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Executive Summary

Not all institutions across the university sector have adopted the practice of lecturers observing and giving feedback on each other’s teaching. 

The following might be some of the reasons why not:

· Lecturers often do not like being observed while teaching and feel threatened by a process which could appear to be judgemental; 

· It may be argued that observation of teaching is time-consuming and a paper exercise simply carried out for quality review purposes; 

· Institutions may view teaching as a solitary activity undertaken by individual professional academics capable of deciding how best to deliver effective student learning.    

It is also true to say however that increasingly institutions are adopting peer review/teaching observations as a means of enhancing quality in teaching and learning.

Goldsmiths believes if handled sensitively, the time invested in the process of observing teaching and being observed can:

· help improve the students experience; 

· assist in sharing good practice; 

· build academic links

· foster innovation. 

These benefits apply both to new and experienced academics. The feedback given is confidential, but can potentially be used by the participant for promotion purposes or to build a professional portfolio for recognition of teaching skills. 

The College has adopted a simple three-phase model comprises a pre-observation meeting/discussion, teaching observation and a feedback session.

This requires that the partners should agree on which session is to be observed in advance, meet to discuss any issues before the session and then meet again soon after to give feedback. 

A generic pro forma for use in observation of teaching is offered.

INTRODUCTION

1
Why do observation of teaching?

1.1
Most lecturers can remember good (and bad) teaching they themselves had as students, without being necessarily able to recall precisely what made one experience more enjoyable or educationally worthwhile than another. Teachers in other sectors have usually been observed or have observed other teachers as part of their initial teacher training and observation of teaching practice has become well established. However, in the university sector, the practice of observation of teaching has only become widespread in the past few years, mainly in response to the impetus of quality assurance procedures.  In some cases, university lecturers might never have had the opportunity to be observed or to observe others teaching.

1.2
Thus university lecturers’ teaching skills have frequently evolved as coping mechanisms or through trial and error. One common pitfall is that academics immersed in their subject (particularly those new to teaching) often equate good teaching with good content. Another common misconception is for lecturers to see their role as ‘knowledge transmitters’. No matter how experienced a lecturer, there will always be the potential to learn valuable lessons from both observing others practice (good and bad) and from getting feedback from being observed.

1.3
Despite the potential of direct observation of teaching as a method of evaluating effectiveness of lecturers, adoption of systems to introduce and maintain it are patchy across departments, institutions and the whole higher education sector. Arguably, student evaluations of teaching have been prioritised over other methods of evaluation by agencies such as the QAA. But students may not have the necessary overview of a course or the necessary skills to evaluate the teaching they receive. Some would argue that as an evaluative approach, direct observation lacks methodological rigour, given that it has no sampling procedure, that there would be over-generous comments from colleagues, that there would be an observer effect and so on.

1.4
Having acknowledged those concerns, the advantage of obtaining fellow academics’ professional judgements and views of teaching practice is that it can provide a useful counterpoint to the students’ views. And whilst observing what goes on in a lecture theatre, a seminar room or a laboratory may only provide a snapshot, it can be a useful means to triangulate other quality measures of a particular course or department such as student evaluative questionnaires, assessment results and external examiner reports, etc.

1.5
Academics often feel uncertain as to the purpose of peer observation and may feel threatened by the judgement this implies This is perhaps somewhat ironic as the same academics would feel comfortable with peer review of their research, yet still feel threatened by having their teaching practice reviewed. Some may feel it an infringement of their autonomy or professionalism.

1.6
Even if academics do not feel threatened by being observed, they may just feel that this is one more thing to have to do when they are busy enough already. Implementing such a system properly will involve devoting time to the process and that in itself has cost implications. But the time invested in observation of teaching is small in respect of the returns to be gained in terms of sharing of ideas and best practice, or of leading to greater openness, promoting innovation, fostering team-building and building academic links. If handled sensitively, a system of regular observation of teaching and feedback can build the self-confidence of new lecturers and improve the skills of their more experienced colleagues. 

5  
How will Teaching Observation be undertaken?
5.1
The College has adopted a simple three-phase model comprises a pre-observation meeting/discussion, teaching observation and a feedback session

Pre observation meeting
5.2
The mentee and mentor should agree what teaching situations is to be observed. Usually, a choice has to be made between being observed in a format the observed lecturer is comfortable with (e.g. supervising group work) or one they feel they need to develop (e.g. large lectures).

5.3
The pre observation meeting is an opportunity for the lecturer to give background information on the session: where it fits into the course, what level and what previous knowledge the students have, what the learning objectives are and what the teaching plan involves. Ideally this background information should be in the form of a written statement. This is an opportunity to choose or highlight areas for the observer to focus on, for example, presentation skills or the use of audio-visual materials, or the use of questions to prompt the students. Or alternatively the observer can be left to draw what conclusions they may, to see if the observer picks up on the same areas that are of concern to the lecturer. Training for the mentor and mentee will be provided as clarity of role and purpose are key.

5.4
Finally the lecturer and observer can discuss how notes are to be taken by the observer, whether as a narrative or at time intervals. (Video or audiotaping is also a possibility, although note taking would be the norm). Pro-formas of what elements to look out for are useful as an aide moiré and can provide a useful consistency in the process.

5.5
The main criterion for a pro-forma is that it should be general enough to be useful in any discipline and for any level of experience of the lecturer. Good teaching practice is good teaching practice across the board.


The Observed Session

5.6
The lecturer should briefly introduce the observer and make it clear that s/he is there to observe the lecturer and not the students. In fact, it is what the students do that matters. The observer needs to understand the two-way interaction between the lecturer and group, even in a teacher-dominated lecture. Therefore the observer needs to be positioned in the room so as to be able to observe both, whilst at the same time be as unobtrusive as possible.

5.7
The possibility of an observer effect has been mentioned. The concern may be that as a result of the observer’s presence either the students will misbehave or be too well behaved or that the lecturer being observed will give a better or worse than usual performance. Every lecturer is likely to feel nervous about having their teaching practice observed, but that nervousness could just as well improve the lecturer’s performance as distract them. 

5.8
The observer should try to get a broad overview of the session, as well as any areas already highlighted as particular concerns. It is a temptation to focus on details such as use of audio-visual aids and by doing so to miss the essence of the learning and teaching that may or may not be going on. The observer needs to take account of the interaction between both the lecturer and the students, hence the necessity to be in a position to observe the students as well as the lecturer.

Feedback / de-briefing meeting 

5.9
Following the observed session, both parties need to set aside time to meet and discuss how it went. Convenience may dictate a meeting straight away after the session, or it may be beneficial to take a day to reflect and allow time for (both observer and lecturer) to write up notes. If more than 24 hours elapses between the session and the feedback meeting, then the memories of both parties may begin to fade and valuable insights may be lost. The feedback meeting should ideally take place on neutral territory and where there will be no distractions.

5.10
Giving constructive feedback is a skill that has emphasis on the PG Cert. There is a difficult balance to be struck between mutual backslapping and criticism, which is destructive and demoralising. It is also important that feedback does not seem patronising.  The observer needs to think in advance about how critical they can be. It is often helpful to start the feedback by asking the lecturer to reflect on how they thought the session went. Start (and end) the feedback on a positive note.

5.11
The observer should use questions to guide the discussion and get the lecturer to reflect on practice. e.g. “How did you feel your timing and pacing of the session went?” The lecturer will probably be aware of those aspects that did not go well. Any aspects the observer felt did not go well could be posed as problems to solve, e.g. “How well did you think you handled the problem with mobile phones ringing?”

5.12
Receiving feedback can be difficult. In the pre-session meeting the lecturer could outline to the observer what type of feedback would be helpful. No one likes to be criticised, but some people respond to criticism better than others. Care is needed when giving negative feedback.

6
What happens afterwards 

6.1
The lecturer who has been observed should write a written reflection on the experience. As part of the feedback discussion staff training or development needs might be identified which could then be taken to the Head of Department.  Other than this the discussion and any written evidence produced should remain confidential to the two people involved, with the decision to disseminate wider resting with the mentee 

7
Is anything else done with the information?

7.1
The fundamental purpose of implementing a system of observation of teaching is to enhance the quality of teaching practice and thereby improve students’ learning. Therefore the process, discussion and documentation would usually remain confidential between the observer and the lecturer involved. 

7.2 In some institutions, a system for observation of teaching feeds into performance appraisal schemes.  At Goldsmiths, there is currently no requirement to use such information as part of performance appraisal, although members of staff are free to do so, especially if this is to highlight any staff development needs.

7.3
Indeed the scheme described above mirrors the decision recently taken, that a wider system of peer mentoring/review, comprising teaching observation should be proposed and that in principle, this 'enhancement scheme' should be decoupled from the more managerial/judgemental processes of probation and performance review. In view of this decision the Head of Personnel has been asked to formulate a revised system of probation that would not rely on the current mentoring system but that might retain an opportunity for teaching observation when deemed appropriate. 

7.4
Therefore the generic pro forma (provided below) for use in observation of teaching will remain confidential as long as the mentee wishes it so. A number of individual academics have chosen to use their written record of peer observation data (both as observers and observed) as part of a formal record on an enhanced academic CV, which may in turn be used for a variety of purposes, including applications for promotion.
PRO-FORMA FOR OBSERVATION OF TEACHING

Section A:
FACTUAL INFORMATION 

(To be completed by the one being observed before the teaching session).

Name of Observer________________________________________________

Name of One being observed_______________________________________

Dept______________________________________________

Module/Programme/Course/Unit ______________________________________________

Level/Year _____________________________________________________

Type of session to be observed (e.g. lecture, seminar, supervision, tutorial, practical class etc) 

_______________________________________________________

1. Any comments for the observer on the nature of student group or learning needs?

Are there any special features about this group?

Topic __________________________________________________________

Length of Session ________________ Length of Observation _____________

Approx no of students _____________ Date and time of session __________

LEARNING OBJECTIVES/OUTCOMES 

(To be completed before the teaching session)

What are the specific learning objectives of the session?

e.g. knowledge, cognitive skills, practical/professional skills/transferable skills.

	


Section B:
OBSERVATION 

The aspect headings derive from the QAA handbook for Subject Reviewers and are included for prompting and guidance only.

	Aspects 
	Strengths
	Areas for development

	
	
	

	1. Are the learning objectives clear?


	
	

	
	
	

	2. Is the session well planned and organised?


	
	

	
	
	

	3. Are the teaching and learning methods

appropriate?


	
	

	
	
	

	4.   Are the delivery and the pace appropriate?


	
	

	
	
	

	5.   Is the content current, accurate, suitable and illustrated with examples?


	
	

	
	
	

	6. Are the students encouraged to learn actively and participate?


	
	

	7. Is best use made of accommodation and learning resources?


	
	


Section C:
POST OBSERVATION

Is this an effective learning experience for these students at this level in this department/discipline at this College?

COMMENTS BY OBSERVER

Observer _______________________________________________________

Date _________________________ Signature_________________________

COMMENTS AND REFLECTION BY THE ONE BEING OBSERVED

Name _________________________________________________________

Date _________________________ Signature_________________________
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