OBSERVATION VISIT

STAGE 1: PRE-OBSERVATION MEETING

SECTION I: Questions Teachers May Have

1. What is a pre-observation meeting and what does it involve? What documents and resources can help me prepare?

This meeting is an opportunity for you to meet the inspector before he observes your lesson. It should help break the ice and show you that the observation is intended to support you in your teaching. The inspector will normally want to have a copy of your lesson plan at this stage and will want to discuss it briefly with you. The discussion will help the inspector understand the context of the lesson you are about to teach (students' level, previous lesson(s) taught, progress to date, etc.), and your thoughts about the lesson and areas that you would like support in. The inspector will not ask you to make any unreasonable changes at this stage:  he or she may suggest possible minor changes to the lesson plan (that you cut short a warm-up, or plan a few extra minutes for an activity), but will not get into an in-depth discussion about the lesson; this will happen in the feedback session after the lesson. 

Prior to the observation visit, you should complete the Self-Assessment Form
. This form shows the Teacher Competencies that describe expectations for teachers like you. Your self-assessment form will set out the competencies in which you feel strong and the ones where you believe you need to improve (page 1 of the form). This information, and the strategies you have decided to work on in order to become more effective in your weaker competencies (page 2), will help the inspector to focus on certain aspects of your teaching and planning and will help him/ her to help you.

This meeting will probably be very brief and will be an opportunity for you and the inspector to get to know each other better and for you to feel more at ease before the lesson takes place. You may meet the inspector in the headmaster's office and the headmaster may also be present; this depends on the custom at your school.

Lesson planning for the observation visit

For this meeting you will need to write as clear, detailed and effective a lesson plan as you can.  This will give the inspector an opportunity to see some of your strengths as a teacher: your skills in designing lessons that best support student learning, in creatively using materials, and in lesson-plan writing. Your lesson plan will be the starting-point from which the inspector will begin to understand your strengths and your professional development needs. Support for writing lesson plans is available at algeriatesol.org:

·  There is a lesson-plan form that you can print out and fill in, or complete online (under Lesson Plans in the left-side menu bar).
· There is an explanation of the lesson-plan form to help you fill it out (under Lesson Plans).
· There are sample lesson plans for the different competencies and using various textbooks; you can use them for reference or adapt them to fit your textbook (under Lesson Plans). 
· There are sample activities you can look at or download and use or adapt (under Activities in the left side menu bar).
· There are explanations of lesson-plan frameworks, such as PDP – Pre/During/Post and PPU – Present/Practice/Use (under Teaching Frameworks in the menu bar). When writing your lesson plan, you will want to make sure your lesson is in a definite framework, such as PPU if it is a speaking lesson or a grammar lesson, or PDP if it is a reading lesson or a listening lesson.

· There is a section (under Resources in the menu bar) called “How to…” that explains a number of techniques and methods, such as how to do free-speaking and pair work; how to introduce grammar and vocabulary; and how to practice grammar. 

· There is a section on the algeriatesol.org website entitled Curriculum Support Documents. These documents are designed to support teachers in delivering a competency-based English language program.  There are sections on The Competency-based Approach, Guiding Principles and Teacher Competencies, The Algerian English Framework, and Assessment and Pedagogy that can help you develop your teaching.  As you have time, go to the site and have a look at them.

For guidelines in writing the lesson plan for the observation visit, your teaching notes on your previous lessons with the class will guide you about what to teach, what to plan for during the lesson, which types of work the students need most, etc. These notes will help you both plan your lesson and describe your rationale for your lesson plan when the inspector asks you about it.  

In planning your lesson, your textbook is obviously a very important resource. But don't forget that you do not need to use your textbook slavishly:  you can use additional materials from other sources, and you can decide to use parts of the textbook unit while not using other parts. The most important focus is what you want your students to be able to do at the end of the lesson that moves them towards being able to use English; see the section on Adapting Materials –SARS in this manual.

2. How will the pre-observation meeting help me in my job?

This meeting will help you to be at ease with the inspector before the lesson is observed and help the Inspector focus the observation on meeting your needs. Because you have completed the self-assessment form, you will be very clear as to what aspects of your work you would like the inspector to pay special attention to and to provide feedback on.  This can be your opportunity to talk with the inspector about your goals; for example, there may be a particular competency that you have identified in the Self-Assessment Form as a primary goal for yourself.

Remember that the observation visit is intended to help you in your teaching, so it is good to be pro-active in focusing your inspector's attention on your particular needs. The pre-observation meeting is the right time to do this.

The meeting will also give you an opportunity to get some brief feedback on your lesson plan and maybe make some minor changes before the lesson begins. Obviously it could be very stressful if you had prepared a lesson and the inspector asked you to change it fundamentally, but this is not going to happen. When the inspector reads your lesson plan and asks you some clarifying questions, you may both think of some easy adjustments that could improve the lesson but would not require any big changes before you teach the class.  For example, perhaps you could change the order of two activities. An inspector will never ask you to change the whole lesson plan before your class:  you won't have time, and major changes could distract you during your class.

(Of course, if you send the plan to the inspector several days before the visit, then he or she may suggest some bigger changes which could improve the lesson.)

A very important part of the pre-observation meeting is to agree on the form which the observation visit will take. In other words, you need to be clear about what the inspector will do once you get to the classroom: 

· Will the Inspector speak with the students before the lesson? 

· Who will introduce the Inspector to the students?

· Will the Inspector ask the students something or speak to them at the end of the lesson? 

· Where will the Inspector sit during the visit? 

· The Inspector will NOT interrupt the class and speak to you or the students.

· The Inspector will make every attempt to remain “invisible” during the lesson.

During your lesson the inspector will be taking notes on an observation form. These notes will help the inspector write the final report and will also guide the feedback session immediately after the lesson.  Most note-taking forms consist of a space for the Inspector to write down what is happening in the lesson and a space for comments about what is happening (e.g. saying what seems to be working; what might not be working as well as it could; asking a question; making a suggestion.)

The Inspector may show you the note-taking form during the pre-observation meeting, so that you know what type of notes he or she will be taking. If you would like to see it, ask.

IMPORTANT: The inspector will definitely need to have a copy of the lesson plan and the textbook, plus any handout materials you will be using for your activities. 

In the longer term, these meetings will help you to get to know your inspector and to develop a strong professional relationship. The Inspector will learn about your goals and context, as well as the successes and challenges you face with your students and in your particular situation. This knowledge will help him or her support you personally in your classroom work and plan training sessions that can be more useful to you.
At the same time, you will learn more about the Inspector's views of language teaching and of what he or she expects from teachers in general and from you in particular.

Remember that the Inspector is there to help you in your classroom work and in your professional development in terms of both knowledge and skills. The more your context, needs and goals are known and understood, the more help and support you will have in making your teaching more effective.

SECTION II: Questions Inspectors May Have

1. What role does the pre-observation visit play in my observation visits to my teachers? 

You will probably meet with the headmaster when you visit a school; this is for courtesy, as well as to discuss work-related matters from time to time.  Unlike a courtesy meeting with the school authorities, your meeting with the teacher it is not just a way of being polite and friendly -- it is a very important part of the observation cycle. 

This meeting should ideally be a private one between you and the teacher. It should take place in a place where you will not be interrupted, and where the teacher can be at ease speaking about the lesson, the students and any other concerns which may be relevant to you and to your work with the teacher. The teacher will be able to give you an understanding of his/ her teaching context. It may be helpful if the meeting can be conducted in English, as this will help ensure privacy and will also help you see the level of the teacher's language. (Of course, you will have to judge whether the privacy and insight gained are worth the additional stress which some teachers may feel at having to speak English with you.)

Putting the teacher at ease with you and with the observation is one of the main reasons why the pre-observation meeting is important. As we know, when the “affective filter” is lowered we all perform better, and you want the teacher to teach the best lesson possible, so help him/her to be relaxed by being reassuring, friendly and supportive.

The following guidelines are helpful ways to reassure the teacher and help him/ her relax before the observation.

· Communicate interest in what the teacher has to say, nodding, smiling, asking genuine questions (not suggestions or criticism disguised as questions), and using open body language.

· Communicate respect by listening actively to what the teacher has to say about the class, using appropriate eye contact, body language, encouraging paralinguistic sounds, etc.

· Communicate understanding for the artificial and stressful situation of having an inspector visit the classroom: tell them that you remember your own experience as a teacher being observed, and let them know that a fruitful reflective discussion about the lesson is more important than the lesson going just right.

· Address their specific anxieties:  tell them you will not interrupt the class; show them your observation form, and assure them that you are writing down what is happening and noting what is working as well as considerations or questions you have – so they don’t think you will just checking off their mistakes.

 Explaining to the teacher what you will be doing, what notes you will be taking and what you will be looking out for can help the teacher feel at ease. Even better is negotiating with the teacher about some of the things you should look out for during the lesson. It is useful to ask the teacher something like “Is there any particular section of the lesson that you would like me to give you some feedback on?” Or “Is there a teacher competency you feel this lesson will illustrate and that you would like me to note?”  In this way you can get to know the teacher's concerns and also begin to see how well the teacher is aware of her/ his own strengths and weaknesses.

Having the teacher complete the self-assessment form as a routine part of the preparation for your visit is very effective in ensuring that the teacher has reflected on the teacher competencies and his or her own teaching prior to the visit, identifying strengths and areas to improve. This should make the observation and feedback a richer and more rewarding experience and enhance teacher reflection and autonomy.

You will be given the lesson plan at this meeting and will have an opportunity to discuss briefly the teacher's intentions and objectives for the lesson. The teacher's skill at lesson planning is a very important aspect of his/ her work, but not all teachers plan lessons and deliver them equally well.  Having had this meeting before you observe the lesson will help you see why the teacher made certain choices while designing the lesson, and whether the lesson matches the plan. Discussing the lesson plan with the teacher will also give you a chance to reassure the teacher that the plan looks good, or possibly to make some suggestions about minor modifications (timing of activities, whether to do an activity in pairs or groups etc) which will not require a significant change of plan at this stage. This discussion will also let you have some sense of the teacher's knowledge and skills and will, of course, signal to you some of the things you might want to look out for in the lesson.

Your primary task when looking at the lesson plan with the teacher is to gain understanding about the context and the thinking of the teacher.  It is very important that you do not use the time to critique the lesson or offer more than the most modest and simple suggested changes.  It may be best to enter into the discussion of the lesson plan with the idea that you will not suggest any changes at all unless asked a specific question, such as “Should I do this or that first?” or “Do you think I’ll have time for this?”  Do not suggest that the teacher add anything at the last minute. If you do, you will not see the teacher in a natural state in the classroom.

2. What should I keep in mind when I am planning workshops to support teachers in relation to pre-observation meetings?

Since your workshops form part of the annual cycle of work, they will take place both before and after lesson observations. For example, the workshop you give this week will be a post-observation workshop for the teachers you observed last month, and a pre-observation workshop for the teachers you will observe next month.  In this way your workshops will be informed both by your experience during observation visits and by what you want to train your teachers in before you meet them for an observation visit.

When you visit your teachers for an observation, you will want the pre-observation meeting to be as valuable as possible for both you and the teacher. The teacher will need to present a lesson plan and discuss the lesson plan in a meaningful way, reflecting sound thinking about issues like lesson format, learning objectives (SWBAT), learners' prior knowledge, order of activities, choice of materials, groupings, timing and so on. You cannot expect teachers to be able to do this if they have not been trained to do it - if they don't have the language to discuss the lesson plan or the concepts necessary to design the plan. Making sure that your workshops give opportunities to your teachers to become skilled in the area of lesson planning will be central to supporting them for the pre-observation visit and for the entire observation process. 

For the interaction with your teacher to be positive and beneficial to both of you, your teachers should feel confident that they can talk with you about their challenges and difficulties just as easily as they can talk about their strengths. This may be difficult, because they are aware of your role in carrying out formal evaluation for the ministry. You probably remember being evaluated yourself by an inspector when you were a teacher. You probably felt that it was very important to make a good impression and never to highlight your weaknesses! Your teachers are in that situation now, and you should help them understand and believe that identifying their difficulties and discussing them with you is positive, indicating the awareness and reflection which are essential qualities in a teacher and which should help their score in their evaluation.  For a teacher to be able to say “I am not very good at xxx” is not a weakness, but an enormous strength, demonstrating their skill at reflection and showing their desire to learn from you. Your workshops should be an opportunity for you to state and illustrate this for your teachers.

You workshops are also the place where your teachers can discover what you will expect of them when you carry out an observation visit - including the pre-observation meeting. While simply telling them what you will expect from them would be helpful, you can take the opportunity to make this process interactive and give teachers an opportunity to reflect on what the process of pre-observation meetings is, why it can be helpful, what they can learn from the meeting and what you can learn from the meeting.  They can work on this in groups and share their thoughts. If they are well-guided by you, they will arrive at very much the same conclusions you would hope for, but will participate more and therefore will feel a sense of ownership around the pre-observation meetings in the future. This is a great example of an opportunity to empower teachers, to help them become more autonomous and to model good classroom behavior for them. 

By the end of your workshop they will need to have a very clear idea of what you expect of them during a pre-observation meeting, what they should have prepared in advance of the meeting, and what their role and your role will be.

Remember the golden rule of assessment and evaluation: Don't assess anyone on something they have not had an opportunity to become competent at.
� The form can be found in the Appendix of this manual.
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