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When I observe someone teaching, here are a number of basic things I pay attention to on each visit.  Please note that what follows has to do with the presentation of a lesson, more or less regardless of the type.  It does not address, for example, how to plan or prepare for a class or how to develop a new course.  It does not deal with testing and assessment or the use of instructional technology, nor with how to lead a discussion, use small and cooperative learning groups, or give an interactive lecture.  All of the above are topics, among others, to which most methods texts usually devote specific chapters—and on which you can find entire books, research studies, workshops, etc.  Here, then, are the basics:

· Is there a written lesson plan that clearly and logically outlines what the instructor is going to do, how she plans to do it, and what her students are expected to learn?  This is not the same thing as simply having lecture notes written out.  Think of it as a sort of mental rehearsal of the class.  It might also help to think of it as a map of where you want to go and how you plan to get there.  In my experience, the more thought and effort you put into planning – and writing the lesson plan – the better your students learn.  It is probably worth mentioning here that you should be able to state, clearly and succinctly, what you want the students to learn during the class (realizing that valuable learning often takes place in ways that are unanticipated).

· Is the content of the lesson worthwhile (meaningful, challenging, etc.)?  This probably seems a terribly obvious question but it may be worth asking yourself if, out of the myriad things you could include in any given lesson, those that you select will lead students to progressively deeper understanding of the material.  The key question here is what core or central concepts organize understanding of the subject matter and what examples and case studies lead to the mastery of those concepts?  A related, and equally critical, question is whether you have linked new learning to what students already know about or have experienced in that discipline or subject.  (Extra credit if you can link new knowledge, as well, to students’ lives outside of the classroom!)  Linking prior (or existing) knowledge to new knowledge is, according to cognitive science, essential for learning.

· Is the instructional method(s) appropriate for the lesson’s objective(s)?  Perhaps another seemingly obvious question, but, of course, means do have an effect on the ends.  For example, if you think it essential that your students actually produce knowledge, discourse, or artifacts—which is one aspect of what researchers refer to as authentic learning—then lecturing would generally not be the appropriate method.  If, on the other hand, you want to give them factual information (with which they might later do something else), then working in small groups might not be the most efficient means.
· Is there a clear beginning to the lesson that captures students’ interest and lets them know what they should have learned by the end of the class or activity?  Actually, there are two aspects to this.  First, research on learning indicates that students learn best if you follow the advice often given to public speakers: tell them what you are going to say, say it, then tell them what you said.  Here is a really uninspired example: “I want to examine the U.S. government’s decision to drop the atom bomb on Hiroshima; by the end of our discussion you should be able to explain and critique the reasoning behind that decision.”  (You’ll notice that this allows you at the end of the class, if you so desire, to do a quick review by asking one or more students to state the reasoning behind that policy decision or another student or two to summarize the critique.)  Second, there is also research that indicates students are more likely to attend to the lesson if you grab their interest at the beginning of the class with a provocative question, an illustrative story or example, a puzzle to be solved, a demonstration of some sort, etc.  Using the atom bomb example, an obvious beginning might consist of a film clip of the bomb blast and its aftereffects.

· When, and if, directions are given, are they sufficiently detailed and understandable so students know exactly what is expected of them?  Does the teacher check for understanding?  Lawrence students have had a lot of experience in school and are a pretty bright lot, and so are usually quick to figure out what the professor wants.  Many secondary students are less adept at that, and research on teaching suggests that giving unclear directions almost always interferes with learning and is one of the things that students often comment on when asked to evaluate teachers (including college professors!). 

· Does the lesson move quickly enough to hold students’ interest but not so fast as to lose all but the most able ones?  Learning to read a classroom is a skill enhanced by experience, but it is surprising how often beginning teachers fail to recognize they are going too fast or too slowly, which leads to frustration or boredom (sometimes both) and, as a consequence, affects students’ learning.  Good teachers develop a feel for the correct “pace” for any given lesson, but I’ve also seen exemplary teachers who periodically checked with the class to see whether they need more or less time.
· Are transitions between activities smooth and easily followed?  This is sometimes referred to as the flow of the class.  I encourage you to plan and even write out transitions since they can have such a strong effect on learning.  Written out in advance or not, the idea is to bring one activity (discussion, subject, etc.) to a clear conclusion, perhaps with a quick summary statement or question, connect it to what is to follow in some manner, and then introduce what you are going to do next (etc.).  Again, this probably seems self-evident, but unfortunately this can be rather difficult for new teachers to remember to do.
· Are there at least two different kinds of learning activities in each class period?  Asking students to do the same thing for 70 minutes or 110 minutes risks losing their attention or, at least, their enthusiasm (and remember that motivating students to learn what we have to teach is key).  Variety is the spice of teaching, as well as of life. Certainly there are days when you need to focus on one thing for the entire class period and there is no way to vary the method.  That is absolutely fine when and as necessary, but whenever possible, giving students different things to do is likely to increase engagement (and hence, learning).
· Do students have the opportunity to work collaboratively and cooperatively?  Does “teacher talk” dominate the room, or are pupils given the opportunity to engage in discourse with each other and with the teacher?  Clearly this isn’t possible or even desirable for every lesson, but, again, research on teaching and learning has linked collaborative work in general and also cooperative work, if orchestrated appropriately, with increased understanding and retention.  There is also evidence that working together increases students’ engagement and can have positive social effects as well (if the latter matters to you).  It is worth pointing out, however, that simply putting students in small groups does not necessarily lead to any of these positive outcomes—which is probably why there are slews of books out there that offer guidance on how to get students to work collaboratively and/or cooperatively.  Similarly, there is ample evidence that when students are able to engage in discussion with one another, learning is usually enhanced.  Getting students to talk with each other, let alone in a focused manner, is not always easy to do, but it contributes to understanding, retention, and, not surprisingly, engagement.
· Does the instructor frequently ask questions that require students to think critically and creatively, that require analysis, evaluation and synthesis?  Beginning teachers have a tendency to ask close-ended or convergent questions that require students know the “right” answer and simply repeat it.  Obviously, there are many times when the right answer is exactly what you want and you just want to know if your students have understood the material or can do whatever it is you are trying to teach them.  Still, when planning the lesson it is certainly worthwhile to think about the questions you intend to ask and to make sure many, if not most, are what we call “higher level” in terms of the cognitive skills they tap.  Again, there are tons of books that examine questioning (reminding the teacher, for example, to ask the question before calling on the student so that everyone has to be prepared to answer it, to ask questions with multiple possible responses if the teacher wants to start a genuine discussion, or to allow enough wait time after asking a question so students have the opportunity to think about a response, etc.).  You will probably want to write out the key questions you plan to ask.  That gives you the chance to anticipate how your students may respond and how you might then respond to that.
· Are questions from students encouraged?  Giving students the opportunity, and encouraging them, to ask questions is obviously important.  It is worth planning specific places in the lesson for that to happen, but perhaps more important is thinking about how you respond when students do ask questions so that you create an environment in which students feel comfortable asking and responding to questions.  (Along these lines, remember that you don’t always have to be the one who answers a question, that sometimes you can redirect it to another student or to the entire class.)     
· Do you call upon all pupils equally, including those who don’t volunteer or who do not seem as able as their classmates?  I’ve observed in college and high school classrooms in which a minority of the students answer all the questions (or try to) and are always the first to speak up—unfortunately, sometimes when they have little to say.  I encourage you to call on all students, including students who are not waving their hands in the air, to invite silent students to speak during discussions, and to pay attention to whether you fall into patterns of recognizing certain students over others, playing to one side of the room over another, etc.  (This is also related to whether and how well a teacher “sees” the whole classroom and notices who is and isn’t talking or participating.)  Again, there are lots of books that offer multiple techniques teachers can use to generate discussion and get students to answer, and better yet, ask, questions. 
· Is there an ending to the class (or activity) that brings closure and sums up or reviews what students have learned or done?  This is often the most difficult thing to remember to do and to save time for in the class period.  Put as a question, instructors should ask themselves when planning the class: how will you know whether your students have learned what they were supposed to have learned?  There are countless ways to accomplish this, ranging from asking a few concluding questions, having students give summaries, or simply reviewing key points yourself, to having students write down on a card (to hand in) the two or three most important things they learned that day or questions they still have about the material.  (A variation of the latter method is to have students write down periodically throughout the class what they think is the key point or idea.)  The end of the class might also be the time when you give students an idea of what you will be doing during the next class, drawing a connection between what you’ve just covered and what you will be covering.  (It never hurts, the next day, to remind students what you did during the previous class and how it connects to what you are about to do.)
Finally, there are a couple more things I often consider while watching a class.      
First, are students frequently engaged in the production of knowledge or are they always expected to acquire knowledge created by others (via textbooks, teacher lectures, etc.)?  Certainly there are times when lecturing is essential and absolutely the most effective means of getting important information across.  Nevertheless, research on how people learn suggests that if deep understanding is the goal—and we assume that it is—then students need the opportunity to use knowledge in the production of discourse or artifacts that demonstrate what they have learned and their mastery of it. 

Second, is the classroom a supportive, friendly, and purposeful learning environment?  If the instructor is sarcastic, aloof, condescending, overly critical, unorganized, scattered, etc. (I can put faces to each of these as I think back over all of the college professors I had in my career), then students are less likely to learn easily or well.  Many times we aren’t aware of how we come across to our students, and it is therefore helpful to have an outside observer point such things out.  This might include, for example, noting when an instructor has verbal tics, physical mannerisms, or a manner of speaking (e.g., a monotone) that is off-putting or distracting.  Watching a video of your own teaching can often reveal such things. 

Historically, there has been a debate over whether teaching is primarily an art or a science and much dispute over whether one or another method or technology is best.  (There has been somewhat less disagreement over how most teachers learn to teach: by and large, they teach as they were taught, though the prevailing norms in a given institution have a great deal of influence, particularly with new teachers.)  In the last decade, however, research into how people learn, particularly research from cognitive psychology, developmental psychology, social psychology, and anthropology has given us a better understanding of how we should structure learning experiences so that students acquire, retain, and can use new knowledge—knowledge that leads to deep understanding of the sort typically possessed by experts in a field or discipline.  Nothing that I suggest observers look out for above is contradicted by this research, and most of it is supported quite explicitly by this emerging research.  That being said, there is a case to be made for hanging on, within limits, to the “teaching as art” perspective, and I trust that none of the above will prevent that from happening.

Last of all, a caution: As I have learned from 20+ years of observing student teachers, teaching can be ego-threatening (much like acting on a stage).  It is not unusual for teachers, novices and veterans alike, to be defensive when someone criticizes their teaching, often regardless of how positively and supportively it might be done.  (As you might imagine, there is a huge literature on supervision and all kinds of “how to” handbooks.)  I don’t think there is a magic feather for getting someone to change their practice, but I have found that most of us sincerely want to become better at teaching, and the opportunity to have outside observers give us feedback is essential to that end. 

Additional Notes about Classroom Management

For many student teachers at the secondary and elementary levels, classroom management is the greatest initial challenge.  (This is rarely a problem for college professors at selective institutions such as Lawrence.)  Keeping in mind that there is no silver bullet, when observing I look to see whether the teacher does the following:

· Do you wait to begin (class, a specific activity, etc.) until you have everyone’s attention and the room is quiet?

· When students are working in small groups or independently, are you walking around the classroom, checking to make sure everyone is working, whether anyone has questions, etc.?

· Do you use body language and other forms of non-verbal communication to signal that students are engaged in inappropriate behavior?  Better yet, do you signal students when they are doing well (for example, when a discussion went well, with most students participating, listening to others, and staying focused)?

· Do you project a sense of calmness, confidence, and authority, and act as though you expect your directions to be followed, requests responded to, expectations met, etc.?

· Is the class given interesting, engaging, meaningful things to do and learn?

· Do you seem to like your students, treat them fairly and with respect, and respond to them with good humor?

· If you have rules or policies (e.g., about habitually coming to class late, turning in papers or projects on time, sleeping in class, etc.), are they clearly stated (ideally in the syllabus) and consistently applied?

· Finally, if there is inappropriate behavior, do you respond firmly and immediately (but without anger or sarcasm)?
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