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Summary of the Scheme

This paper summarises a scheme for sharing and enhancing teaching practice through the process of peer observation and discussion.  The purpose of the scheme is to provide opportunities for individuals to reflect on their own teaching and professional development and to stimulate discussion about improving student learning.  Peer observation is a collegial process, valuing professionalism, respect and trust.   It is grounded in the principle that support, encouragement and questioning by others can stimulate and accelerate reflection.  It also provides opportunities for reciprocal learning, in that the observer often learns as much or more than the person being observed.  

It is an expectation of the University that all members of academic staff, including the very experienced and the less experienced, will observe at least once and will be observed at least once in every academic year.  Over a longer period, staff should ensure they consider a rich variety of teaching experiences and contexts, all of which contribute to effective learning.
Two additional papers provide further details on the scheme and guidelines for its implementation; these are entitled ‘General Principles for Staff’ and ‘Implementation Guidelines for Staff’.  Training for staff and advice to support the scheme will be provided by the Centre for Academic Practice (CAP).   

Principles of the Scheme

The Dean of School will be responsible for establishing and monitoring the scheme.  The Dean of School may devolve some responsibilities, as appropriate, to Heads of Division.  Schools will determine how the scheme will operate.  For example, it may be advantageous for person A to observe B to observe C, etc., but the School may decide to implement a system of paired reciprocal observation.  Ideally, peer observers should choose who they want to be paired with.  The scheme is about sharing experience.  The colleague chosen to observe may be senior, junior or at the same level, although many staff prefer not to be observed by their line manager.  Observation by a colleague with similar subject expertise may be useful to give feedback on context as well as process. However a colleague out with the Division can often focus only on process and stimulate creative ideas.  This implies that observations could occur across the boundaries of Divisions and Schools.  Observations may also link with peer mentoring where an individual would welcome advice over a number of sessions in order to develop particular skills.

In the interest of best practice, the CAP has drafted ‘Implementation Guidelines for Staff’ which set out the steps of the observation process: Pre-observation discussion (Step 1), Observation (Step 2) and Feedback or de-briefing (Step 3).  For the purposes of structuring the process and giving constructive written feedback to the teacher being observed, sample pro-formae are provided.  It will be the joint decision of the teacher and observer to discuss and decide the focus for the observation, aspects to be observed and the format for recording feedback to give maximum benefit to the teacher.  It will not be a requirement to use the pro-formae given in the guidelines.  It will be the responsibility of the teacher to identify and act on any professional development needs which might arise from the observation event.

It will be the responsibility of the observer and observed to send the ‘Record of Observation’ to the Dean of School. However, the peer observation process and ensuing discussions are absolutely confidential to the two staff involved.
K Morss

April 2003
Revised by V Bamber September 2009
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General Principles for Staff

Introduction

This paper presents a framework for peer observation of teaching which is rooted in the concept that reflective practice and professional development are inextricably linked.  Reflective practice informs professional development; professional development stimulates reflection. The concentrated and deliberate process of reflecting on teaching with the assistance of a peer can be a particularly powerful tool in this process.  Dialogue centred on an observed event can prompt deeper reflection on specific aspects of the event and challenge habitual or unconscious behaviour by allowing individuals to interrogate their own personal approaches.  Without conversation and dialogue, reflection is limited to the insights of the individual, with the risk of self-deception.  

Whilst observation by a colleague with similar subject expertise may be useful to give feedback on context and content as well as process, observation by someone outwith the Division can allow a focus on the learning and teaching process, and can often be very revealing.  A detailed pro-forma which outlines core skills can help to develop practice (perhaps for new staff) and feedback is likely to be broad in scope.  However, development of particular areas of practice can be enabled by concentrating on specific aspects over a number of observed events to increase the depth of reflection.  This approach, which encourages dialogue and collegiality and is grounded in the principles of professionalism, respect and trust, is also about sharing good practice and learning from each other. 

Focal points

Peer observation may include different perspectives or focal points.

Student 
The observer tries to experience the session from the viewpoint of learners, but concentrating on the teacher’s intentions.

Teacher  
The observer focuses on the aspects of practice which the teacher wishes to develop.

Observer  
The observer gives feedback from her/his viewpoint as a teacher.  The difference in perspective and values can stimulate personal insight.  This kind of feedback is best given at the end of the de-briefing so that the agenda remains with the teacher.

Both observer and teacher should agree in advance which focal point(s) will be taken. 

The Steps

The development of reflective practice based on observation of teaching includes three steps.

Pre-observation discussion

The teacher and observer discuss the objectives of the session to be observed and the specific aspects of the session the teacher wishes to focus on.  The two should also discuss how observations will be recorded and fed back to the teacher. 

The observation

The teacher facilitates the session as normal, having informed students in advance about the role of the observer.  The observer watches both teacher and students, taking notes to capture observations, quotes and ideas.

Feedback or de-briefing

This is the key step in the reflective process and should enable the teacher to think critically about her/his practice through an interactive dialogue with the observer.  The conversation should focus on the original aims and aspects identified by the teacher but should also be informed by the observer’s notes. The collegiality between them enables the teacher to explore personal actions and feelings, student reactions, ideas for change and plans for the future.  It is important to keep the focus of the conversation on the teacher’s reflective process.

Guidelines

The guidelines which follow may be used as an aide-memoire for the process.  Included here are points for discussion in the pre-observation meeting and indicative questions which might prompt a reflective and constructive conversation during the post-observation meeting.  To assist with structuring the process and to suggest appropriate elements for observation, pro-formae are provided and these can be modified (with exception to D) as appropriate to the type of session observed.  All records will be confidential to the teacher and observer except the Record of Observation Form (see below).

A. Pre-observation Form

B. Observer’s Comment Form (1) and as an alternative, (2) 

C. Teacher’s Reflective Notes

D. Record of Observation Form

Please note that there are two Observer’s Comment forms given here, one which lists indicative areas for observation of learning and teaching situations and the other which allows more free-form notes.  Decisions about which form to use and how they may be modified to fit the purpose should be part of the pre-observation discussion.  It is important to consider the type of session to be observed (e.g. lecture, seminar/tutorial, practical), the relevant outcomes, processes (e.g. discussion, practical work) and the relevant teaching skills.  

Record-keeping

All discussions and feedback forms are confidential between teacher and observer. Because this model is intended to be formative and developmental, records should be kept by the teacher as part of his/her professional development profile, and re-visited to ‘close the loop’. 

It is the responsibility of the teacher to act on professional development needs arising from the observation event. 

As part of the de-briefing step, teacher and observer should complete the Record of Observation.  This record should be sent to the Dean of School.
K Morss
2001 and 2003, Revised by V Bamber September 2009
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Peer Observation of Teaching: Implementation Guidelines for Staff

Ideally, implementation should allow for:

· Pre-observation meeting between observer and teacher
15-30 min

· Observation of the teaching session



50 min max 
· Feedback after the session




30 min

The observation should take place at an appropriate time during the semester – not when students are just beginning or finishing.  The teacher should decide which session should be observed and what s/he would like to discuss in the pre-observation meeting.

If possible, the pre-observation meeting should occur 1-2 days before the observation so there is time to consider all elements of the process.  The process should build in time immediately after the observation for feedback and collegial discussion.  Feedback should be given in confidence and without interruption.

Step 1:  Pre-observation meeting

It is important that the teacher and observer take time to discuss the elements given below so that the observer is fully aware of the situation s/he is to observe.  This discussion also allows the teacher to explain the context of the teaching, including the type and length of the session, aims, outcomes and subject, aspects of design, etc. and to sketch out any new initiatives or changes that s/he may have made.  It is preferable to meet face-to-face for this discussion, but if not possible, at least have an electronic conversation about the following:

· Time and place of observation and feedback

· Type and length of the session (e.g. workshop, seminar, practical, etc.)

· Level and background of the students

· Content and its context within the curriculum

· Aims and outcomes of the session 

· Potential difficulties or areas of concern

· Any concerns of the observer

· Relevant aspects to be observed. 

Step 2:  The observation

The students should be informed about the observation in advance so they know that the purpose of the observation is to assist the professional development of the teacher and that the observer will not participate in the session.

On the day, the teacher should simply acknowledge the presence of the observer, settle the students and continue to work effectively with students, ignoring the presence of the observer.

The observer should be well briefed after the pre-observation discussion, so that he or she knows:
· The aims and outcomes of the session

· The context and content of the curriculum

· Which particular aspects the teacher wants to have comments on.
The observer then proceeds to:

· Observe against elements or criteria agreed in initial discussions with the teacher

· Sit discretely where s/he is not in line of vision for the teacher or the group, but is able to see the teacher and the students.  The observer should not participate in the session

· Focus on the learning and teaching process rather than the content of the session

· Carefully observe methodologies, including responses and processes

· Note the achievement of aims

· Note areas of successful and less successful achievement in the session

Step 3:  Feedback or de-briefing

It is important to begin this stage with the opportunity for the teacher to reflect on her or his own practice.  A good starting point is for the teacher to consider what was happening, what went well with the session, and, perhaps with the help of the observer, to acknowledge all the positive aspects of the learning situation.  This is an excellent opportunity to identify good practice for sharing with other colleagues.  The observer may then describe what was observed, giving relevant positive statements about skill, insight, competence, etc., and seek a responsive conversation to explore these concepts in more depth.  At a later point, the observer should then identify what did not seem to be so successful or what appeared to be areas of difficulty. The teacher should be invited to reflect on these comments and to engage in further constructive dialogue.  The observer acts as a facilitator to this reflective process by listening carefully, responding professionally and/or asking questions to prompt deeper reflection. 

For example, the observer might ask, as appropriate:

· What were you trying to achieve at this point?

· Could you have achieved your aims another way?

· What was the student involvement here?

· How might you have got some/more interaction going?

· At what points were students having to think?

· How does this relate to students’ previous knowledge/experience?

· How could you check whether that objective had been met?

· What were you most pleased about?

It might also be helpful to invite the teacher to identify alternative approaches in areas that were not so successful.  

As good practice, positive feedback should always be given before the negative – the process is not judgmental but reflective.  Feedback should always focus on behaviour rather than the person and it should be specific enough to be constructive. The observer should be careful not take the role of expert or allow the session to slip into anecdotes about previous experiences.

Both teacher and observer should concentrate on process not content, listen actively to each other and engage in reflective dialogue.

Lastly, the teacher is invited to identify alternative strategies for the future, any relevant staff development needs and a course of action.  The teacher and observer complete the Record of Observation form.  This form is sent to the Dean of School.

January 2001, Revised April 2003 and September 2009
Based on:
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Peer Observation of Teaching

Preparation Form for Observation

Subject and level   _________________________


Date  ​​​​​_____________

Type of session and duration  ________________


Number of students _____

Observer  ___________________________

What are the aims and outcomes of the session?  What other contextual information is relevant?

What would you like feedback on?

(e.g. use of new approach, interaction with students, use of technology, pace and timing, etc.)

What criteria are relevant to the observation?

(e.g. good use of activities to engage students, evidence of students’ attention and interest, good presentation skills) 

What information does your observer need to be aware of?

(e.g. any changes you have incorporated, group problems or issues)

Peer Observation of Teaching

Observer’s Comments (Form 1)

(Teacher’s Personal Record)

The characteristics given below are meant to be used as a guide or prompt for the observer.  They are not comprehensive and it may not be appropriate, or useful, to comment on every category each time a class is observed.  

Subject and level   _________________________


Date  ​​​​​_____________

Type of session and duration  ________________


Number of students _____

Observer  ___________________________

	Teaching characteristic
	Comments

	1. Organisation

Appropriate selection of aims, objectives    and content.  Appropriate organisation of content.  Planning the use of resources and materials. 

 
	

	2. Presentation

Clear introduction, continuity with other sessions and students’ knowledge.  Clarity of aims and objectives.  Clarity of presentation and organisation. Appropriate pace and timing.  Attempts to respond to student needs.  Attitude to students (manner, style). Summary and reference to future work.


	

	3. Teaching approach and aids

Choice of teaching/learning approach and its relevance to learner group. Methods used to check/evaluate learning.  Choice and use of teaching activities. Effective use of question and answer. Encouragement of student interaction. Management of the session, including opening and closure.


	

	4. Student response

Level of participation.  Level of attention and interest.  General class atmosphere.  


	

	5. General observations
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Observer’s Comments (Form 2)

(Teacher’s Personal Record)

Subject and level   _________________________


Date  ​​​​​_____________

Type of session and duration  ________________


Number of students _____

Observer  ___________________________

Notes on the observed session

(can be attached as separate pages)

Things that went really well (about three)

Suggestions for the future (about three)

Peer Observation of Teaching

Teacher’s Reflective Notes

 (Teacher’s Personal Record)

Subject and level   _________________________



Date __________

Type of session and duration  ___________________

 

Observer  ___________________________

What I have learned about my practice is…

Changes I would like to make in my practice are…. because…..

The professional development I need is…

The actions I will take are…

Peer Observation of Teaching

Record of Observation

This record of teaching observation should be sent to the Dean of School.

Academic year:

Name and School of observed teacher:

Name and School of observer:

Teaching session observed, date and time:

Title of programme, type of session (e.g. seminar, workshop, practical), level and number of students:

Signatures of observer and observed and date:
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