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Guidelines on Peer Observation of Teaching

One of the main benefits of peer observation is that it creates the space and opportunity for those being observed and those observing to reflect on their teaching (please see reference to Oxford Brookes website below for useful comments on the use of reflection in teaching).  The needs of teaching staff at different stages in their career vary, so the process is not too prescriptive.  These guidelines encourage and support active engagement in the process, rather than imposing a standard way of doing things, and build on existing good practice identified across the University. 

Although operation of a peer observation / review process provides useful evidence to external organisations that the University is concerned to maintain high quality teaching, the process is supported by University Education Committee, in recognition of the benefits to professional development of staff and to assure a consistently good experience for students.

Definitions

The following definitions describe the way in which the terms ‘peer observation’ and ‘peer review’ are used in this document.

Peer Observation 

A formative process and a learning experience for both those observed and observing

Peer Review

A formal process, used for career development and during promotion procedures

1. Introduction

1.1 All departments / schools should operate a system of peer observation of teaching, with at least one formative observation of each core member of teaching staff, (as identified by the Head of Department / School), during any two year period. The type of session to be observed can be determined between the observer and the observed, as appropriate.  Visiting lecturers, postgraduate students and others assisting in the teaching process should be included in the scheme, as considered appropriate by the relevant Faculty.  Depending on departmental / school needs, there may be benefits in asking someone from a different discipline, or with an educational support role, to help with peer observation.

1.2 The department / school should decide at the beginning of the year how the observation scheme will operate.  The Head of Department / School should nominate an individual to manage this scheme. Observations can cover all types of students, including meetings between research students and their supervisors, if appropriate.  Reciprocal observation should be avoided, especially where the outcome is likely to be used formally i.e. for peer review for promotion.
Examples of good practice exist throughout the University (eg: Graduate School of Education, Engineering, and clinical observations in Dentistry), see the Teaching Support Unit website for links to examples plus the list below. 

2. New Lecturers 

2.1 All new lecturers who do not have at least two years’ previous full-time teaching experience in Higher Education are required to undertake the Advanced Certificate in Education provided by the Graduate School of Education. An integral part of this is the observation of teaching activities by a mentor. Participation in the peer observation scheme can be used towards the Advanced Certificate Programme.
3. Preliminary meeting

3.1 The process begins with a preliminary meeting between the observer and the teacher who is to be observed. The observer is responsible for contacting the teacher to be observed to set up the preliminary meeting.  

3.2 The timing of this meeting should be by agreement between the observer and the member of staff being observed. If the observer is from the same department / school, and therefore familiar with the subject and students, then the length of the meeting can be brief.

The purpose of the preliminary meeting is to establish:

Context

· the context of the particular session to be observed, including the status and history of the learning group;

· the criteria to be used for the observation  and any particular aspects that the teacher wishes to have observed;

· any potential difficulties or areas of concern the teacher has;

· any particular concerns the observer might have about undertaking the observation.

Content

· the content of the session and its context within the overall curriculum;

· the aims and learning outcomes of the learning session;

· any materials provided to students prior to the session, and / or any preparatory work done by them.

Procedures

· the time to be observed – e.g. 1 hour from a 3 hour practical session;

· the involvement of students if any;

· where the observer will sit, or whether it is appropriate to wander around (in a practical session it may be useful for the observer to talk to students);

· how the observation will be explained to students;

· how the observer will record information;

· the procedure for giving feedback.

4. Observation

4.1 The second stage is the actual observation, which is normally limited to 1 hour.

4.2 The observer should make notes, taking account of the need for clarity of feedback 

4.3 The observation pro-forma (section 1 of Annex A and see section 6.1 below) provides a useful guide as to what needs to be included. Any alternative forms used by departments / schools are acceptable but must be cross-checked to ensure the areas outlined on the pro-forma are covered.

5. Feedback

5.1 The final stage is the giving of written and spoken feedback and the discussion of this. This should normally occur as soon as possible after the observation, is held in private and takes about thirty minutes. The teacher should be given opportunities to self-reflect on the session and all areas agreed at the preliminary meeting should be covered. If the observation is going to become formal, i.e. if it becomes peer review, for the purposes of promotion and other reasons, written feedback is essential.  The format of the feedback should be agreed in advance, depending on whether it is based on peer observation or review, (see 5.2 and 7 below).
5.2 It is recommended that the exact details of the observation discussion remains confidential between the people involved unless the observed member of staff wishes to share the information. An individual may choose to use the written record of their observed session for a number of reasons: as a part of an appraisal discussion; in a promotion case; as a part of a portfolio towards a qualification or membership of a professional body.  It is the decision and responsibility of the individual being observed to retain a written record in case of future need (see 7 below). 

5.3 Please note that there is no requirement for any of these suggested records to be lodged centrally within the University.

6. Collecting and using information within the department / school

6.1 Individual Heads of Department / School will need to make a judgement on the most suitable system of confidential reporting (using section 1 of Annex A).   In parallel, Heads of Departments / Schools will establish an internal system that enables them to know that the appropriate number of observations have taken place each year.  

6.2 Section 1 of Annex A provides a template in which observations can be recorded. To maintain confidentiality, it is suggested that this section of the form is seen only by the person observed and the observer, unless there is general, formal agreement at department / school level to widen the scheme, or unless the person being observed wishes to use the observation for a specific purpose, as described in 5.2.
6.3 Section 2 of Annex A, when completed, provides a source of information to enable departments / schools to learn from individual observations and to facilitate the sharing of general issues or good ideas. For example, if every observation in a certain room came to the conclusion that the quality of the room was significantly undermining the teaching process, the combined evidence may help to put forward a case for room modification. If an observation group system is in operation, a group may decide to discuss general issues, and pool their ideas and write a group statement for departmental / school use. It is suggested that the Head of Department / School identifies a named individual to collect the information from these sections and provide an overview of any generally applicable issues, including examples of good practice and comments about the quality of the environment or equipment. It is recommended that these overview reports are used in the Annual Programme Review process.
7. Linking peer observation and peer review

7.1 For the majority of staff, the process will be complete after peer observation. However, some candidates for promotion will wish to use their observed session more formally.

7.2 If the completed section 1 of the peer observation form (Annex A) is to be used formally for promotion, the person being observed should make this known to the observer during the preliminary meeting, (also see 1.2 above). It is at this stage, or when a member of staff is seeking formal career development of another kind, that the process becomes peer review, rather than peer observation.  In respect of use of the peer observation for promotion purposes, the system will correspond with the University’s Procedures for the Promotion of Academic and Research Staff. 
FOR INFORMATION: These Guidelines will be accompanied by examples of successful peer review and observation procedures operated in different schools and faculties, currently being collected by the Teaching Support Unit.

See also:

http://www.brookes.ac.uk/services/ocsd/firstwords/fw43.html
http://www.bris.ac.uk/education/tlhe/po/index.htm
http://www.escalate.ac.uk/resources/peerobservation/10.html
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/988.htm

Peer Observation Pro-forma 

This pro-forma applies to lectures, tutorials, seminars, clinical observations etc. Aspects of it may also be used for observing other practical sessions such as field trips and laboratory classes.

Please note that these sections are indicative and the boxes expandable. Departments / schools are encouraged to add their own headings.

SECTION 1: confidential between the observer and the person being observed  

	Planning

Is the teaching session well planned? Are there clear aims and objectives and are these articulated? From your observation did it appear that the session had a clear beginning, middle and end?



	Content
Is content accurate? Is it at the right level? Are there links to other parts of the programme/unit?



	Presentation

Could presentation techniques be improved? Are there clear explanations? Does the teacher have a good presence, with appropriate body language and vocal volume?



	Use of resources

How well have resources been used?



	Management

How is the environment managed? Are the students well organised and prepared?



	Aims and Learning Outcomes?

Have the aims been met? Can the students achieve the learning outcomes of the session? How will this be monitored?



	Interest

Is the session interesting? Is there a balance of activity? Are students able to engage?  Are there opportunities for student interaction?



	Evaluation

Strengths, areas for consideration, reflection, self-awareness.



	Equal opportunities

Has the teacher taken into account gender, race, religion, disability and sexual orientation in the content and delivery of this session?



	Overview

What are the areas for consideration? What strategies can you suggest for taking these forward?



	Other comments




Signed:

……………………………………………………….
(teacher)    Date:………………………..

Signed:

……………………………………………………….
(observer)  Date: ………………………..

Peer Observation Pro-forma  
SECTION 2: Agreed issues to be shared with the department / school 

This form is to be completed and returned to the designated person in the department / school.
	Type of session observed:
	

	Location of the session:
	

	Good Teaching Practice



	Quality of the Teaching Environment



	Comments on Peer Observation / Review Scheme 

(note here any comments on how the scheme could be improved)




Annex A: Section 1





Annex A: Section 2
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