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The teaching profession involves an ongoing process integrating education and training with teaching practice and reflection on personal experience. It is lifelong development that urges the teacher to make informed choices on new teaching methods and strategies while assessing them according to learners’ needs.  We all know there is no final ready made recipe for teachers to sort out their teaching routine if not the one that is personally and progressively created and acted on. The model the European teacher might get inspiration from is the model of ‘the reflective practitioner’ (Schon 1983). 
In the European Profile for Language Teacher Education reflective practice is seen in relation to continuous improvement of teaching skills and  as part of in-service education (Kelly 2004: 39). The recommendation is that teachers’ education should not stop once their initial training finishes. 

In The European Portfolio for Student Teachers of Languages (EPOSTL) teachers can include different types of evidence and material representing useful data for self-reflection. Among the several ways of collecting data,  ‘lesson observation is suggested in the form of notes written by teachers, tutors or mentors’ (EPOSTL 2007:52). 
In many European countries lesson observation is used  as an instrument for assessing teachers in pre-service training: this practice is sometimes associated with stress or anxiety and probably most displeased as it is usually externally imposed. Another kind of widespread routine in Europe for in-service training considers observation a learning tool for personal growth and professional development, mainly founded on self-analysis, negotiations between peer teachers and mutual support. 
The main goal of this  learning path is guiding teachers towards the practice of self-observation and make them discover ‘more about their own teaching by seeking to understand the processes of teaching and learning in their own and others’ classrooms’ (Wajnryb 1999: 9). Lesson observation should be reconsidered as routine practice gearing towards the self-discovery of the inward knowledge of the teacher. It may encourage the construction of personal meaning and awareness of the value of present experience in the light of the past. By observing and being observed  teachers can shift the perspective and see their teaching  under a different light.
Observation is a learning tool, functional to understanding who and what we are as teachers, it refines our ‘ability to observe, analyse and interpret, an ability which can also be used to improve (our) teaching’ (Wajnryb 1999:7). Observation is a support for teacher’s development since it is active practice and helps teachers to actively introduce change  while monitoring the results of the process of change. From this perspective teachers have the opportunity of emancipating from the traditional role of passive recipients of theories or ready-made methodologies. 
In harmony with the assumptions expressed above the learning objectives of this path are:
· To allow teachers to become more familiar with lesson observation;
· To modify teachers’ sceptical attitude towards this practice;
· To make teachers’ acquire more confidence in the use of lesson observation as a learning tool for professional growth;
· To  foster teachers’ autonomy and promote active engagement through the use of class observation as an instrument for introducing change;
· To refine teachers’ ability to observe, analyse, reflect on and assess change against usual teaching practice;
· To promote cooperation and mutual support among teachers.
This learning path is structured so as to promote the acquisition of the following increased competences:
· Identifying the main steps to follow in classroom observation such as:
· Selecting an observation focus;

· Designing an observation chart;

· Data collection, analysis;

· Planning and implementing peer observation;

· Planning and implementing silent observation;

· Reflecting on the gathered material.
Methodology

Hopkins suggests a three-phase observation cycle as a methodology for classroom observation (Hopkins 1993: 81). The first phase involves the teacher in planning a meeting with a colleague or group of colleagues who are willing to collaborate in the project. In the meeting teachers gather together to decide on the lesson they are going to observe in order to identify the main focus of observation and make decisions on methods of data collection; it is in this phase that teachers also formulate hypotheses on the possible results of their observation.  In the second stage  teachers are engaged in teaching, observing and collecting data. The final phase is dedicated to a feedback discussion where the gathered information is shared, assessed and checked against hypotheses. 
A key feature of the traditional practice of classroom observation is the collaboration with one or more peer teachers. This may be a powerful instrument for the development of cooperative learning: teachers find themselves working in a non threatening context in which colleagues are inclined to collaborate and give mutual support. Considering the constraints of everyday teaching realities cooperation is a hard issue to be taken for granted as teachers may often find it time consuming or difficult to sort out and arrange. 
In this path teachers find the opportunity of exploring how they feel about being observed in a lesson they teach and what their possible responses  may be in the chance of being in the role of observers. To what extent would this kind of cooperative practice be possible in their teaching context? Furthermore, with an eye at Hopkins’ pattern of work, teachers have the possibility of finding suggestions as to what steps to follow in case they need to arrange for class observation. An advantage in blended training is that teachers can triangulate their data and virtually share them with the other trainees on line. 
Teaching strategies

Considering the building up of a non-threatening teaching context for self-reflection in class observation,  the approach, in this path, takes into account the affective side of learning within teacher development. It is task-based so that it can facilitate  change in teaching practice. 
In language teaching a task is defined as a ‘goal oriented activity in which learners use language to achieve a real outcome, solve a problem, do a puzzle, play a game, or share and compare experiences’ (Willis & Willis 1996: 53). So the task  moves to active engagement, improves learners’ autonomy and collaborative skills in the actions of doing, problem solving, sharing and comparing. Therefore a task-based approach may well be a source of inspiration  in the loop input of an in-service training path on lesson observation because its learning objectives are coherent with definition given above. A language task has the same nature as an observation task: this, in fact,  is ‘a focussed activity to work on while observing a lesson in progress. It focuses on one or a small number of aspects of teaching or learning and requires the observer to collect data or information from the actual lesson’ (Wajnryb 1999: 7). It is a teaching and training strategy that helps teachers to  achieve a better understanding of themselves while getting involved in such concrete actions as observing, collecting data and mutually reflecting on them.
ACTIVITY 1  How you feel about observing and being observed
Description (step1, step2…)

The focus of this activity is to raise awareness of the psychological implications  in the practice of observing a lesson and, in turn, being observed in class. Teachers, especially if experienced, may resent the presence of observers and perceive them as intruders who may express a positive or negative judgement on the value of their profession. In fact in a class observation project the observer is rarely seen as a peer trusted teacher but, more often, as a more competent teacher called to evaluate the observed teaching behaviour. However this is the result of a non effective observation project which may lead the observer to formulate a judgement too quickly. 
Task 1   (adapted from Tanner & Green 1998: 7)
Step 1
Imagine you are asked to welcome a teacher in your classes for a period of time:

Who may this teacher be? 

· a student teacher from a training teacher school
· a foreign visiting teacher
· other ….
Step 2
Answers and explain the following focus questions:

How do you feel about being observed?

· anxious

· worried

· relaxed

· interested

· …..

· …..

· …..

Why is this teacher coming to observe your classes?
What do you expect from the person who will be observing? 

What is s/he going to observe?

In what way are you going to discuss the lesson observed?

What might the discussion be about?

Step 3

Choose a person in your school you feel confident with. 
Who is this person? 
Is s/he older or younger than you?
Is this person a language teacher?
Share and discuss your notes with this colleague. What is this person’s  contribution to the discussion?
You may wish to share the same with other trainees on line. What is their contribution? Is it different or similar to your colleague’s? 

Task 2   
Step 1

Imagine you are asked to observe a lesson in your turn.

Who may the teacher your are going to observe be? 

· a student teacher from a trainees’ school
· a foreign visiting teacher
· a colleague in your school
· other ….
Step 2

Make notes on your answers to the following focus questions:

How do you feel about observing a lesson?

· curious

· worried

· relaxed

· interested

· …..

· …..

· …..

Why has this teacher called you to observe his/her class?

What do you expect from the person observed? 

What are you going to observe?

In what way are you going to discuss the lesson observed?

What might the discussion be about?

Further reading: http://www.starteacher.ph/on-the-board/classroom-observations-opportunities-or-ordeals/

Step 3

Write down and reflect on this person’s point of view.
You may wish to share the same with other trainees on line. What is their contribution? Is it different or similar to your colleague’s? 

Task 3   (adapted from Tanner & Green 1998: 9)

Step 1
Consider the following focus questions comparing observation and evaluation:

What is the aim of observation?

What is the aim of evaluation?

What may the focus of observation be?

What may the focus of evaluation be?

Who can act as an observer ? Who can act as an evaluator?

When may observation be carried out?

When is evaluation carried out?

Reflect and note down your answers.

Step 2

Share your reflections with your colleague. What is this person’s  contribution to the discussion? 

You may wish to share the same with other trainees on line. What is their contribution? Is it different or similar to your colleague’s? 

Task 4   (adapted from Tanner & Green 1998: 9)

Step 1  In pairs
List the possible differences and similarities between observation and evaluation:
	
	Observation
	Evaluation

	Similarities


	· It is effected from a particular point of view
· …..

· …..


	· It is related to the point of view of the evaluator

· ……

· …..

	Differences


	· The point of view is the focus of observation
· …..

· …..
	· From his/her point of view the evaluator expresses his/her judgement 
· …..

· …..




Step 2  

Give a definition of observation 
Give a definition of evaluation.

Note down your definitions and exchange ideas with your colleague. In what ways is observation a different activity from evaluation?

Step 3 
Now consider the following definitions of lesson observation and lesson evaluation from Tanner & Green (1998: 9):
Observation:

It describes an action or behaviour. It focuses on one or many different acts or ways of behaviour.

It may be done by a teacher trainee, a fellow teacher, a parent or a school inspector

Evaluation:
It judges an action or behaviour. It may be broad or narrow, though general is more common. It is usually done by a teacher’s superior.
To what extent are your definitions in harmony with these ones? Discuss with your colleague.

ACTIVITY 2 : Organizing  peer or partnership observation
The focus of this activity is to guide trainees through  the basic steps that may make an observation project effective and concrete in response to the need of building up a relationship of mutual trust and collaboration between peers.
Task 1  (preparatory steps to observation)
Step 1 
Choose a colleague in your school you feel confident with and who may be willing to cooperate in your class observation project. Is this colleague the same you have collaborated so far? Is s/he a different teacher? If so why have you chosen a different person? 

Step 2 

Arrange for a meeting with him or her. In this meeting, in a climate of cooperation,  discuss 
· the date and time of observation;
· the date and time of the feedback you are going to give each other;
· which lessons are going to be observed and why;
· the type of pupils in the class;

Negotiate with your partner when in turn you are going to be the observer. It may be a good idea if both of you teach innovative lessons away from the usual routine so as to be able to compare the results later. Ideally you could both design innovative lessons following the suggested steps in path 2 of module 1 core 3 (CLIL based class) and compare: 

· the focus of observation  

· observation criteria

Step 3 

The focus of observation should be as narrow as possible because when it is broad, it is likely ‘that the observer, who having no criteria to turn to, will rely on subjective judgements to interpret what is going on in the classroom; the more specific and more negotiated the focus of the classroom observation, the more likely it is that the data (…) will be useful for developmental purposes’ (Hopkins 1993:78). The focus may concern:

· the learner (learner’s needs, interest and motivation …) 
· the language (teacher’s meta-language, use of mother tongue in class…) 

· learning (student’s performance on the task …)
· the lesson (lesson plan, its organization …)
· teaching skills and strategies (task based learning, CLIL, teacher’s type of questions …)
· classroom management 
· classroom interaction

· materials and resources

(adapted from Wajnryb 1999:16)

Discuss with your partner and note down the possible aspects related to each of the areas mentioned. Choose the one of most interest to you.
Step 4
Let’s imagine  to make the learner as the main area of interest. What are the aspects related to this area  you have noted down and discussed with your partner? How do they match with following identified by Wajnryb (1999:16)?
· The learner’s motivation

· The learner as doer
· The learner’s language level

· The learner’s cultural identity

 Step 5
This phase is now dedicated to narrowing the focus of interest of observation. It should be negotiated with your partner according to the aspect of your default teaching you wish to reflect on or the particular change you wish to introduce into your lesson. 

Considering that in path 2 you have had clues to the building up of a content-based lesson plan, in this path I suggest the observation and monitoring of the affective component related to motivation: as an expected outcome of a non routine lesson pupils should result more motivated and cooperative. Let’s imagine that the focus of this observation project is on the level of motivation of the pupils involved in the lesson and how their behaviour changes in relation to the innovations introduced.
How do motivated pupils behave? What are the aspects related to their attitude that could be observed? List them below and discuss them with your partner:

· …..

· …..

· …..

Step 6
Now consider the following suggestions related to how pupils synchronise and cooperate in a lesson:

· Response to the teacher
· Involvement in tasks

· Willingness to ask when uncertain

· Tolerance of other pupils (adapted from Wajnryb 1999:32)
Do the points you have previously discussed match with these ones? Further reflect with your peer teacher.
Step 7
When involved in observing a lesson it is practical to have a guideline reference that makes observation less random and more organized. Observation charts are tools for supporting the observer, who is then able to make notes in relation to the aspects strictly connected to the focus defined in the previous phase. My suggestion here is to design a simple observation chart  including few key aspects of a lesson ( for ex. response to the teacher, involvement in tasks). An observation chart is necessary but if it comes out to be too complex and time consuming to design, it is likely that it will be of very little utility in everyday teaching practice. 
Considering the focus of observation so far defined, try to design a simple  observation schedule with your partner. On this chart you will annotate your observations that will be the data on which to reflect on later.

Step 8
Now examine the following observation chart:

	Pupil’s name
	response
	involvement
	willingness to cooperate
	willingness to disrupt
	further comment

	
	
	
	
	
	


Compare the suggested chart with the one you have designed. How different are they? Can they be integrated somehow?
While using this kind of chart you may find it useful to adopt a simple grading system to express your comments.  For example:

Response:  

· Poor

· Fairly good

· Good

· Very good

Discuss and negotiate with your partner if you find a grading system useful in the context of your observation and if so the type of grading system you may wish to adopt.
Task 2 (observation)
Step 1

This phase is entirely dedicated to observing your lesson according to the time and place you have decided with your colleague.

Step 2
This phase is dedicated to you as an observer. Do not forget the observation chart you prepared in step 7!

Task 3 (follow up)
Step 1

To accomplish the reflective task of post-observation the suggestion is to arrange another meeting with your colleague in which you will share and discuss the data you have both collected and then give each other feedback. Do not let a long time elapse, it will not be easy then to rely on your short-term memory for possible clarification.
Step 2

During this meeting analyse the information you have gathered and annotated on your charts. Both reflect on each chart in turn and then compare. The following questions will help you in this reflective task:
· Was the degree of pupils’ involvement as you expected?
· Did pupils demonstrate to be more responsive than usual while performing your lesson?

· To what extent did they show an inclination to collaborate?

· How many pupils did you find disruptive? More or fewer than usual?

· How many were supporting and ready to help in the tasks?

· Is there any recurring information in the right-hand column of your chart dedicated to further comments (for ex. references to the use of the target language or the mother tongue, or any other…)?

· Was your choice to use subject areas (for ex a CLIL lesson) with middle school pupils helpful to motivating them to learn?

· If you had to teach again a similar lesson which aspects would you modify in order to accomplish a higher degree of motivation?

· Which aspects instead contributed most to motivate your pupils?

· What did you learn from this experience?

· What are you going to do next?

ACTIVITY 3 : Organizing silent observation

The focus of this activity is to give trainees a further instrument of self analysis and reflection through ‘silent observation’ (Quirke 1996 ) to be carried out when a teacher too much resents the presence of a colleague in class and thinks that this presence makes the development of the lesson artificial. S/he simply does not feel at ease while observed and this psychological barrier is difficult to overcome.  In this case, instead of welcoming a colleague in class to observe, the lesson could be reported to a colleague as a follow-up. My suggestion is to go through all the same preparatory steps followed for peer observation. In the preparatory meeting you will have to allow more time and care to discuss the methods of data collection. You will have to teach and collect data at the same time. Your data, in fact, will be reported indirectly to your colleague.
Task 1

Step 1

Think over the possible methods you can use to collect data during the lesson you  have decided to monitor:
List you ideas below:

· …..
· …..

· ….

………..

Step 2

Consider the following methods of collecting data in class (Hopkins 1993:115-140). Are these suggestions similar to yours?
· Field notes
· Audiotape recording

· Videotape recording 
· Questionnaires to pupils

· Interviewing pupils

· About Lesson observation you can watch: 

1) http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0akVmCfUJiQ&feature=channel_page,

2) http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fXTAp_Fa3Z0,

3) http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R0TKHJEhdOM
Step 3

Consider the methods you have thought of  in step 1  with the ones suggested in step 2. Which ones do you think are most suitable to you? What are their advantages and disadvantages? Fill in the chart below:
	
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Field notes


	
	

	Audiotape recording


	
	

	Video tape recording


	
	

	Questionnaires to pupils


	
	

	Interviewing pupils


	
	

	Other ….

	
	

	……

	
	


Further reading: http://www.rockinthestandards.com/tim/pages/teacher-training/college-profs.php
Step 4

You may wish to integrate your chart with the suggestions below . Which method/s is/are most suitable to your teaching context? Discuss with your partner. 

	
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Field notes


	You can annotate immediate responses and reactions at any time
	Time consuming
They provide a subjective perspective 

	Audiotape recording


	Objective and reliable method
	The presence of a recorder in class may make pupils feel uneasy and inhibit their performance
The transcription of the material may be time consuming

	Video tape recording


	Objective and reliable method
	The presence of a camera in class may make pupils feel uneasy and inhibit their performance
The transcription of the material may be time consuming

	Questionnaires to pupils


	They are easy to administer and quick to fill in 
The data are quantifiable

(Hopkins 1993:136)
	Time consuming in the preparation
Pupils might not feel free in giving their answers

	Interviewing pupils


	The teacher can establish  direct contact with pupils
	Time consuming
It is difficult to get young pupils to express what they think

	Other ….


	
	

	……


	
	



Testing and evaluation


This final section is for helping you in self-assessing  your  progress after performing the tasks of this learning path. Read the following indicators and assess your progress, using a scale progressing from 1 to 5:
1 = very poor

2 = poor

3 = satisfactory

4 = good

5 = very good.

· My attitude towards the practice of class observation has changed
· I feel I am more familiar with lesson observation

· I can trace the fundamental steps in the organization of a lesson observation project
· I can reflect and decide on methods of data collection

· I can select an observation focus
· I can design an observation schedule

· I can reflect on and evaluate the gathered material 

· I can  decide on observation strategies in relation to my teaching context 
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