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orderof content taught, msu'ucuonaltechn;q:m and
evaluation organizational patta‘nsmﬂwtodhaﬂcx-
ibility in establishing and guiding’ clammom flow.

Both, focus on the importance of ) o and flex-
ibility it the evolving thythm of a lcsson.amchar
actmsucsot'tlussuooessﬁﬂteachct '

Particular overarching frames of reference put
you in a place, so %0 speak, (o notice particularevents
orhappenings. Reference framesdirect yourattention
toward certain stimuli and away from others (Perkins,
1981). The major frame of reference for Miriam's
observing is her overall program goal of children’s
motor skill development. Whatever is understood
about what and how she sees must be understood in
' relation to this goal.

Miriam was very familiar with the content of
counterbalance and countertension through aumer-
ous experiences of watching others teach it and
teaching it berself in a variety of situations. Itwasa
content area Ged 1o her receiving highly positive

. professional feedback aboutherteaching. Familiarity,
. meaningfulness, and affective value relate to what a
person sees and takes away from an observational
 sitation (Hoyer, 1990). Observers develop con-
structs for defining behavior, like skilled gymnastics
E‘ performance, that are frequently encountered (Bargh
¥ & Pratio, 1986). They are more likely to recall these
. constructs for use in similar perceptual situations
- because of increased sensitivity toward aspects that
malcc up the construct. Sensitivity that is heightened
_ ' by familiarity and meaningfulness to the observer
. influences what is seen. Miriam’s subjective expe-
: tience of the pedagogical usesof the skill of observing
¥ seemed (0 be enhanced by extensive experience and
¢ positive affect with this particular content.

8 Through overexposure, the eye can get used to

ejﬂc loves novelty. Miriam sought the novel
alance, the unique countertension, the never-
gymnastic action. Her search for nov-

pure that kept her observations focused and sharpand
ghat puided the rhythm of the class in desired direc-

is interesting to note that sometimes what
iam saw was what was not there to see, Perkins
l) refers to this phenomenon as contrary rec-
recognizing things for what they are not

.,, *‘f‘;"‘
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which is not the usual recognizing things for what
they are. Contrary recognitioncontributes tocreative,
ﬂembleappmacheswthelzskalhand. Inreflecting
on the.first Jesson; Miriam said.that ‘she “noticed
there was notadiagonalline from shotlders, through
hips, to ankles”, an important element for a skillful
counterbalance. She saw what was not there. She
searched for possible reasons and tried different
approaches o reach her goal including using trian-
gular paper shapesto help the children get the idea of
a diagonal line. The observation of something not
there encouraged creative attempts on her part to
help the childrea become more skillful movers.

According to Norris (1984), a skdllful observer
understands the conditions under which observa-
tions are to be made, the principles of observation,
and how and when to use the principles properly.
Being a skillful observer, however, requires more; it
requires competence beyond merely knowing and
applying the principles of good observation. Fora
teacher, it requires an understanding of the impor-
wance of observing in the observing-interpreting-
decision making cycle of teaching and the complex
uses for teacher-gathered observational informa-
tion. The master teacher in this study used the
pedagagical skilt of observing to define her teaching
and used observatianal information to contribute to
the atiainment of her teaching goals. She was aware
of the necessity of making skillful observations and
that the absence of such limits her opportunities for
teaching success. She planned for observing by
knowing what she wanted to see and comparing that
with what was seen or not seen. Observing for her,
however, was rol merely the anatomical process of
looking; it was the deeply personal experience of
seeing her children, herself, and her teaching envi-
ronment within ber frame of reference.

Implications

P

One importantimplicationisthe need for heightened
awareness related to the pervasiveness with which
teachersrely on what they seetodirect whattheydo, We
need to realize as teachers that visual attention ko what
is happening in our classrooms forms a large part of the
basis from which our teaching actions flow. With
observing so fundamental to the unfolding classroom
context, focus on what, haw, and why one observes
scems appropriate. . &

Recognizing which teaching actions have cvolved
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. from observing in class is a good first step. Reflec- themselves. Reflection may also highlight the need
. tion o the observed situation and its context could toplan for observing as partof planning for theday's
lead 0 expanded understanding of the teaching/ lessons. Planning for what might be seen when a
% iéarming procéssi For exemple, reflecting on what ;. particulas Jasks given, for example, could belp
onehas scen may uncover biases toward secking out reduce the visual complexity of the classroom by
particular visual information. If teachers consis- focusing attention more specifically. Insightintothe
1eady finds themselves looking toward children who ways in which observing informs our teaching is a
usually respond cocrectly when a question is asked, contributing factor toward pedagogical success.
2 number of different biases -could be revealing
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Often when teaching and observation are linked,
it is within the research or supervision context in
which observation of teaching is the focus. Typi-
cally in those contexts, systematic observation in-
siruments are used by personnel from outside the
teachers/classrooms being observed, such as re-
searchers or principals, to gather data and make
judgments about what teachers are doing in their
classrooms.  Such is not the only link between
teaching and observing. Observation by teachers
refers to the teacher’s use of the visual perceptual
mode to gather information about and make sense of
what is happening as it occurs in the classroom
environment. The tescher’s use of the pedagagical
skill of observing is emerging asan important part of
the teaching process that deserves attention and
study in its own right (Allison, 1987; Barrent, 1983;
Carter, Cushing, Sabers, Stein, & Berliner, 1988;
Radford, 1928).

In one conceptualization, teaching has been rep-
resented as multifaceted, interdependent cycles of
observing, intetpreting, and decision making
(Roberton & Halverson, 1984). Teachers observe
what is happening before them, They interpret what
they see giving meaning to their observations and
decide what will bappen next in their classroams.
Although the parts of the cycle are neither discrete
nor always successive in action, observing holds a
key position in the cycle because interpretation of
classroom cvents and, sonseqquently, pedagogical
decisions are dependent on the observational abili-
ties of the teacher.

. ACTION IN TEACHER EDUCATION
. ) page 47
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= tional ablhty has been equated Wlth
P fucoess in wldcvamtyofcndeam(Bmcc. 1983)

¥ 1a the'Compelling: e j of Bartiara McClintock s life*
i- end work in: czt:;y gcncucs (Keller, 1983),
¥ McClintock’s virtuosity was said to reside in her
ability to abserve. Her story was “astory of eyesight
and of the continuity between mind andeyc™ (p. 148)
that permitted her to see more than most other
gencticists as she developed her theory of com plant
cywlogy. Aristotle and Darwin were also credited
with skill in observing, They were said to be able to
balance the role of expert observer with the role of
naive obsexver in making more insightful observa-
tions than their contemporaries (Knapp, 1978).

Observational ability has been equated with suc-
cess in education as well (Allison, 1991; Kagan,
1989; Tharp & Wetzel, 1969). A classroom environ-
ment is a complex, constantly changing visual array
that perceptually demands much from a teacher
(Gobbi, 1991). Teachers must consistently contend
with large nuinbers of visual stimuli, select which
stimuli get their attention, and integrate all compo-
nents of the selected stimuli 5o that they capture the
essence of what they are secing, Also, the
unpredictability of events in such a lively setting as
the classroom places additional demands on the
visual load of a teacher requiring broadened obser-
vational vigilance, Successful teachers are skilled
observers who make meaning from the dynamics of
their classrooms,

R,

Observational Difficulties

Ephemeral events pose their own particular dif-
ficulties to an observer. Because of their short-lived
nature, an observer must visually apprehend the
event as it is happening, integrate it cognitively, then
hold it as an internal image (Ambeim, 1986). The
eventcannot be repeated exactly as before in order to
have a second or a third look, thus, what remains
from the event is the observer’s intemnal image.
Children's movement s an example of an ephemeral
event. In observing a child throw a ball, jump for
height from a gymnastics bench, or step forcefully
and slowly to musical accompaniment, the teacher
must sec the action as it happens. Asking a child to

Winter "93.'¢4, Vol. XV, No. 4 B
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I- generate exactly the same movements that were
' previously performed as each throw, each jump, and

each step are unique (Higgins, 1977). The teacher®s
interaal image of a child’s throwing pattern, there-
fore, will be"nodified after each observed throw.
This everchanging nature of the intemnally-held
image of an ephemeral event adds complexity to the
observational situation. Itis this dynamic image that
the teacher must retain for immediate and future
pedagogical uses.

As ateacher experiences observing-interpreting-
decision making cycles, so instantaneous are the
effects of a classroom event on the teacher that
separating the steps which produced the effects
seems impossible. Nonetheless, such a separation
may helpdirectus pastthe simple level of identifying
what a studeat is doing and toward a particular
meaning that comes to be associated with an event.
Observing, therefore, separated as one of the steps in
the production of effect, becomes important tostudy.
Inquiry into what and how teachers observe has the
poteatial to help teachers and others explore and
vnderstand the links between teaching, observing,
and pedagogical success. Accordingly, the purpose
of this study was to gain insight into the pedagogical
uses of the skill of observing by a successful teacher.

Method
Participant

The 1eacher selected as a participant in this study,
Miriam (pseudonym), was identified by employing
the extreme case sampling technique (Patton, 1990).
Extreme case sampling focuses on information-rich
cases that have special or unique characteristics.
From such cases, lessons can be learned that may be
relevant in more typical cases. For this study, two
characteristics define the specialness of the case: the
teacher’s reputation as a master eacher and the
physical eucation subject area in which she teaches.
Miriam's master teacher reputation was evidenced
by (a) teaching excellence awards from professional
associations; (b) research studies focused o her that
demonstrated student achievement; (¢c) local, stalé
and national invitations forprofessional presentations:
and {d) use of videotapes of her exemplary teaching
by several university teacher education prografs.

R
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5‘ The dynamic and cphemeral nature ofmephysm]__. support but the base is naraw instead of wide and the
; education content tavght by this teacher wasalsoan.  supporting action is & pull instead of a push. For
“important case characteristic. A physical edticanon' . example, partners stand toe-to-toe, grasp hands, and
wadnrhasacmualmsuucuonalnmdmgmck!y lcanbackwatdspulhnglhroughthchandsuntxla
Fand accirately develop internal imageS Of childen's ~ balanced position is achieved. -

! movements as they are being performed in theclass Generally, the instructional pattern of the class
© environment. When a child performs a movement was an open-ended movement task presented by the
f like catching a ball or making a wide shapc in the air teacher followed by a period of activity during which

¥ while dismounting from gymnastics apparatus, the the students decided what, when, and how to maove

‘ movement is over in 2 flash. Physical education within the task demands. The movement tasks
teachers do not generally have writien work or the across the unit were structured to give the fifth-grade
¥ spoken word as enduring examples of student ex- students the freedom to create unique counterbalance

E perience of the content. The essence of the student and cauntertension actions as they developed their
'Ic:pctienoc in physical education is movement and own gymnastics sequences. The student-designed
Fthat must be observed as it happens. — sequences were compased of, at minimum, five
_:-,: The participant in this study was a female el- movement elements performed consecutively in-
cmenta:y school physical education teacher with cluding at least one counterbalance, one
ROver 15 years teaching experience. She taughtin a counterfension, and one sole balance with traveling
j gnall, stable, rural, midwestern community with all actions into and out of the balances. For the coun-
5} of her teaching experience in one elementary school. terbalance and countertension actions, each set of
_ Philosophlca!ly. her program was consistent with partners decided (a) which direction each student
Ethe Movement Approach to children’s physical would face, {b) which body parts would push or pull,
cation (Logsdon et al., 1984). As teacher educa- and (c¢) which parts each would use forbody support;
R30S, we originally worked with Mirzam as one of an all of which could be the same or different between
Bxcellent cadre of cooperating teachers for our stu- a set of parmers. This student freedom contributed
.’_'v teachers. Several factors, particularly her to the unpredictability of the movement environ-
tRaching skillfulness, contributed to an increase in ment the teacher had ta observe as the teacher did not

Pt o

g We aumber of cooperative and collaborative con- know in advance what actions the children were
:facts we shared, eventually leadmg us to collaborate going to choose and to the complexity of the envi-
%‘ : ﬂlls research project. ronment because each set of partners created coun-

terhalances and counieriensions for their sequence

bructional Unit that were different from the other sets of partners.
£ The level of intricateness of individual counterbal-
Data were gathered during a seven-lesson unit ances and countertensions varied among the part-
4 onc fifih-grade class of 23 students. The nerships which also contributed to observational
‘4' ovement content of the unit focused on incorpo- complexity.
‘; ing counterbalance and countertension in devel- Choice of content unit and designation of a par-
PUIE partner gymnastics sequences. Counterbal- ticular fifth-grade class were made by the teacher.
-\‘.-'“ involves pariners forming a wide base of Miriam perceives gymnastics to be her strongest
REDPort and pushing against one another so that area of the curriculum and, along with dance, her
lrance over their bases of support is mutnally most favorite to teach. She particulardy likes the
sadent. If one pariner were 10 lose balance, the content of counterbalance and countertension. She
prrtner could not maintain balance alone. A has had experience in teaching this unit to students
Counterbalance can be formed by standing and has presented this content at conference and
facing a partner and placing palms against inservice workshop sessions. Both student and
s palms. Both partners step backwards conference/workshop participant response to her
g palms for support until there is a wide base presentation of the content has been highly positive,
eq lhc partners’ fect, and both are depending thus, the unit has been a source of professionally
agmnstthcxrhandstoholdbalanoc affirming expetiences for Miriam. The teacher
ion also requires mutually dependent selected the fifth-grade class from eamong those
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Data Collection

whose physical education periods fit into the times

available for data collection because they were a .
“good” group with whom she had a mutual regard.

Datawerecollected through interview, post-lesson
reflection sessions, and observation. Semi-structured,
open-ended interviews were conducted, one each
before, in the middle of, and after the unit was taught.
The audiotaped interviews were from an hour to an
hour and 2 half in length. Immediately after each
lesson, Miriam reflected on the lesson commenting
on whatever captured her attention. Her reflections
were audiotaped. Researchers’ observations, field
notes, and videotapesofthe lessons were also sources
of data,

Data Analysis

Inductive analysis (Patton, 1990) and constant
comparison (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Lincoln &
Guba, 1985) were used to analyze the data. Dala
were inductively coded and categorized indepen-
dentlyby theresearchers. Using constantcomparison,
the researchers then searched the categories for
emerging themes. Triangulation of data (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985; Patton, 1990) was achieved through use
of multiple sources of information (interviews, ob-
servations, and reflections) and multiple researchers.

Findings

The findings for this inquiry are organized around
three themes: (a) the constitutive nature of observ-
ing, (b) images for observational comparison, and
(c) the subjective experience of observation. Each
theme is supported by Miriam's own namative.

The Constitutive Nature of Observing

For Mirjam, teaching is observing. Observing is
the essential element that constitutes her actions of
teaching children to become skiliful movers, her
primary overall program goal. In her words, “It’s all
done through observation.” Her observations are
continuous. There are no time boundaries. She is
cither observing or reflecting on her observations all
the time. She called observing “a constant search,”
both looking for and looking at the children in order

Winker '93-'54, Vol. XV, No. ¢
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" 10 interpret what she sces and to decide how to help
* the children become more skillful. ‘

I kind of take stock after every lesson.
During every lesson. It's constant ...
Sometimes I, (laughs] I wish I could jump
around alitlebit. Ireally have to think, you
know, if they're not getting it and I can't
figure out what's going on and we’ ve tried
N number of ways of doing it and they still
don’thave it. A lot of people would say,
“Oh, just scrubthe unit ....” Ican’tdothat.
[Taughs) I think sometimes life would be
easier for me if I could, But it’s this
constant go back and try to figure out ...
why they cant get it ..., If 1 don’t see it
there, I go back and do whatever needs to
be done.

Observing forms the informational basis upon
whichMiriam functions as ateacher and she uses this
observational information in complex, multidimen-
sional ways. Subject matter, instruction, evaluation,
and reflection are, for her, areas closely connected to
observation.

Subject matter. In relation to subject matter, for
Miriam, observing serves the purposes of ordering
conteny, deciding how much content is to be taught
in any one lesson, and defining subject matter goals
for future lessons. She noticed during a lesson near
the beginning of the unit that the children’s ransition
actions linking two different elemenis of their
gymnastics sequences were rough and not especially
creative. This was not what she expecied to see and
she tred to figure out why, Miriam looked through
her notes from the previous year and realized that she
had not taught a usual fourth-grade gymnastics unit
on purposefu] placementof body parts while traveling
and planning for transition actions. She felt that the
omitted imit would have given the children “a lot of
background for doing this unit more naturally.” Her
observations reinforced ber belief that orderof content
presentatipn influences student learning. Miriam
also indicated that sometimes she begins a lesson
with three or four points in mind to cover specifically
but she might get to only one or two, “depending on
what I see the children do.” Her observations guide
theamount of content that she covers in alesson and,
based onher perceptions of thechildren’s movement
responses, she reduces or expands the lesson con-
tent from what she had planned. - Additionally,
observations serve to define content goals. During
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one lesson, Miriam “saw a bit of slackness in the

muscles” and decided to “go at that™ for the next
lesson. Muscle tension is important to counterbal-

anocandcounmls:onandwhenshed:dnotsocn,
she shifted her content goals.

Instruction. Not only do Mirtam's observations
affect the order and amount of content she teaches
and her content goals, but also they affect how she
teaches the content.

I... have an idea of where [ want to start a
lesson and where I want toend it ... where
I want to end up. But how I get there is up
to what I see on the floor. And sometimes
... Icanteach to three different fifth grades

“and teach the same material and do it three
different ways because of what I'm seeing
on the floor,

Miriam further stated that her observations both
shape the feedback comments that she makes to
individual children while they are practicing and
framethe stouctureof succeeding tasks. Shesimplifies
or extends the next task (makes the movement de-
msands easier or harder) or refines the mavement
(improves the quality of the performance) based on
what she observes.

Evaluarion. The connection between observa-
tion and evaluationis acritical one for Miriam. Inthe
last lesson, the children were graded on the final
product for the unit-—self-designed sequences that
the teacher watched as they performed (hem live,
Because she had to quickly develop an internal
image of what she was seeing and see everything she
aeeded to determine a grade, Miriam observed only
one set of partners at a time directing all of her
aftentionto the performing gymnasts. She organized
the evaluation portion of the class to give herself

. every chance to observe accurately.

Another dimension to the observation-evaluation
. counection is Miram's use of observing for self-
I.evaluatmn When she noticed that the children
3 Jooked confused and hesitant when beginning to
3m0vcafterstaﬁngatask,sheunmedmclyanalymd
i 3 ber instructions to see if that were the problem.
Minm also eriticized herself for failure to position
herself to see everyone in class. She said she felt
tiveted to a particular area of the gymnastum during
n two (where ooe set of partners was consis-
tently off-task) and that restricted her opportunities
see what the other children were doing. She
wiedged that she “might bave had a different

perspective on what was going on” if she had fol-
lowedher mnnalpattemofobscangfromaHm
the gymnasxm :

Reflection.” The complenty of tbc movement
environment in this unit affected how Miriam used
her observational time. With open-ended tasks in
which the children could create their own unique
counterbalances and countertensions, she did not
know precisely how they would respond. When the
children created an action that was unfamiliar to her,
Mirizm indicated she needed increased time to reflect
on what she had just seen. There were points in the
lessons wher she stopped the children’s work and
took time to think about what she had observed. She
didnotwant tocompound the observational situation
by observing additional gymnastics actions before
she had time to reflect on the new and unfamiliar
actions. She created time for observational reflec-
tion by reducing her visual stimuli to nonmoving
children. Periods of reflection were also noted in
relation to when Miriam saw little or noimprovement
in the children’s movement.

Images for Observational Comparison

The notions of expectation in observation and
looking forcertain things suggest that Miriam brought
to this gymnastics unit and to each class period
internal images of what she hoped to see in the
children's movement. She used her internatly-held
images for comparison with what she saw the chil-
dren doing during class. The images were grounded
particularly in her extensive experieaces of teaching
and presenting the coatent of counterbalance and
sountertension, Miriamrelated thather firstencounter
with this content was when several years earlier a
student teacher of hers taught a gymnastics unit
dealing with these movement concepts. Thatwasthe
point she started *“building the picture™ of what she
wanted to see the children accomplishing as they
moved in counterbalance and counterteasion rela-
tionships. Her picture was constructed from two
different types of images: ideal gymnastics and
metaphoric nongymnastics images,

Miriam has in her mind’seyea pictureof theideal
gymnastics performance. The image does not con-
tain specific gymnastics movements like a backward
roll or a roundoff that must be executed i order for
perfection to be achieved. Instead, the ideal image is
defined by qualities of movement that contribute to
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the overall performance of movement. Itis the how,
not the what, of movement that is important to her
image-making. Her ideal gymnastics qualities are
(a) a feeling of lift in the entire body, (b) naturally

smoath transferences of weight from one body part”

to another, (c) an “upness” in posture, (d) a perfor-
mance preseatation attitude, and (e} flow in the
transition from one gymnastics action to another.
She looked for these qualities in the children's
movements as they worked in class and she compared
what she saw with her internal image of the ideal
gymnast.

Miriam also used metaphor to image what she
wanted to see in the children’s movemnent as illus-
trated in the-following interview response:

Every time [ think of countertension and
oouaterbalance ... Thave this picture of the
planting of the flag, is it on Iwo Jima, that
farmous statue! {that] kind of puts a lumpin
yourthroat .. .. There's thatawe in planting
the flag. And in his particular unit, they
have their partner [and] together they are
going ta meet the goal. Thatitcan'tbe one
ar the other. It's both or none.

The embodied spiritof mutual interconneciedness
exemplified by the marines inestablishing the United
States flag was part of what Miriam hoped to see as
the children leamed to connect with and depend on
a partner in establishing counterbalances and
countertensions in their gymnastics sequences,

The Subjective Experience of Observation

Observing by teachers is not merely a cognitive
perceptual process that is carried out independently
of the context in which it operates. It is context-
bound and, therefore, includes the subjective expe-
rience of the teacher-observer. The observation-
formed information base from which Miriam func-
tioned as a teacher had an emotional dimension as
well as a cognitive-perceptual one. What Miriam
observedinher students® movementresponsesduring
this unit often evoked strong emotional responses
within her. When she gave the children a task and
they simply did not move, she stated that she was

' Bronze statue executed by Felix de Weldon from a
photograph by Joe Rosenthal of World War II ma-
nines raising the United States flag on fwo Jima. The
statue is located in Arlington National Cemetery.
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"um;md_ She also indicated that she was “dis-
. traught, just distraught™ because she did not sce

_ particular movement clements in Iesson seven that

e

had been taught in fesson one. She was incredulous
7 at seeing sométhing in the children’s movement that

she did not expect to see and certainly did not want
to sec. In fact, Miriam kept repeating the task (and,
of course, the children kept repeating the unwanted
movements) because she could not believe heg eyes,
She said their responses “were beyond my compre-
hension .... 1had to see it how many times before
Ireally believed that that was happening? Mirjam
also explained that she got *“very excited” when she
saw improvement in the children’s movement and
“depressed” when she did not.

The subjectivity of the observational experience
for Miriam's teaching of this particular unit was
grounded in part in the content of the unit itself. She
has a special fondness for the content of counter-
balance and countertension actions and she got ex-
cited when the children created an action that she had
never seen nor thought of. She tatked about her eye
going “to the one that's doing something unique”™
and how “they just wow me with their ideas” and
how secing an extremely difficult new balance was
“such a thrill.” She values uniqueness in movement
and this value orientation directed her observational
attention.

Discussion

The cyclical character of teachers® lives and the
rhythms of the classroom are played out each day in
the schools (Lieberman & Miller, 1992). The yearly,
seasonal, monthly, and daily cycles of school life
shape the social realities of tcachers. The chb and
flow of daily, and even hourly, classroom events
become important for teachers (o acknowledge and
establish in going about their work. As teachers gain
inexperience and expertise, they focus even moreon
flow anq rhrythm in interpreting events and making
sense of what is happening in their classroomts
(Carter et al., 1988). For Miriam, observing estab-
lished and guided the rhythm and flow of herclasses.
It was so pervasive and critical to this establishment
and guidance that it constituted a large part of the act
of weaching for her. The dynamic nawre of her
classroom and the ephemeral nature of the content
she teaches necessitated flexibility in the rhythm of
herlessons. Changing content goals, the amount and

o




