(short), 50 (long)

iKnowMyClass
Survey

Number of Items

Table 1. (Continued)
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Although most surveys are similar to others, overall, each is also unique in terms of its constructs, items, and other relevant characteristics (e.g. cost(s), implementation procedures, question
format). In terms of their similarities, across all survey instruments, all but the Panorama survey
items were proprietary in nature in that copies of the instruments were not publicly accessible (i.e.
the average user would not be able to access five of six (83%) of these instruments without
engaging with the company, or rather the sales or customer service department of the company,
first). However, most companies provided general survey information online (either directly on
their websites or in publically available developmental or informational documents), such as
constructs measured, grade levels, number of items, response options, and the like. Although, it
should also be noted that not all publically available information was easy to find, as we found
some documents and reports via search engines, such as Google Scholar.
All surveys except one, the K12 Insight Engage survey, were developed by leaders or teams of people
who had doctoral degrees. Only two developers, from My Student Survey and Panorama Education, had
degrees related to education (Leadership and Policy Studies and Educational Psychology, respectively).
Interestingly, while one of the three YouthTruth developers had a Ph.D. (in social psychology), the others
had master’s degrees in business or public policy rather than advanced degrees in education, measurement, or another related field, as some might have assumed or expected.
Cost information for survey purchase, implementation, and/or analysis was also not often readily
available, and when it was listed, it was difficult to find. Rather, it seemed that companies wanted
interested parties (e.g. potential customers) to contact the company for this information.
Regardless, the costs associated with these SPSs included not just access to a company’s survey
instrument, but also detailed data analyses of the responses (e.g. descriptive/summary information; response breakdowns for each teacher by student, classroom, grade, etc.; breakdown of
student responses by student demographics by race/ethnicity) and, depending on the company,
use of an online portal to view both their raw and analyzed data. Some companies offer extra
services for additional costs, such as in-person training or professional development to better
understand survey results, or the option to disseminate surveys via paper versus online.
Arguably, the most important feature of each survey instrument are the constructs that the
instrument developer purports the instrument measures. Related, all survey instrument developers
assert that their instruments measure constructs that are related to the socio-emotional aspects
of teaching which appears to be a significant selling point of SPSs. Compared to other measures of
evaluating teaching, such as VAMs or classroom observations, SPSs offer the best option to provide
feedback about the more affective aspects of teaching, as also noted prior (see also Jackson,
2012). Accordingly, while each SPS does include constructs that focus more distinctly on teachers’
pedagogical practices and skills, such as classroom efficacy or management (iKnowMyClass,
MyStudentSurvey, Tripod), classroom or academic expectations (Panorama, YouthTruth), and
instructional methods (YouthTruth), all SPSs include constructs that focus on the socio-emotional
aspects of teaching (see Table 2).
While all surveys included constructs focusing on both pedagogical skills and affective aspects to
teaching (see Table 2), it was difficult to determine exactly to what extent commonalities existed in
these constructs or domains across surveys. Other than the Panorama survey, full items were not
provided or accessible for the other SPSs. Thus, there was no way to do a more in-depth analysis.
Further, the way each construct was named across surveys differed greatly. For example, the
iKnowMyClass survey contains a construct titled “Positive Pedagogy,” the Panorama survey contains
a construct titled “Pedagogical Effectiveness,” and the YouthTruth Student survey contains a construct
titled “Instructional Methods.” While these construct sound similar, and while one could posit that they
measure the same latent construct, without access to the full spectrum of items per construct per
survey, and ideally knowing how and why each of these constructs were created, it was not possible to
accurately assess to what extent these constructs measured the same things.
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Table 2. Categorization of Constructs per SPS
SPS

Pedagogy/Skills-Focused
Constructs

Affective Constructs

iKnowMyClass Survey

Class Efficacy, Cooperative
Learning, Critical Thinking,
Discipline Problems, Positive
Pedagogy, Relevance

Engagement, Relationships

K12 Insight Engage Survey

Unknown

Unknown

My Student Survey STeP Survey

Content Expert, Manager, Presenter

Coach, Counselor, Motivator

Panorama Survey

Classroom Climate, Classroom
Learning Strategies, Classroom
Mindset [Behavioral, Dispositional],
Pedagogical Effectiveness, Valuing
of the Subject

Classroom Engagement, Classroom
Belonging, Classroom TeacherStudent Relationships, Classroom
Rigorous Expectations

Tripod Survey

Captivate, Clarify, Classroom
Management, Consolidate

Care, Challenge, Confer

YouthTruth Student Survey1

Academic Rigor and Expectations,
Instructional Methods, Relevance

Classroom Culture, Personal
Relationships, Student
Engagement

Note: Any cell containing “Unknown” signifies that such information was either not available, or not evident on publicfacing websites, publicly posted documents, or documents shared directly with me.
1

Per YouthTruth representatives

Most survey companies provide surveys for students in grades 3–12, though the Tripod survey is
also available for students in Kindergarten through grade 2. Likewise, survey instruments appear to
come in different versions for students in different grades, which also allows survey developers to
adjust the length of the survey and language and word choice to be age appropriate. Related, the
surveys range between 20 and 50 Likert-scale items, with the number of items varying per survey
company and per grade ranges of the students. All companies provide online administration of the
survey, while several offer hard copy administration upon request.
Lastly, one surprising finding, and possibly the most important regarding potential implications
for current and potential SPS users, was that the survey instruments, overall, were greatly lacking
in vetting and review by external academic/research communities. While technical documents,
user guides, white papers, and some externally conducted analyses were available for and about
several of the survey instruments, along with numerous magazine and newspaper articles also
used for marketing purposes, there was an overwhelming absence of external academic/research
(e.g. peer-reviewed) articles surrounding all of these SPSs.
Hence, not only might this serve as a call for more research to be done in all areas of SPSs
in K-12 education, this might also serve as a call out to potential buyers and users to not
simply trust that which is advertised or delivered to potential consumers without asking for
research evidence (even if just internal at this point) to support the claims being made by the
companies offering (and selling) these SPSs. For example, if an SPS is advertised for its
capacities to “improve teachers’ teaching,” to help teachers “make stronger relationships,”
or to “improve your school,” potential SPS consumers and users might ask SPS companies for
the evidence backing such claims, ideally including some of the psychometric evidence noted
prior.

5. Discussion
As mentioned, the main draw of SPSs is that they are able to allow important dimensions of
teaching and teachers’ purported or perceived impacts on students that are often overlooked by
other measures of teaching effectiveness to be evaluated. Such affective or socio-emotional
dimensions of teaching should be captured and included in teacher evaluation systems, whether
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for summative purposes and perhaps more importantly for formative purposes, including teacher
reflection and professional and instructional development. However, while the benefits of SPSs are
many, there are several important points of note that must be discussed before we (or others)
might advocate for the widespread use of SPSs in teacher evaluation systems.
One main concern is the lack of peer-reviewed research, as noted above. This dearth of
independently or blindly verified research raises serious concerns about the quality of these
specific surveys, as well as their overall levels of validity and reliability. Even in cases where
statistical relationships have been demonstrated between SPS data and other measures of teaching quality, it remains unknown as to what actually causes those relationships (Wallace et al.,
2016). As SPSs are required or allowed to be a part of 65% of states’ (i.e. 33 out of 50 states plus
DC) formal teacher evaluation systems (Doherty & Jacobs, 2015), SPS use could accordingly be
problematic in that the instruments have not been properly vetted or deemed as appropriately
valid and reliable, perhaps internally but more importantly as per the general academic community at large.5 Thus, it is possible that schools, districts, and states are evaluating teachers and, as
the case may be, making consequential personnel decisions based on unreliable and/or invalid
SPS-based information.
Related to the lack of externally vetted research are many unknowns surrounding the technical
development and validation of the SPSs, as well. For example, and as briefly mentioned prior,
nowhere did the majority of survey developers (i.e. all but YouthTruth) note in publicly accessible or
provided documents that when they adjusted their surveys for multiple users and purposes (e.g.
different grade levels), that they also empirically made sure the adjusted instruments still functioned as marketed and theorized (e.g. conducting analyses of internal reliability and factor
structures, as revised and adjusted to fit consumers’ needs or demands). Related, while some of
the SPSs were developed by people with educational and/or methodological training, it is unclear
to what extent the SPS developers and related staff have the adequate and/or necessary psychometric knowledge and skills to conduct such complex analyses, as needed to support the variety of
uses and users of each survey, accordingly.
Another related topic worthy of discussion is whether children, especially young children, are
able to provide valid and/or reliable feedback (for example, see Scott, 1997; Vaillancourt, 1973).
Most survey companies provide their SPSs for students as young as grade 3, while the Tripod
survey is also available for students as young as Kindergarten through grade 2. While some
surveys companies, such as YouthTruth, have developed their surveys using best practices for
surveying young children (for example, see de Leeuw, 2011), it is still possible that younger
students are not able to provide as valid or as reliable responses as survey developers or school
administrators might like, which is also a potential cause for concern, especially if SPS results are
to inform consequential decisions for teachers in these grade levels as well.
Lastly, all surveys with the exception of the Panorama survey, are proprietary in nature.
Further, all companies developing and overseeing each survey are for-profit entities, save for
YouthTruth, which is a non-profit company. The proprietary and for-profit nature of the majority of SPS companies is of special concern as these surveys are being marketed to states and
school districts that are funded by limited public taxpayer funds. Given the importance of
holistically assessing teachers’ effectiveness or quality, including such latent constructs that,
to date, only SPSs can capture, it seems only ethical and fair that SPS companies are more
open to making their survey instruments and related developmental and technical reports and
other documents more accessible, given this is also a public venture. Further, while some of the
survey costs might appear reasonable on the surface, for schools in some of the country’s
larger districts or states, the use (i.e. purchase) of an SPS can easily run hundreds of thousands
of dollars. School administrators have previously indicated that their budgets simply do not
have the funds to pay for such evaluation instruments and accompanying data analyses, on
top of the already established classroom observation protocols and VAMs, without additional
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fiscal support (e.g. grants) (Bailis, Homana, & Melchior, 2010). Hence, this too is a noteworthy
consideration when contemplating the costs of evaluating teacher effectiveness using “multiple
measures” such as these, as also in line with current policy and pragmatic trends.

6. Conclusion
As noted in this survey of surveys, SPSs are another useful tool for states, districts, and schools to
adopt and implement, as SPSs in conjunction with other “multiple measures” such as classroom
observations and VAMs allow for more holistic evaluations of teachers. As such, it is the affective
domains that SPSs purport to capture that should be included alongside the primary two measures
—classroom observations and VAMs—being used across teacher evaluation systems, as these
socio-emotional qualities of teaching likely affect and transform students’ academic lives and
psycho/social-cognitive selves as much, if not more than, teachers’ pedagogical and instructional
skills and capacities.
Related, as per ESSA (2015), states must include four school-level indicators in their newly
proposed accountability systems, though only three are required to be academic in nature (e.g.
state test proficiency, graduation rates). The fourth indicator is allowed to be a non-academic
factor, which might include aspects akin to some of the socio-emotional constructs that make up
the SPSs discussed in this article. With states’ freedom in determining this fourth indicator, it is
possible that more states will turn to assessment and accountability measures unrelated to
teacher quality (at the aggregate school, district, or state level) as measured in the traditional
sense (i.e. via student value-added data and classroom observations), given the numerous and
well-documented logistical, pragmatic, and statistical issues with such measures. That then leaves
the door open for SPSs (among other surveys, such as peer or parent surveys) to be incorporated
into state-level, teacher evaluation and accountability policies and plans in a more widespread
manner.
However, before consumers might simply adopt these surveys and blindly trust their empirical value, it is important that said consumers recognize and fully understand the following
before SPS purchase and, especially, high-stakes use: (1) SPSs lacks peer-reviewed research, so
they might not be ready for prime time, especially if high-stakes consequences are to be
attached to SPS output; (2) related, there are many unknowns about the technical development
and also empirical validation of SPSs, overall and by sub construct or domain (e.g. Author(s),
2017); (3) whether young children are able to provide valid and reliable feedback is a serious
concern, as it has been for decades (e.g. Popham, 2011), even though some still encourage the
use of SPSs in early elementary grade levels (e.g. Ferguson, 2008); and (4) all SPSs except one
are proprietary in nature, which should make users more cautious when considering a given
SPS, given these surveys are typically not open for external vetting and empirical review. At
minimum, potential users might ask all SPS companies, regardless of the surveys’ proprietary
natures, for the technical and empirical evidence in general and as per the four points above
prior to purchase and use.
Likewise, it is even more imperative at this point that much more research is conducted and
made accessible to the consumer, as well as to the public, about these SPSs individually and as
a whole, given their documented strengths and barriers, empirically and in practice. Without this
critical information, users might continue to use these instruments, and more importantly SPS
output, for consequential decision-making purposes, somewhat blindly. Likewise, consumers might
continue to make claims as based on SPS output that are not necessarily warranted by the
evidence. Consequently, it is incumbent for us as a research community to contribute analyses
related to SPSs that are impactful and meaningful to and within educational policy and practice in
this regard.
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Notes
1. CT, GA, HI, IA, KY, MA, UT.
2. AK, AZ, AR, CO, DC, FL, ID, KS, MN, MS, MO, NV, NM, NC,
ND, OH, OK, OR, PA, SC, TN, VT, VA, WA, WI, WY.
3. Stability coefficients for Tripod data were .41 and .41
for mathematics and English/language arts teachers,
respectively, and both coefficients were significant at
the p < .001 level (Polikoff, 2015). We interpret these
coefficients as per Merrigan and Huston (2008) definition: r: .8 ≤ r ≤ 1.0 = a very strong correlation;
.6 ≤ r ≤ .8 = a strong correlation; .4 ≤ r ≤ .6 = a moderate correlation; .2 ≤ r ≤ .4 = a weak correlation; and
0 ≤ r ≤ .2 = a very weak correlation, if any at all.
4. Sub-scale stability coefficients for Tripod data ranged
from .32-.41 for mathematics teachers and from .32.45 for English/language arts teachers, depending on
the scale, and all coefficients were significant at the
p < .001 level (Polikoff, 2015). We interpret these
coefficients as per Merrigan and Huston (2008) definition: r: .8 ≤ r ≤ 1.0 = a very strong correlation;
.6 ≤ r ≤ .8 = a strong correlation; .4 ≤ r ≤ .6 = a moderate correlation; .2 ≤ r ≤ .4 = a weak correlation; and
0 ≤ r ≤ .2 = a very weak correlation, if any at all.
5. While several peer-reviewed articles do exist (Polikoff,
2015; Polikoff & Porter, 2014), they are based on the
Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) study (which
used Tripod survey data); the MET data has yet to be
psychometrically validated in a peer-reviewed study,
though Wallace et al. (2016) did test the factor structure of the Tripod instrument.
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