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Thanks

The relationship between teaching and learning 1s a complex and
tascinating one, generating ironies as well as beauty and reward. The
overwhelming impression in my mind today, after more than twenty
yvears’ work as a professional teacher and teacher trainer, 1s how much |
have learned trom those | set out to teach.

In their own ways, the diverse groups ot people with whose education
| have variously been involved, have contributed to the knowledge base
ot Classroom Qbservation Tasks. | theretore gratetully and respectfully
acknowledge my current and tormer language learners, trainee teachers

and trainee trainers, as well as teaching colleagues, for their role in my
learning and in this book.
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Part One Introduction

1 Observation as a learning tool

Observation for learning

This book 1s about observation as a learning tool. It 1s about being an
observer in the language learning classtroom and learming trom the
observanon of classroom processes.

Being in the classroom as an observer opens up a range ot experiences
and processes which can become part of the raw material of a teacher’s
protessional growth. This book 1s designed to show teachers how to use
these experiences to learn more about their own teaching. It aims
theretfore to make observation in the classroom a learming experience.
This 1s done by providing a bank of tasks which guides teachers through
the process of observing, retlecting and drawing conclusions.

Observanion s a mult-faceted rool tor learmng. The experience of
observing comprises more than the ume actually spentin the classroom.
lt also includes preparation tor the period 1in the classroom and
follow-up from the tume spent there. The preparanon can include the
selection of a tocus and purpose and a method ot data collection, as well
as collaboration with others involved. The follow-up includes analysis,
discussion and interpretatuon of the data and experiences acquired in the
classroom, and retlection on the whole experience.

It 1s important to say at this point that observation is a skill that can
be learned and can improve with practice. It 1s otten assumed, somewhat
naively, that the ability to learn through observing classroom events 1s
Larrly intuitive. In face, while tew would deny the role of intmition 1in the
preparation of teachers, the ability to see with acuity, to select, identity
and prioritise among a myriad of co-occurring experiences 1s something
that can be guided, pracrised, learned and improved. It i1s a major aim ot
this book to encourage these tvpes ot learming processes among begin-
ning and pracusing reachers.

Let us see the wealth of lcarning that observanon atfords by consider-
ing: (1) who observes; and (2) tor what purpose.

Who observes’

Observation can serve a number of people 1n a number of contexts



Part 1: Introduction

rowards a number of different ends (see Fig. 1.1). This book 1s addressed
mainly to classroom teachers engaged in observation as part of their
professional development. The observation mav be nitiated either by
the teachers themselves or by the school, as part of a school-based
support programme for teaching staff, or beginning teachers, or newly-
cmploved teachers engaged in an induction period. Other observers
include:

— tramee teachers who observe teachers, other rainees and ramers as
an important part of their own inmital trainmg process;

— teacher trapiers who observe trainees reaching;

— teacher developers who observe teachers as part of a school-based
Supportsystem,

— trainee trainers who observe teachers and trainee teachers.

For what purpose?’

There are a number ot ditferent purposes tor observatnon. However, the
primary one constdered here 1s teachers” professional growth and
development. Our amm s to give some guidance or structure to the
process ot observation,

Observation tor assessment, such as that which takes place n
pre-service teacher traming courses or dunng probatuon periods or for
emplovment-related marters, s not dealt with here. As 1t s usually
value-based, directive, externally imposcd, and coloured by factors not
necessartly related to learning, it does not tall within our central notion
of observation as a learming tool. Also, as this was the tradinonal, and
often sole, reason tor observing teachers and classrooms in action, it 1s
an area that has previously recerved a lor of attention. Observartion as a
lecarning tool, on the orher hand, is gquite a recent development i the
hrerature of teacher preparaton and educanion.

2 Whois this book for?

This book 1s designed to interest and serve a number of people involved
in language teaching. They are:

— the teacher;

— the tramnce teacher;

— the tramner;

— people involved v school-based support (e.g. co-ordinators, sentor
teachers, heads of school);

— people involved i tramer traimng, whether in universities, teachery’
colleges or private institutons.,
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Part 1: Introduction

The observation contexts which this book seeks to support are:

— pre-service teacher training;

— school-based teacher support;
— teacher development;

— trainer training/development.

These contexts may or may not co-occur within the one teaching
institution.

In Section 5 (see pages 17-26), more specific guidance in how to use
this book 1s oftered to the various groups of people listed above. For the
moment, let us examine the broad aims of these various groups and how
Classroom Observation Tasks is addressed to them.

The teacher

This book 1s addressed primarily to the teacher. The person we have in
mind is someone who has completed an imual, pre-service training
programme and is now working in a language teaching context. This
might be Enghsh language teaching (‘second’ or ‘foreign’) or modern
language teaching; with children or adults; in private schools or
government institutions. It may be taking place in a target language
speaking context (such as teaching Enghsh in an English-speaking
country) or 1in a context where the target language 1s not spoken outside
the classroom (such as teaching Enghish in Japan, or French in England).
In tact, neither the context of teaching nor the amount of teaching
experience that the teacher has had 1s a constraint to users of the book.
Whart is important is that teachers involved are interested in teaching
(particularly their own) and in the various processes that occur and
co-occur 1n language classrooms, and are motivated to engage in some
structured tasks that will allow them to explore teaching in the areas of
their interest and choice.

The teacher may wish to engage in some informal or semi-informal
observations. These may be initiated and implemented by teachers in a
collaborartive ettort. Alternatively, they might be structured in some way
by the support otfered by the school (see School-based support, page
23). Another situation may involve a teacher engaged in a course of
in-service study, a component of which involves a programme of peer
observation.

Classroom Observation Tasks seeks to provide stimulus and ideas for
ways of exploring one’s own teaching by observing other teachers and
classrooms in action, or by having one’s own teaching/classroom
observed for the purpose of continued learning and exploration.

For turther information on how observing the classroom is linked to
teacher development, see page 8 and pages 18-19.

4



Who is this book for?

The trainee teacher

Some trainees begin a pre-service teacher training course with some
experience of the classroom, perhaps as a teacher of another language or
perhaps as a primary-school teacher. Others have never before stepped
into a classroom in the shoes of a teacher. Whatever the teaching
background of the trainee, all have had educational experience 1n
classrooms and hence they come to traming with some expectations.
These might be conscious or subconscious, or a blend ot the two; they
might be positive or negative; they might imbue the trainee with courage
and optimism or with nervous apprehension or dread. Whatever the
cargo of experiences and expectanons that a trainee brings to a training
course, one thing is certain — that the classroom has primacy of place in
the learning and teaching experiences that lie ahead. It is important that
these experiences are used in the process of learning to become a teacher.

Classrooms, however, are complex arenas where many processes
co-occur and overlap. It takes a skilled and trained eye to perceive,
understand and benefit trom observing the proceedings of lcarning/
teaching. This book is intended both to provide training in the skills of
observing and to help trainees to understand and learn from their
observations by making the experience ot observing personally mean-
ingtul. The tasks in this book can be used tor observing tellow trainees,
experienced teachers or teacher trainers.

The trainer

The task of the trainer 15 to help the trainees understand the various
processes involved in the reaching and learning ot a language and the
complex array ot acuvities that occur in a language classroom. The
classroom theretore should play a key role in the training process. This
book 1s intended to serve as a bank ot classroom experiences which will
complement other components of the training course.

The tasks can be used by teacher trainers as a part of their training
sessions in a vartety of ways. For example, all trainees could be given the
same task to carry out, and the results compared in a plenary session.
Alternatively, individuals or groups could do a task and prepare a
presentation summarising the results for the rest of the class. This can in

turn lead 1o a discussion of the theoretical 1ssues ansing from the area of
tocus.

School-based support personne/

Many teachers are fortunate to be working in contexts that have various
mechanisms ot school-based support. This may take different forms —
for example, a co-ordinator system 1n which a co-ordinator supports

5



Part 1: Introduction

and guides teachers in the selecnion and implementation ot a curriculums
a teacher development group; a senior staft member responsible tor a
programme of professional development; a head teacher keen to
upgrade and support the skills of the reaching staff. This book will assist
those people imvolved n providing school-based support by supplving
mechanisms for allowing observation of classes to become a means ot
learning,.

Regrettably, protessional development sometimes amounts to one-ott
lectures given by a visiting ‘expert’ to the school. Very often, even this 1s
not followed up by any systematic mvestigation in the classroom and
report-back bv teachers. The principles upon which this model ot
teacher development is premised 15 that teachers develop by being *hlled
up’ with knowledge as provided by an external source.

These davs, teacher development s widely understood to be some-
thing very ditferent: 1t 1s something that happens within the classroom
and within oneself. It is often mitiated by teachers themselves, and the
role of school-based support 18 to help channel these energies
directions that will be valuable and meaningtul to the teachers con-
cerned.

The trainee trainer

It used to be the case — and stll 1s in many places — that people became
trainers by virtue of being experienced teachers. A common scenario is
that a teacher moves ‘up’ Into traming as a career step or as 4
promotion. lois only recenty that people have begun to realise that there
s an important place for the formal and systematic preparation of
tramners, as much as there 1s tor the preparaton of teachers (Wajnryb
1989). (In a way, this parallels the msintormed behet that the only
prerequisite tor teachers ot English was a proficiency in the language.)

At the very least, tramer training mvolves two groups of people:
experienced teachers wishing to prepare tor the roles and responsibilities
of training; and experienced trainers willing to systematse and pass on
the frutts of their experience 1 training. It also usually involves other
people, as a kev element is “held work™ or practical experience in the
classroom. This book may be used by those involved i trainer traimng
to enhance and rehne people’s understanding of the classroom, spec-
thcally trom the perspective of teacher preparation. For example, how
do people learn to become teachers? Which teaching skills are “traina-
ble’, that 1s, more skills-oriented, and which ‘educable’, that is, have
more to do with knowledge and awareness? How can classroom
observation be used in the traiming of teachers?



3 Why a book on observation?

Why observe’

When we teach, we are often so absorbed in the purpose, procedure and
logistics of our lesson that we are not able to observe processes of
learning, and interaction as they occur through the lesson. Bemng an
observer in the classroom, rather than the teacher, releases us from these
concerns and affords us the freedom to look at the lesson trom a range
of different perspectives outside that of the actual lesson plan of the
teacher.

For the tramee teacher, this freedom is paracularly important. In a
way, this stage in traming is akim to the ‘silent phase’ of a beginning
language learner who listens, looks, observes, considers, analyses,
reflects, but, significantly, 1s not required to produce (Dulay, Burt and
Krashen 1982). Communmcation of this kind gives the learner a very
particular role: they listen, read, are exposed to the target language but
do not have to respond. Communicaton 1s one-way: directed to, not
generated frons the learner,

A “silent phase” can intluence learning. It we consider that the pressure
to produce something channels all energies in one direction (perform-
ance), then the removal of this pressure releases a certamn freedom:
freedom to observe, absorb and reflect. A trainee teacher with the
freedom to observe teaching 1s allowed ume and space to become
farmbiar with the culture of the classtroom — 1ts agenda of customs,
rituals, expectations, patterns and mores — before having to wry on any
active aspects of the teacher’s role (Wanryb 1991). This book’s
observation tasks will structure and guide the silent phase ot the trainee
reacher’s course of study.

Developing the skill o observing serves a. dual purpose: 1t helps
teachers gain a better understanding of their own teaching, while at the
same time refines their ability to observe, analyse and interpret, an
ability which can also be used to improve their own teaching. It 1s an
underlying premise ot this book that the development of the skills of
observing is integral to the processes of professional decision-making in
which teachers are constantly immvolved.

What are observation tasks?

An observation task 1s a focussed activity to work on while observing a
lesson in progress. It tfocusses 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, such as the language a teacher uses
when giving mstructions, or the patterns of interaction that emerge in a
lesson.. An observer may watch a lesson alone or with others; a number
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