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Observation Engine: 
Product FAQs
Q. What is the Observation Engine?

A. The Observation Engine is a web-based 
tool that uses videos of classrooms to support 
systematic classroom observations as a part of 
teacher evaluation. It meets the needs of school 
systems that have selected an observation 
protocol or rubric and are ready to train, 
calibration and/or certify their teacher evaluators.

Q. Is the Observation Engine a teacher 		
evaluation training system?
A. While there are several ways in which the 
Engine can support teacher evaluation training, it 
is not itself a full service training system. Because 
the Engine supports the use of any teacher 
evaluation system and observation rubric, it allows 
school systems to flexibly employ its testing 
modules and videos of classroom instruction as 
a part of their own evaluator training. Empirical 
Education is happy to work with training providers 
to seamlessly incorporate the Engine into training 
programs.

Q. How do most users generate master 
scores for tests? What if we do not 
have the capacity to supply our own 
master scores?
A. Since the system is protocol-agnostic, the 
Engine requires input of master scores (the 
“answer key”) for chosen videos during test set 
up. There are many scenarios in which it is most 
appropriate for school systems to do their own 
master scoring. For example, some local education 
agencies (LEAs) have designed their own 
protocols or have made significant modifications 
to existing protocols. In these cases, only staff 
from that particular LEA can function as expert 
raters. Alternatively, large education agencies may 
have established expert staff on hand that can 

master score videos using off-the-shelf protocols. 
However, not all sites have this capacity. There are 
a number of ways in which Empirical Education can 
assist customers in the master scoring process. 
We have partnerships with technical assistance 
providers that have the capacity to aid in the 
master scoring process. Alternatively, if you would 
like to use your own staff but need help calibrating 
your expert raters, our analytical software and 
expert staff we can help with that as well. 

Q. I understand the basics of what the 	
Observation Engine does, but how 
exactly do school systems use it?
A. Because of The Observation Engine’s flexibility, 
it can be difficult to imagine all of its practical 
uses. Here are some example scenarios of how the 
observation can be used:

•	 A school district implements an initial training 
for a group of teacher evaluators on a new 
observation protocol. The district can use the 
Observation Engine to run tests assessing the 
evaluators’ understanding of the protocol. 
The engine can help trainers pinpoint specific 
areas of difficulty as well as assess which 
observers may need further training. 

•	 After an initial pilot year, a state department 
of education is implementing a high-stakes 
certification process for principals using an 
established teacher evaluation system. The 
state can use the Observation Engine to 
administer a state-wide certification test to all 
teacher evaluators. They can use the system 
to notify evaluators that they have passed the 
certification and assign a retest to those that 
did not yet pass. 

•	 All principals in a school district have 
successfully passed a certification. The system 
can be used to conduct periodic calibration 
checks throughout the school year to ensure 
proficiency using the observation protocol.
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Q. We are moving towards high-stakes 
teacher evaluation, but we are still 
piloting our teacher evaluation 
system and orienting our evaluators 
to the process. Can we still use the 
Observation Engine?
A. Yes. In fact, there many advantages to using 
the Engine early in the process. Evaluators may 
find it stressful to jump right into a certification 
test online as their first experience with the 
Observation Engine. Allowing them to participate 
in practice testing throughout the first school 
year will help them get oriented to video 
observations and the online testing environment. 
By the time you are ready to administer a high-
stakes certification test, they will be familiar with 
the process. In addition, the data that results 
from practice testing can help you get a better 
general sense of how your observation protocol is 
understood and applied by your evaluators. You 
can then use this information to modify trainings 
or even tweak your protocol.

Q. We are very excited about the access to 
high-quality classroom videos and can 
see several uses for them in our school 
system. Are there limits around access 
to these videos?
A. A principal goal of the Observation Engine is 
to provide classroom videos to school systems to 
improve teacher evaluation. However, there are 
some limits around how the videos contained in 
the Engine can be used. Due to permission issues, 
the system is designed to only allow licensed 
users to access the videos. The videos themselves 
are organized into a set of discrete test models 
designed to show a range of instruction quality. 
Depending on the level of service you decide 
to purchase, we may be able to put custom test 
models together for you that will fit your specific 
purposes. For more details about how the videos 
can be used, you can submit your questions here.
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