TEACHER OBSERVATION VISIT

STAGE 2: OBSERVATION OF THE LESSON

SECTION I: Questions teachers may have

1. What is a lesson observation and what does it involve?

Purpose
The observation can have a number of different purposes. In the case of new teachers, the inspector is required to visit and observe their classes as part of the process of assessing their suitability for employment as teachers. There are also some other occasions when a teacher may be required to undergo an inspection for administrative reasons.

Normally, however, an inspector will try to visit and observe as many teachers as he or she can during the year.  The purpose of the visit has four main areas: 

· To support the teacher in his or her professional development;

· To see that the teachers in the district are teaching to a suitable standard and are teaching the curriculum as set out;

· To see how the schools in the district support the teaching of English in terms of resources, etc.;

· To identify the needs of the teachers in the district (e.g. aspects of their work in which they need additional support or training, so that the Inspector can design workshops and other training opportunities that address these needs).

The two purposes primarily addressed in this manual are that the observation visit support the teacher in professional development, and that the visit also give the Inspector information about the standard of teaching and needs of the teachers in the district.
What is involved from the teacher’s point of view?
The inspector visits your school and observes the lesson you have planned for that time. This will happen at a time and date arranged ahead of time by the inspector, and you will have an opportunity to prepare your lesson plan and your materials well in advance. 

He or she will probably visit the head teacher and have a brief meeting with him/her before and after the lesson but will come alone to observe the lesson.

During the lesson, the inspector will normally sit at the back of the classroom and take notes while observing your lesson. Inspectors use a variety of different ways to take notes during the lesson, but in general they are noting down what is happening in the classroom – what you are teaching, what you have students do, what you do. This is basically a factual step-by-step description of what happens from the beginning to the end of the lesson. He or she will probably also make a number of notes about the steps of the lesson, the activities you use, aspects of the lesson that are working well or other questions he wants to discuss with you during the feedback session. All these notes will help both of you remember important details as you discuss the lesson.

As the inspector observes your lesson, he or she will be looking at several things, for example:
· How the lesson helps learners develop language competencies -- the ability to use English for communicative purposes;
· Which of the teacher competencies you demonstrate during the lesson;
· How you use groups, pairs and activities to encourage active learners and communication;
· How well your lesson is structured in terms of framework (PPU/PDP, etc.), activities, student involvement, etc.
· How your lesson corresponds to the lesson plan you have provided in advance;
2. How will lesson observation help me in my job? 

 Over time we teachers can develop ways of doing things out of habit.  We also sometimes try things out because they are new, and we aren’t entirely sure how they aid learning.  Some of what we do is probably very effective, while other choices we make may be less useful. It is difficult to be objective about our own teaching style and skills. It’s a rare gift to get the benefit of another pair of eyes in your classroom and another person with whom to discuss a class -- someone who has seen the class! Your inspector’s visit to observe your lesson is a great opportunity to discuss your lesson, to clarify your thoughts and beliefs about teaching, and to gain new insights into what you do well in the classroom and what areas you can improve. 

The inspector will be able to see you teach and will be able to offer you advice and support in order to make your teaching more effective. Inspectors see very many teachers working in their classrooms and are aware of many of the difficulties and challenges teachers can have in helping their students achieve the level of competency expected of them at the end-of-the-year examination. The Inspector will also be able to guide and support you in meeting the teacher-competency levels you are expected to achieve, and in working towards your overall professional-development goals. Finally, and often most importantly, talking with the Inspector can help you develop your reflective skills, which will aid you in continued and independent professional development.

The three-stage format of the observation visit gives both you and the inspector the chance to develop a mutually respectful and trusting professional relationship, which will be very valuable to you in your work. The inspector will value the opportunity to observe your lesson, and he or she will treat with respect. He or she will gain insight into your particular style of teaching, your rapport with students, your use of materials, your command of English, and other aspects of your work, all of which will help when making choices about how to help you be more successful teacher than you are already.

When the inspector is preparing training workshops, he or she will take into account the challenges that you and other colleagues face. He or she will be able to design workshops to help you deal with the difficulties you have with some aspects of your lessons, with some aspect of the English program, or with any of the teacher competencies.
Though the observation is usually an enormously helpful experience, we have to be honest and acknowledge that having another person observing you teach can sometimes be a stressful experience, even for teachers who are very comfortable teaching their students. It can sometimes feel like being on stage. 

Even if you feel anxious before the observed lesson, particularly if it is your first inspection visit or if it has been a long time since the last one, most of your colleagues will tell you that as soon as the lesson begins and you are busy working with the students you will almost forget that the inspector is at the back of the room. Teaching a successful lesson while being observed makes one feel more confident in the classroom, and the more often we are observed the less stressful the experience becomes.

Don’t forget that the inspectors are aware of teachers’ anxiety. Before becoming inspectors, they were teachers and were observed by their inspectors!  Furthermore, in recent years the role of Inspector has been shifting from the more traditional “evaluator” to include the more collegial roles of mentor and facilitator.  

3. How could I start to use lesson observation in my classes?

Have a colleague observe you.

One of the useful ways to grow accustomed to being observed is to ask a colleague to come to your classroom and watch you teach a lesson and talk to you about the lesson afterward, hearing your thoughts about the lesson and giving you some feedback on particular aspects of the lesson and your teaching. 

You could do this with any colleague you feel comfortable with, but it would be best if the colleague were also an English teacher who understands the challenges of language teaching and of the English program. 

This is a great way to build your confidence and to get used to having someone present in your classroom as you teach a regular lesson. It is even better if you discuss in advance the aspects of the lesson you would like to get some feedback on, and if your colleague takes careful notes as he or she observes your lesson. Ideally, the notes would follow the pattern used by the inspectors. Most commonly, note-taking follows on a two-column format similar to this example:
	What happened in the lesson
	Comments

	Teacher holds up book and tells students which activity to do in pairs. Tells them to get into pairs and decide who will be “A” and who will be “B.”  (waits/watches) Asks “A’s” to raise their hands.  

Students do the activity – describing the picture to each other. 
	You provide clarity by showing them which activity in the book not just telling. 

You can be certain they will be ready to start because you checked on A and B and broke the steps down.

They can both see the picture, so there isn’t a real need to describe it for each other.  How could you adapt this activity to make it truly communicative?


Make a recording.

If it’s not practical or comfortable to have a colleague observe you, a simple way to learn more about your teaching is to make an audio recording or, even better, a video recording of your lesson. Not all schools will have the equipment to do this, but if you can get a video camera, watching a playback of your own teaching can be very interesting. 

Some of the things teachers watch for in recordings of their own teaching are:

· Teacher-talk time (how much they talk and how much time students talk);
· Teacher position and movement around the classroom;
· Who is being asked to talk – strong students or weak students? Students sitting on the right or in front of the class?  Students who volunteer or those the teacher calls on?

· Board work – clarity, neatness, organization and systems.

Some teachers videotape with the camera ON THE STUDENTS and not on them. This way they have a very clear idea of how the students reacted to their teaching.  

You will be able to decide how you want to observe your classes and what you want to see.

Self-Assessment Form
You can use the Self-Assessment Form in this section of the manual to help you reflect on your own strengths and weaknesses in relation to the Teacher Competencies that are important for language teachers in a Competency-based program. It is extremely helpful to complete this form once or twice during the school year, or even at the beginning and end of each trimester.

It is highly recommended that you complete this form in advance of an observation visit by your inspector, as a way of helping you to identify areas where you would like to improve and which he or she can help you work on. You can even ask the inspector to focus on certain aspects of your teaching as he or she observes your lesson. This gives you a more active role in your own development as a teacher, and the inspector will be very pleased to know which areas to focus on during the observation – and to see that you are actively engaged in your own professional- development process.

At the feedback session after the observation, the inspector will discuss with you the areas you mentioned in your self-assessment form and you will agree on some areas for you to work on in future lessons. 

SECTION II: Questions the Inspector May Have

1. Why is the observation visit useful to me in my work?

A central part of your work is to support teachers in their teaching of the curriculum set out by the Ministry. Visiting teachers and observing them teach, engaging with them in the feedback process and developing their reflective skills is one of the main ways in which you can achieve this aim.

By carrying out observation visits, you learn about teachers’ needs and you come to understand their challenges. This information and understanding will help you plan workshops that are useful and relevant for your teachers in teaching and implementing the curriculum in the way it is intended.

Through the opportunity to engage in teacher observation, you also learn more about interesting things teachers are doing in their classrooms that you can communicate to other teachers to build networks of support.

Inspection visits are also a valuable opportunity for inspectors to stay in touch with and focused on the learners in the classroom and with their development towards meeting the outcomes set out in the curriculum and in the Algerian English Framework. Students’ learning is the ultimate purpose of the work of both teachers and inspectors, and visits are the most practical way in which inspectors can stay close to it.

2. What guidelines can I use for observations?   

When you start to carry out observations
If you are a new inspector, chat with several of your colleagues who have been working as inspectors for some time, and listen carefully to their advice on how to carry out lesson observations. You may not agree with everything they all say, and you may find that some of their ideas are not compatible with how you see your role, but every opinion is valuable and will help you form your own set of clear ideas as to how to do this important work.

Remember that stress hinders performance and a nervous teacher will not do as good a job of teaching the lesson as a calm relaxed teacher would. So, one of your objectives will need to be to put the teacher at ease and help them remain as stress-free as possible.

Your own experience as a teacher will also be of great value to you in planning for observations:

· What were some inspector behaviors that made you feel respected and valued?

· What were some inspector behaviors that made you feel at ease and enthusiastic to teach the lesson and be observed?

· What were some inspector behaviors or attitudes that made you feel uncomfortable when being observed?

How to act while observing

As an observer you will want to see the teachers do their work as they normally do, so you will want to remain as invisible as possible and minimize any distraction in the classroom that your presence may create. These recommendations may help:
· Introduce yourself to the class and smile warmly; 
· Tell the students where you are sitting and whether you will be walking around;  
· Tell the students you will be taking notes on what happens in class;
· Sit quietly in a place where you can see students and teacher but will not distract them;
· Take notes quietly; 
· Keep a pleasant, non-judgmental look on your face at all times – i.e. a half-smile, whether you like what you are seeing or not;
· Under no circumstances interrupt the class or talk to the teacher or students;
· Let the teacher know prior to the class if you would like to walk around during the visit in order to see what students are doing or observe them more closely.

3. What should I keep in mind when I am planning workshops to support teachers in being prepared for lesson observation?

 First you should learn as much as you can about lesson observation 
This way you can carry out the duties required of you as a Ministry Inspector, while at the same time carrying out observations in line with best practice and in a way that supports teacher development and student learning.

You can use some of the following resources to help you:

· The work you did during the Best Practice course with SIT;
· Materials and articles you can find online, in Algerian or other web sites, about approaches to lesson observation;
· Published reference books on the topic, such as Advising and Supporting Teachers by Randall and Thornton.

Use your workshops to make it clear to the teachers what you will be looking out for during a lesson observation

Some aspects of a lesson you may be considering include:
· communicative or competency-based teaching;
· classroom management;
· the suitability of the lesson format;
· the language being learned;
· what the students are doing, and how active they are during the different phases of the lesson;
· lesson pacing and timing;
REMEMBER: Be sure that teachers have been taught or had the opportunity to learn something before you expect them to demonstrate it. 

Use your workshop time to explain clearly to the teachers how you evaluate their work and arrive at a grade
This is very important to the teachers and you need to make it make this SIMPLE, explicit and unambiguous.

Give teachers an opportunity to see the observation form you use during observations (see the samples in this section for guidance).
Work with teachers on developing their reflective skills

This takes time.  When working with teachers on developing reflective skills, you will want to delve deeply into several issues and guide the teachers in going through the experiential learning cycle: describe, analyze, make generalizations/hypotheses, and plan for action.  (See the section in this manual on Reflection to get a clearer idea of what this entails and what questions you can ask.)  
One of the most challenging parts of carrying out truly useful feedback with teachers is for Inspectors to let the teachers talk and do the work of reflecting.  This is the only way the teachers can develop autonomous reflective skills.

So, listen.

 Direct the teachers towards resources they can use to help themselves.

A great place to begin is the supplementary documents in this manual.  The next is the algeriatesol.org site!  See the list above of what is on the site that can help teachers, and keep up to date on what is there yourself so you can draw from it when you are with the teachers.
