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	Peer Observation Program Protocol

Faculty Development Advisory Committee


The goal of the Peer Observation Program is to provide an opportunity for faculty peers to hold reflective conversations about teaching to pursue the values of the Seattle Community College District: "commitment to a lifetime of learning; creation of a community of learners; imaginative, visionary, expert instruction; and use of innovative instructional technology" and to ensure its vision: "to be learning-centered in providing high-quality and innovative education."
Creating the conditions for such conversations among faculty peers is difficult. Faculty must have ways of talking about their experiences as teachers within conditions of trust, openness, and safety without issues of power and hegemony: faculty must not feel judged, criticized, intimidated, or evaluated. To that end this Peer Observation Program Protocol establishes specific conditions and prescribed roles to ensure that conversations among colleagues occur in respectful, inclusive and democratic ways. 

In his book, Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher, Stephen Brookfield argued that conversations with faculty peers are essential to the development of teachers. However, he emphasized the need for creating a clearly defined moral and political culture, so faculty can shift away from faultfinding and defensiveness toward the possibility of transformation.

This utopian vision of colleagues talking democratically, respectfully, and insightfully about their practice may seem far removed from the experience of many of us. Teacher talk is often obsessed with the failings of administrators, the obstructive nature of colleagues in other departments, or the annoying loutishness and intellectual limitations of students. Moreover, conversation groups are often formed within organizational cultures that punish public disclosures of private errors. If appearing less than perfect calls our competence into question, we are hardly likely to spring enthusiastically into conversations with colleagues about how we have learned from experiments and mistakes. So, for critical conversations to have any chance of happening, participants must feel safe in declaring imperfection. They must know that no person or ideology will be allowed to dominate, and that all voices will be heard and respected. This means creating ground rules for conversation that name, honor, and support communicative virtues. (p. 142)

Background

This Protocol was created by faculty for faculty in consultation with representatives of District Administration and the Seattle Community College Federation of Teachers as required in the 2007-2010 Agreement (Article 6.7). It is based on the Peer Observation for Teaching Assessment created by faculty at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 

Roles and Responsibilities 

In order to name, honor and support communication virtues this Protocol requires these specific guidelines and safeguards.

1. In order for the Teacher, the faculty member who is observed in accord with this Protocol, to be free to take risks and be maximally participative, he or she retains the initiative in all aspects of these interactions. Nothing will be forced upon the Teacher. The Teacher retains the responsibility for choosing the conditions of the observation and the focus of the subsequent conversation in Phase 4: Dialogue Two. At that time the Teacher initiates the topics addressed. The Teacher's questions guide the inquiry. 

2. The Peer Observer, the faculty member who visits the teacher’s classroom and conducts the observation, enables an opportunity for reflective conversation in which the Teacher takes the lead. The Peer Observer has responsibility for fully understanding the purposes of the Teacher’s course and session, for fully communicating the specifics of the observation to be made, and for responsively following and reflectively listening to the topics and concerns as initiated by the Teacher.
3. The Teacher must be assured that what happens in the classroom during Phase 3: Observation and what is communicated in Phase 4: Dialogue Two remains confidential. The Teacher retains the privilege for any disclosure. The Peer Observer may divulge the content of what happens in those two phases only with the Teacher’s permission.

4. In the training of the Peer Observers a distinction will be made among three ways of describing the conditions and events of teaching and learning based upon 3 levels of inference. (Argyris, 1982) The lowest level of inference is physical reality, relatively directly observable data, what we perceive with our senses. The highest level of inference is personal reality, our opinions, judgments, interpretations, and assumptions. In between is a way of talking based upon culturally agreed-upon meanings. A socially constructed reality is created by the members of a group who co-construct the meaning of observed events through dialogue and disagreement until a point is reached that seems to be a satisfactory representation of meaning to those present at this one time. The role of the Peer Observer is to stay with present directly observable data conveyed as the experience of a physical reality. The Peer Observer holds his or her personal reality in abeyance and avoids offering advice or unsolicited suggestions.

5. Training in fulfilling these roles and responsibilities of a Peer Observer is required by the 2007-2010 Agreement. The Faculty Development Advisory Committee is responsible for the content and effectiveness of this instruction.
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Phase 0: Exchange Observation

Although this phase is not required, this protocol invites both parties, the Teacher and the Peer Observer, to visit, however briefly, each other’s classrooms. By making a short visit during a class, the Peer Observer can gain a sense of the context, content, and conditions in which the Teacher practices. Likewise, the Teacher can get a sense of “where the observer in my class is coming from.” The goal is to create the possibility of a warm collaboration based upon mutual understanding. Since disciplines and contexts for teaching are diverse, the assumptions one develops in one’s own teaching and discipline may not apply in another faculty member’s domain. A short visit beforehand can give each party a glimpse into the other’s world.

Phase 1: Identification
The first prescribed step is for the Teacher to fill out a form that identifies the instructional goals for the course, the session, and the instruction. The Phase 1 form enables the Peer Observer to have as much of the essential background information as possible before talking together about the details of the observation. In order to gain the most from this encounter, the Teacher wants to give the observer an opportunity to think about the context of the course and the particular session that is observed. The task is to identify as clearly as possible the objectives (what the learners will be able to know or do as a result of the class) and the strategies the teacher intends to use to offer opportunity for the students to learn what is intended. Experience has shown that effort spent on filling out this form has benefit for both the Teacher and the Peer Observer.

This form is returned to the Teacher at the completion of the Observation.

Phase 2: Dialogue One
This pre-observation conference offers the opportunity for both the Teacher and the Peer Observer to come to understand what is going to happen. The goal of this meeting is to engage in a dialogue about the Teacher’s intentions in the upcoming session and the Peer Observer’s intentions in watching and taking notes. This meeting provides an opportunity to collaboratively specify the focus for this observation. “What to look for” should be clear to both parties. The Peer Observer has the opportunity to share the details of the Observation Schedule and explicitly define what other things he or she will be writing down in class. This is a time for the Peer Observer to emphasize the distinction between physical reality (facts being noted) and personal reality (opinions and judgments intentionally avoided).

This form is returned to the Teacher at the completion of the Observation.

Phase 3: The Observation
Here we have the central activity of the Peer Observation Program. The Peer Observer has an observation form available to gather facts. The Peer Observer also may be taking notes on other aspects of the session that lie in accord with the agreement of focus established in Dialogue One.

The observation form and notes are given to the Teacher.

Phase 4: Dialogue Two
As soon as possible after the observation the Peer Observer and Teacher meet to talk about what happened and reflect upon the meaning of those events to open the possibility for the improvement of teaching and learning. A central focus of pedagogy, the art and profession of teaching, is the creation of meaning from the traces we have of the events and interactions. Things happened in the classroom that are facts we can agree upon, but what do they signify? Events are open to multiple interpretations. The more diverse perspectives people bring, the more interpretations become available. The goal for this conversation is to bring alternative perspectives into dialogue in order to co-construct the meanings. What does this fact mean? Then further, what opportunities might we offer next? What possibilities might open?

A signed form is the only required document created in the Peer Observer Protocol. It is stored in the Teacher's division administrator's office.  Also, both Teacher and Observer will keep a copy of the signed form.
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Phase 1: Identification

	Instructor being observed:
	

	Observer’s name:
	

	Course and section:
	

	Proposed date of observation:
	


As the instructor here, you want to give the observer a deeper understanding of what you are doing and where you are in the sequence. You can handwrite on this form or download an electronic copy at http://dept.seattlecolleges.edu/fd/pop/phase1
You can then forward your responses to these questions by email or drop a hard copy in the campus mail.

What are the goals for this course?

What are the learning objectives of the specific class you have selected?

What teaching strategies are you using for this?

What aspects of this session (students, tasks, information, your actions) would you like the observer to pay particular attention to?

This form is returned to the Teacher at the completion of the Observation.
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Phase 2: Dialogue One

This is a chance and opportunity to establish comfort and shared goals. The purpose of the Peer Observation Program is to enable a conversation about effective teaching among colleagues, not to evaluate, judge or disclose deficiencies to others. The Teacher has a responsibility to hear the way the Peer Observer will gather factual information about aspects of the classroom, the students’ behavior and the instructor’s behavior without attributing meaning to those facts. The Peer Observer has the responsibility to hear the instructor’s goals, intentions, strengths, concerns and challenges. By the end of this dialogue both parties will be satisfied that the intentions and methods are acceptable for the observation to take place. The expectations for this classroom visit should be explicitly shared. http://dept.seattlecolleges.edu/fd/pop/phase2
This form is returned to the Teacher at the completion of the Observation.

These are topics that could be discussed. The choice is up to the participants.

	(
	Syllabus

	(
	Previous session and subsequent session flow 

	(
	Methods employed: lecture, large group discussion, small group work, sharing, etc.

	(
	Makeup of the class

	(
	Particular students of concern

	(
	Challenges in conveying this content

	(
	Past successes

	(
	Past concerns

	(
	Facts to be gathered

	(
	Phases of the session

	(
	Aspects of the introduction

	(
	Aspects of the closure

	(
	Confidentiality


We understand the expectations for this observation and agree that we accept the methods and the intention of the upcoming classroom evaluation and, furthermore, trust that what happens remains confidential under the privilege of the faculty member being observed.

	Course, section, name
	

	Date of this meeting
	

	Signature of Teacher
	

	Signature of Peer Observer
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Phase 3: The Observation

	Teacher Observed
	
	Peer Observer
	

	Date of Observation
	
	Course
	

	Start Time
	
	Stop Time
	

	Events of the introduction to the session



	Activities during the session:



	Allocation of time (record length of time in each mode and compute percentages of the total time)

	Large Group Listening/Watching


	
Large Group Discussion
	
Small Group (2-6 persons)
	
Individual

	Indicators of Student Engagement

	Indicators of attentiveness taken at various times


	Tally count of people who initiate contributions
	For one group, tally of statements made to peers by each person
	Indicators of being on-task or off-task at various times

	Events of the closure to the session



	Pedagogical Dialogue

	Questions by the Teacher
	Taxonomy Level
(Types of Questions)

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


	Initiations by Students to the Teacher
	Teacher's Response

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


Other notes (attach additional pages as necessary):

This document is retained by the Teacher Observed.

http://dept.seattlecolleges.edu/fd/pop/phase3
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Phase 4: Dialogue Two

As close as possible to the time of the observation the Peer Observer and Teacher meet to talk about what happened. Certain things happened that are facts we can agree upon, but what do those events signify? Events are open to multiple interpretations. Both the Teacher and the Peer Observer will have varying perspectives of what occurred.

The goal for this conversation is to co-construct the meanings of the physical realities present and to reflect on pedagogy. What does this mean? Then beyond that, what opportunities (curriculum or classroom changes) might we offer? What possibilities (goals and values) might open?

In order for the Teacher to be free to take risks and be maximally participative, he or she retains the initiative in all aspects of these interactions. Nothing will be forced upon the Teacher. The Teacher retains the responsibility for choosing what is discussed. The Peer Observer's role is initially to listen. The Teacher's reflections guide the inquiry. The Peer Observer raises factual descriptions that may focus that inquiry.

The Teacher and the Peer Observer co-construct a new understanding from directly observable evidence through dialogue. The Peer Observer has a responsibility to hold his or her personal reality in abeyance and to avoid offering advice or unsolicited suggestions.

http://dept.seattlecolleges.edu/fd/pop/phase4
This signed form is the only required document created in the Peer Observer Protocol. It is stored in the Teacher's division administrator's office.  Also, both Teacher and Observer will keep a copy of the signed form.

	Date and time
	

	We certify that the Teacher and the Peer Observer did engage in a Dialogue Two under the conditions as specified and that the roles and responsibilities as prescribed did actually occur.

	Faculty member observed printed name
	

	Faculty member observed signature
	

	Faculty member observing printed name
	

	Faculty member observing signature
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