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Chapter 24  Focus on Teacher Observation

Introduction

In this chapter, we will look at observation from two points of view:

• The supervisor who observes a student teacher or a practicing teacher
• The student teacher who observes a more experienced teacher or one of

her peers - another teacher.
Observation is important for a number of reasons. As Barrett (1986) points
out it is the most common method of teacher evaluation and this is true
especially in Egypt. It can, however, have other purposes: For example it can:

• Help to make teachers focus on their strengths and weaknesses
• Raise teachers’ awareness of different styles of teaching (Borich, 1990)
• Give teachers other options for classroom techniques and procedures.
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Stages of Observation in a Teacher's
Career

                 Pre-teacher                    Student Teacher                    Teacher
Observation involves both observing and being observed during the course
of a teacher's career. The above diagram adapted from Borich (1990) illustrates
these different stages:

1. Pre-teacher. It may seem strange to have a pre-teacher stage, but you
should remember that teachers even before they start their training in our
universities have spent hundreds of hours observing teachers - when they
themselves were students.
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2. Student teacher. During the next stage, the learning to teach stage,
students typically observe experienced teachers as well as their peers and
are themselves observed.

3. Teacher. Then, when they qualify as teachers in the school, they are
observed by supervisors, by senior teachers, and by their peers.

Observation Approaches and
Instruments
When considering approaches to observation, as mentioned above, the context
of observation is clearly important. A student teacher watching their peers
may have a different purpose and a different focus to a supervisor observing
experienced teachers. It is useful to look at the range of observation instruments
available before deciding on which particular one we might use. There are
various approaches to observation in the classroom and observation
instruments can be classified in a number of ways as follows:

• Quantitative vs. qualitative
• Objective vs. subjective
• Structured vs. open-ended (Worthen & Saunders, 1987, p. 309).

Let us look at some of these in turn:

Quantitative vs. Qualitative
With quantitative observation instruments, we can count the number of
occurrences of a type of behavior and reduce the observation to a score as in
the example below:

W
1. Teacher asks a display question (i.e. a question

to which she knows the answer)
2. Teacher asks a referential question (i.e. a question

to which she does not know the answer)
3. Teacher explains a grammatical point
4. Teachers explains meaning of a vocabulary item
5. Teacher gives instructions/directions
6. Teacher praises
7. Teacher criticizes

Form 1: Types of Language Uses by Teachers
(adapted from day, 1990)

Tallies Total



Qualitative instruments on the other hand, look not at frequency of occurrences or numbers
but at the quality of the teaching experience. The example below requires the supervisor
to judge the quality of the teacher's classroom management strategies.

At their most extreme, such forms can translate the qualitative data into a
numerical score.
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Teacher's giving of instructions
Teacher's checking of instructions
Teacher's transitions from one stage
of the lesson to another
Teacher's management of group and
pair work
Teacher's handling of aids
Teacher's use of student names
Class time was actually used for
learning
Comments

Form 2: CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT

Average WeakExcellent
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You may wish to reflect on when these forms could be used. The first could
perhaps be used if you wanted to focus on a teacher's use of questions in the
class and nothing else. The advantage is you would be making no value
judgements at all. You would be merely pointing out to teachers what their
current practice was. However, such a form would be of little use for evaluation
purposes.
In the second form, you would still be focusing on just one area but you would
be judging whether the teacher's performance was excellent, average or weak.
The third form is much more global. It focuses on all aspects of a lesson. But
how easy is it to give a mark for some of the categories? How can we ensure
that a student teacher who is teaching in a difficult school gets the same
opportunities to get high marks as a teacher teaching in a good school full of
bright children? You might wish to try these forms during actual lessons and
see how easy they are to use.

Objective vs. Subjective
Objective observation forms do not require us to make any judgements. We
simply write down exactly what is happening and what we observe.  Subjective
forms, on the other hand, require interpretation. An example of an objective
item might be: "How many pupils were involved in the lesson?" You should
be able to get the answer to this just by counting. A subjective question might
be: "Were the children interested?" You will need to infer that the children
were interested by their facial expressions, the way they behave, etc. Another
observer might, however, have a different view of whether the children were
interested. Questions that require you to say whether teachers perform to a
satisfactory level are also subjective since it is you, the supervisor, who decided
whether or not something is satisfactory.

Structured vs. Open-Ended
A structured form will lay out the categories that are to be observed during
the lesson.  A structured form may look at only one or two things which are
happening in the classroom in the form of a checklist or it can be in question
format focusing on more global aspects of the lesson. This type of form can
be useful at a student teacher level as it helps the student teachers to focus
their attention on particular aspects of what is going on in the classroom.
Below is an example of a structured form focusing on aspects of classroom
behavior. It is designed to help student teachers to think about what they are
observing in the classroom.



An open-ended form allows the supervisor to comment on any aspect of the
lesson. This type of form is favoured by many supervisors who feel it is a
more helpful type of form to give to the teacher at the end of the lesson,
especially if it contains a section labelled Points for Action. Below is one
example of an open-ended form from the Turkish context which has been
completed by the supervisor.
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The most unstructured form is a blank piece of paper.

The Use of Rubrics
Rubrics give instructions to the supervisor on how to grade a teacher. Below
is a rubric for the classroom management form. Such rubrics can be combined
with a form or used in conjunction with a form.
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Form 2: CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT
Instructions to supervisor:

Circle the descriptor that best describes what you have observed.
Acceptable

Meets Standard
Expert:

Exceeds Standard
Does not meet

Standard
Novice

Approches
Standard

Teacher's
giving of
instructions

Instructions are
vague and unclear;
students are not
able to follow them

Instructions are
partially clear.
Many students
can follow them.

Instructions are clear.
Most students
understand what to
do.

Instructions are clear.
Teacher anticipates
difficulties students
may have and adapts
instructions so that all
can follow

Teacher's
checking of
instructions

Teacher does not
check to see if
instructions are
understood

Teacher checks to
see if instructions
are understood,
but vaguely, e.g.,
"Do you
understand?"

Teacher uses an
effective means to
check understanding,
e.g., concept
checking, signal,
multiple questions,
restating

Teacher demonstrates
a wide repertoire of
means to check
understanding of
instructions.

Teacher's
transitions
from one stage
of the lesson to
another

Transitions are
non-existent. One
can not tell when
an activity is to end
and another to
begin

Teacher indicates
the end of one
activity and the
beginning of
another but
transition is time-
consuming

Transition takes little
time. Children move
effectively from one
activity to the next.

Transitions are
smooth, quick and
almost invisible

Teacher's
management of
group and pair
work

Teacher does not
use groupwork or
pairwork.

Teacher
introduces
pairwork or
groupwork.
Groups meet but
are not always on
task.

Teacher introduces
pairwork and group
work effectively.
Groups are on-task
and effective.

Teacher demonstrates
a rich repertoire of
groupwork and
pairwork activities and
manages these
effectively

Teacher's
handling of
aids

Teacher does not
use teaching aids

Teacher uses
teaching aids.
Purpose is not
clear, use is not
smooth and/or
children do not
learn language
from lesson

Teacher uses teaching
aids. Students appear
to understand
purpose and appear to
learn from lesson

Teacher uses a variety
of teaching aids,
including teacher-
made aids, smoothly
and effectively.

Teacher's use of
student names

Teacher does not
call on students by
name

Teacher uses
some students'
names.

Teacher uses many
students' names

Teacher uses students'
names at every
appropriate occasion

Class time was
actually used
for learning

Students do not
appear to
understand the
learning goals of
the lesson. Most
students are off
task. Teacher input
may also be off-
task.

Teacher input is
related to lesson.
Students are on
task at least 75%
of the time.

Teacher input is
focused on learning
and motivation.
Students are engaged
in learning-related
activities for at least
90% of the time.

Teacher input is
highly focused on
learning and
motivation. All
students are engaged
in learning related
activities. All
activities, even
classroom
management tasks are
goal-oriented and
learning-focused.

Comments
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One difficulty with such forms, however, is that they still require some
interpretation. For example if we say that the teacher manages groups
effectively, we need to agree on what is meant by effectively. Nevertheless,
the use of well-phrased rubrics can help to ensure that observers agree on the
basics of a lesson.

Do We Need Observation
Instruments?
There is much to observe in the typical classroom: teaching behavior, learning
behavior, patterns of interaction, etc., that an observation task can help the
observer in a number of ways. You can choose to focus just on one or two
aspects of the lesson such as student involvement or error correction. It can
be especially useful to focus on just one or two things at the pre-service stage
where it is easy for student teachers to become overwhelmed by all the things
happening in the classroom. Furthermore, if you are concerned only with
describing what is happening in the classroom, then it also frees you from
making on the spot judgements about the quality of what you are observing.

Observing to Learn: Observing Other
Teachers
Often student teachers are sent out to observe other teachers in schools, the
implication being that by observing, they will "pick up" aspects of good
teaching. Such an approach has sometimes been called "Sitting with Nellie"
(Stones, 1984) because in factories in the past, new workers learned their jobs
by sitting with a more experienced worker (Nellie). However, inexperienced
teachers need to have their attention drawn to aspects of teaching - we cannot
assume that they will just notice and learn. One way of getting teachers to
focus on certain aspects of teaching is through the use of a structured
observation form. For example, let us suppose that you want teachers to
understand the importance of checking students' learning and to think about
different ways of doing this. You could use a form such as the one below
(Wajnryb, 1992) which focuses on the checking of learning.

DURING THE LESSON
Use the chart to help you monitor how the teacher monitors learners’
understanding. Collect about five instances of teacher checking.
1. Script the  teacher’s language (including any non-verbal signals)

used to check learning.
2. In each case, what is the teacher checking?
3. Can you identify the trigger that prompted the teacher to check, for
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Wajnryb points out that observation is a skill which can be learned, is essential
for a teacher's professional growth and development, and useful in teacher
development programs. Similar forms can be used for peer observation when
teachers observe one another.

Peer Observation
In Egypt where supervisors are frequently overstretched, peer observation
can provide useful feedback to student teachers and can lay the ground for
habits of collaborative working which will stand a teacher in good stead in
his or her future career.

You will need to structure the peer observation using one of the methods
below. Whatever method you choose, it is essential that you meet with the
student teachers before the lesson to discuss what is going to take place. You

example, a student appearing confused; a necessary logical step in
the lesson; repeated and similar errors by a number of students?

4. How does the student respond to the check?
5. What, if any, follow-up happens?
6. What did the learning check achieve?
7. Try also to be aware of times in the lesson when the teacher did not

check for learning, but you would have; or where the teacher did,
but you would not have.
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should also meet after the lesson to exchange impressions and feedback.

Peer Observation Method 1
Using the method, the student teachers decide what they would like to get
feedback on. They ask their peer partner to give them feedback only on the
specific areas they request.
Although most models of peer observation require peers to collect non-
evaluative factual data, in the form which follows, the student teacher is free
to ask whatever type of question he or she would genuinely like to be answered.
We have found when working with student teachers that frequently they will
concentrate on safe areas initially but once a trusting partnership is built up
between peers, then genuine feedback is welcomed.

HANDOUT FOR STUDENT TEACHERS
PEER OBSERVATION

Ask your peer partner to write down three things they would like feedback
on. The following are some possibilities:
AIDS

• Is my blackboard work neat? Would you have organized the blackboard
differently?

• From where you were sitting, could you read my writing on the board?
• Would you have used visual aids differently than the way I used them?

INVOLVEMENT OF PUPILS
• Were all the pupils involved in the lesson? Which ones were most

involved? Which ones were least involved?
• Were all the pupils interested in the lesson? How could you tell?
• Could all the pupils follow the lesson? How could you tell?

MY LANGUAGE
• Do you think all the pupils could understand me when I spoke English?
• Could you hear me clearly from where you were sitting?
• What did you think of my use of English vs. Arabic? How many times

did I use English vs. Arabic?
• Could the pupils understand my instructions? How do you know?

What did the pupils do after I gave my instructions?
• Do you have any suggestions regarding my language?

OTHER
• What was the best thing about my lesson?
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Peer Observation Method 2
An alternative is to provide student teachers with sentences to complete when
they observe one another. We have found that the form below works well,
but again you may like to omit any evaluative comment and concentrate on
lesson description.

Observing Student Teachers
Teachers may have negative feelings about being observed, especially if
evaluation is involved. Many teachers have had bad experiences with
supervisors in the past and this makes them even more nervous. If teachers
are very nervous, they are obviously not going to perform at their best.
What can we do to help them? Below are some tips.

1. Greet the class and then move to where you are going to sit. Try not to
disturb the teacher's lesson. The back of the class is usually a good place
for judging things like correct size of visual aids and blackboard work,
and whether the teacher's voice is clear to all the class. Move around when
pair work, group work, or individual tasks are being carried out. If the
teacher starts to speak to the class, move back to your seat immediately.

2. You will wish to keep notes of the main stages of the lesson and how long
each stage lasted. You may want to keep a note of things you wish to raise
with the teacher in the post lesson discussion. You may also wish to note
your general opinion of the teacher for subsequent record purposes. You
might also be required to use a valid checklist.

3. You will often hear a teacher make a mistake in a lesson. This could be a
language mistake or a pedagogical one. Write these mistakes in your notes
and then, later, decide whether or not you will raise them in your post-
lesson discussion but never interrupt the teacher during the lesson to
correct any mistake.

HANDOUT FOR STUDENT TEACHERS
PEER OBSERVATION

Complete the following sentences when you observe your friend
The children in the class learned ..............................................................
The children in the class enjoyed ...........................................................
I really liked the way you........................................................................
One thing I learned from you was ..........................................................
If I were teaching this lesson tomorrow, I would .....................................
One suggestion I would make is .............................................................
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4. Never take the lesson over from the teacher unless you have been previously
invited to do so. You are there to see what the teachers are doing and to
help them. You are not there to impress them with your expertise.

Before Students Begin Their Teaching
1. Meet with your student teachers all together so that they can get to know

one another as well as you. Give them an overview of the requirements of
teaching practice, their role, and yours. (See Chapter 27: Tips for Novice
Supervisors for further ideas.)

2. Discuss with your student teachers what you require from them in terms
of a lesson plan; tell them what you will expect to see.

3. Tell your student teachers that making mistakes is a natural part of the
learning process.  Let them see that you are there to help as well as evaluate
them.

In the past, checklists were commonly used when observing teachers.
Nowadays, when we think more about how we can best help the student
teacher, we realize that a paper with lots of checks on it might not necessarily
be the best way of giving advice.  Forms such as the ones below, if used in
conjunction with standards are frequently used. (See Chapter 26: Approaches
to Teacher Assessment.)
When you observe a teacher, make a note of the main stages of the lesson and
what happens. In the second column, write things you thought the teacher
did well. In the last column, write no more than three suggestions.

Stage of
the lesson

Form 8: Strengths and Weaknesses

?
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Another open-ended form, which allows the supervisor to comment on any
aspect of the lesson, is below. It consists of a description of a lesson followed
by points for action.

The advantage of qualitative, open-ended forms like those above is that they
can double as reports. Bring carbon paper and make copies as you observe
so you can give the copies to teachers immediately after the lesson. As such,
they are useful time savers for busy supervisors.

SUPERVISOR:.....................      TEACHER:..........................

DATE: ................................      SCHOOL:............................

Form 9:
Open-Ended Observation Form Leading to Future Planning

STAGE OF LESSON
(Time & interaction)

COMMENTS

Points for Action
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Choosing an Observation Tool: Other
Considerations
We have looked at the types of observation tools that might be used according
to the career stage of the teacher. There are, however, other important
considerations in choosing an observation instrument.

1. The purpose of the observation. Is the observation for assessment
purposes? Is it purely for developmental purposes? Is it a mixture of the
two? Is it observation for learning?

2. The stage of development of the teacher. Even student teachers
progress at different rates. Some still need practice in the mechanics of
handling classroom routines when others are ready to consider the impact
of their teaching on the learners. Different forms will help these teachers
focus on the areas they are ready to focus on.

3. The time available. We need to think about how complicated the form
is. Can it be filled out during the lesson, or does it take some time after
the lesson? How long does it take to learn to use the form?

4. Helpfulness for the teacher. How helpful is the form to show the
teacher? Will it help him or her to improve?

5. Helpfulness to administrative staff. Will administrators find the
form useful? Will it give them a good idea of the state of competence of
the teacher?

Conclusion
Teachers learn to teach by teaching. The process can be enhanced if they are
observed by a more experienced professional. We need to think about how
the observation process can help teachers to learn to teach better.  We need
to think whether traditional checklists are of help to teachers and whether
they reflect the complexities of what is happening in the classroom.

In this chapter, we have examined some purposes of observation and looked
at a range of different forms which may be of use to supervisors when helping
trainee teachers.



Mrs. Suad Shaker, Inspector General, Sharkeya
I am a supervisor whose work is to observe teachers and give them feedback so as
to develop their performance. I also have to evaluate their performance. I have been
observing teachers for ten years now. When I first started to supervise preparatory
school teachers, I had an experience that taught me a lesson I will never forget. I
would like to share this with you. It all began when I was newly promoted as a
supervisor, knowing little about supervision.
One day I visited a teacher in a class who was dealing with a grammar lesson on
simple and complex sentences. As I was observing her, she presented the complex
sentence for the simple and vice versa. After giving an example, she wrote a simple
sentence on the blackboard and asked her class what kind of sentence it was. A
student answered that it was a complex sentence, and she said that was the right
answer. This made me get up from my chair. I thought for a moment and I acted at
once. I addressed the whole class:" Is your friend right?" They said, "Yes."
"You have been tricked by your teacher," I said, "I will give you enough examples to
help you understand the two kinds of sentences in a way that no one can trick you
any more."
I wrote two examples on the blackboard and clarified the difference between simple
and complex sentences. Next, I asked them some questions, and they were able to give
me the right answer. Moreover, they succeeded in giving me more examples of their
own.
During the following lesson, I happened to visit another teacher in another class.
When I finished my observation, I asked to see the first teacher I visited, that of
our story. I was shocked when I found her crying bitterly. She had already filled
in a form asking to be transferred to another school beyond my reach.
That was a lesson I will never forget. Although I thought I was being sensitive,
neither the teacher nor the children were fooled. It was the first and last time I
interfered in a lesson.
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Key Terminology
Global Observation Instrument
An observation instrument which can be used to comment on all aspects
of a lesson.

Subjective Observation Instrument
An instrument which requires you to make your own personal judgement.
A subjective instrument is likely to be filled out differently by different
supervisors.

Tally (noun and verb)
To count the number of incidences of an event e.g. the number of times
the teacher asks a question.

Qualitative Observation Instrument
An instrument which requires comments on the quality of teaching and
learning.

Quantitative Observation Instrument
An observation instrument which requires you to count what is happening
in the classroom.

Understanding Check

1. At what stages of their career are teachers observed?

2. Look at all the forms contained in this chapter. Try out a few over your
next observations with teachers. Which were the easiest to use? Which
gave the best information? Which did teachers find most helpful?

3. Make up your own list of rules for a supervisor's behavior during an
observation. The rules should be based on the advice given in this chapter
and should be phrased in such a way as to be useful to a novice supervisor.
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Summary Handout for Chapter 24:
Focus on Observation
Teachers are observed at different stages of their careers for different
purposes.
We need to choose the observation tool according to:

• the career stage of the teacher
• the developmental stage of the teacher
• the purpose of the observation
• the time available for filling out the form
• the usefulness of the form for the teacher

Observation instruments can be categorized in a number of ways:
• quantitative vs. qualitative
• objective vs. subjective
• structured vs. open-ended

Focus on Teacher Observation

The Stress of Observation
• Think back to when you were a teacher. How did you feel when you

were observed?
• How do you want your teachers to feel?
• How can you help to make sure your student teachers feel that way?

Supervisor Behavior During Observation:
Think about when you observe teachers or student teachers.  When would
you:

• Interrupt the lesson?
• Threaten to give the teacher a bad grade?
• Praise the teacher even if that teacher had not done a particularly good

job?
• Walk around the class?
• Team teach? Was this discussed in the chapter?
• Talk to the class?
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