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[bookmark: _Course_Design_Three-column][bookmark: _Toc228513704]Welcome

Teaching observation can be a powerful way to reflect on teaching practice, learn from colleagues, and engage in meaningful pedagogical dialogue. At the same time, it can feel vulnerable, ambiguous, or high-stakes—particularly when its purpose or use is unclear.

This Teaching Observation Guide is a self-paced learning resource designed to support University of Toronto instructors in engaging with teaching observation as a formative, reflective, and developmental practice across a range of teaching contexts, whether participating in structured programs or initiating their own observation activities.

This guide is not an evaluation framework, a checklist for judging teaching, or a script for observation conversations. Instead, it approaches teaching observation as a relational, inquiry-oriented practice grounded in trust, reflection, and care.

Rather than presenting a single model or set of rules, the guide invites you to think carefully about why you are engaging in teaching observation, how observation unfolds as a learning interaction, and how it can support professional growth over time. While this guide focuses on formative observation for professional le

[bookmark: _Toc228513705]Who This Guide Is For

This guide is for anyone at the University of Toronto engaged in teaching observation as a developmental practice, including instructors (across disciplines, appointment types, and teaching modalities), mentors and peer observers supporting colleagues, and educational developers.

While the guide may be used in facilitated programs or mentoring contexts, it is written with individual instructors in mind and assumes voluntary, developmental engagement.

[bookmark: _Toc228513706]How to Use This Guide

This is a self-paced resource. You may move through the guide sequentially, return to sections over time, or focus on specific sections that are most relevant to your current questions or context.

This is a self-paced resource. You may move through the guide sequentially, return to sections over time, or focus on specific sections that are most relevant to your current questions or context.

The guide is organized into six parts, each with a distinct purpose and focus. The sections focus on understanding teaching observation as

[bookmark: _Toc228513707]Part 1: Understanding Teaching Observation
Introduces teaching observation as a pedagogical, relational, and context-dependent practice, clarifying purposes, models, and conditions that support trust, learning, and meaningful reflection.

[bookmark: _Toc228513708]Part 2: Entering the Observation Process Thoughtfully
Invites reflection on purpose, relationships, power, and preparation to support learning-oriented observation before an observation takes place.

[bookmark: _Toc228513709]Part 3: Teaching Observation in Practice
Describes how teaching observation unfolds in practice across pre-observation preparation, observation, and post-observation dialogue, emphasizing descriptive noticing, reflective feedback, and instructor agency rather than evaluation.

[bookmark: _Toc228513710]Part 4: Extending and Sustaining Teaching Observation Practice
Broadens the lens to consider teaching observation over time, across contexts, and within collegial teaching cultures, including reflective and ethical use of observation evidence in professional documentation.

[bookmark: _Toc228513711]Part 5: Tools and Templates for Teaching Observation
Provides optional, adaptable tools to support preparation, observation, dialogue, and documentation. Templates are offered as editable Word documents and are intended to be used selectively, flexibly, and in alignment with individual goals and contexts.

[bookmark: _Toc228513712]Part 6: References and Additional Resources
Brings together references cited throughout the guide as well as additional readings and institutional resources for those interested in exploring teaching observation and reflective teaching practice further.

[bookmark: _Toc228513713]Getting Started

If you are new to teaching observation, you may wish to begin with Part 1 and move through the guide in sequence.

If you are already engaged in observation or mentoring, you may choose to:
· Start with Part 3 to reflect on your current practice
· Explore Part 4 to consider observation over time
· Consult Part 5 to find tools that support your work

Wherever you begin, you are encouraged to approach teaching observation with curiosity, care, and openness to learning. Depending on your role—whether you are participating as an instructor, observer, or both—you may find different sections more immediately relevant. You may also move between sections as your role and questions evolve.

[bookmark: _Toc228513714]Access the Teaching Observation Guide

This guide is available as a self-paced learning resource in Quercus. U of T instructors may enrol to add the guide directly to their Quercus dashboard and use built-in accessibility features such as Microsoft Immersive Reader, which allows you to listen to page content, adjust text display (font, spacing, and colour), and personalize your reading experience to suit your preferences.

Prefer an offline version of the guide for reflection or future reference? Download the Teaching Observation Guide PDF, a consolidated and accessible copy of all module content.

For technical assistance or accommodation requests related to this resource, please contact q.help@utoronto.ca.

Self-enrol in the Teaching Observation Guide




[bookmark: _Toc228513715]Part 1: Understanding Teaching Observation

[bookmark: _Toc228513716]1.1 Part 1 Overview

[bookmark: _Toc228513717]Introduction

Teaching observation is widely used in higher education, but it is not a single, uniform practice. Observation can support professional learning, accountability, reflection, or decision-making—and these different purposes shape how observation is experienced by instructors. This section introduces teaching observation as a structured, relational, and context-dependent practice, and invites you to consider both its pedagogical purposes and its human dimensions.

By the end of Part 1, you will be able to:
· Describe what teaching observation is—and what it is not
· Distinguish between formative and summative uses of teaching observation
· Identify common models of teaching observation and their implications
· Recognize the conditions that support trust, learning, and meaningful reflection

Part 1 focuses on how to think about teaching observation. Later sections address how to plan, observe, and engage in feedback conversations in practice.

[bookmark: _Toc228513718]Sections in Part 1

Part 1 consists of six sections.
· Part 1 Overview (you are here)
· What Is a Teaching Observation?
· Phases of a Teaching Observation Process
· Models and Purposes of Teaching Observation
· Approaches to Teaching Observation in Practice
· Teaching Observation as a Relational Practice




[bookmark: _Toc228513719]1.2 What Is a Teaching Observation?

[bookmark: _Toc228513720]Teaching Observation as a Structured Process

A teaching observation is a structured process in which an instructor's teaching is observed to gather descriptive evidence about teaching and learning. Within the scholarship, peer review of teaching is often defined as "informed colleague judgment about faculty teaching for either fostering improvement or making personnel decisions" (Chism, 2007). While peer review of teaching can include multiple sources of evidence—such as syllabi, assignments, assessments, teaching dossiers, and reflective narratives—this guide focuses specifically on the observation of teaching practice in face-to-face, blended, or online contexts.

Importantly, teaching observation is not a passive act. Whether you are observing or being observed, the process involves active engagement, interpretation, and reflection. Observation is most meaningful when it is understood as a collaborative inquiry into teaching and learning, rather than a performance to be judged (Bell & Cooper, 2013; Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond, 2004).

[bookmark: _Toc228513721]What Teaching Observations Attend To

Teaching observations can attend to a wide range of what happens in a learning environment, but most focus on some combination of the following:

· Instructional choices and teaching strategies: How an instructor structures a session, explains concepts, poses questions, uses examples, manages time, and responds to what emerges in the moment.
· The learning environment: The conditions created for learning across physical, online, or hybrid contexts, including how space is organized and how norms, expectations, and participation are supported.
· Patterns of student engagement and interaction: How students are invited to participate, what kinds of interactions are supported (instructor–student, student–student, student–content), and how engagement shifts across a session. Observers may notice patterns that are difficult to perceive in the moment while teaching.
· Alignment between instructional intentions and enacted practice: Whether what an instructor hoped to accomplish is visible in what unfolds. Gaps between intention and enactment can serve as productive starting points for reflection.

What is documented—and how it is interpreted—depends heavily on the purpose and framing of the observation. In the next section, we introduce a process for engaging in teaching observation that supports instructors' professional learning and development.




[bookmark: _Toc228513722]1.3 Phases of a Teaching Observation Process

[bookmark: _Toc228513723]Three Phases of a Teaching Observation

Across institutional contexts and models, most teaching observations involve three interconnected phases. These phases are designed to support dialogue rather than judgment, emphasizing reflection and shared sense-making rather than evaluation.

Pre-Observation Conversation
A preparatory discussion that clarifies goals, expectations, and context. This conversation helps the observer understand the course, the session being observed, and what kind of feedback will be most useful.

Observation of Teaching Practice
The observation may take place in person or online and involves gathering descriptive, low-inference evidence about teaching and learning. Observers may use narrative notes, prompts, or agreed-upon frameworks to guide their attention.

Post-Observation Reflection and Dialogue
Following the observation, the instructor is typically invited to reflect on their own experience, followed by a conversation that centers on evidence, interpretation, and next steps (Wilkerson & Lewis, 2002).

These phases are explored in greater detail in Part 3: preparing for an observation (section 3.2), attending to teaching and learning during the observation (section 3.3), and engaging in post-observation reflection and dialogue (section 3.4).




[bookmark: _Toc228513724]1.4 Models and Purposes of Teaching Observation

[bookmark: _Toc228513725]Models of Teaching Observation

Teaching observation is not a single, uniform practice. It takes different forms depending on who is involved, the relationships between participants, and the purpose of the observation. Understanding these variations helps clarify how observation is experienced and how it can best support teaching and learning.

This guide approaches teaching observation as a formative, reflective, and context-sensitive practice focused on learning and dialogue, rather than evaluation. While multiple models and purposes are described below, the emphasis throughout is on approaches that support inquiry, collaboration, and professional growth.

Gosling (2002) identifies three commonly cited models in higher education:

Evaluation Model
Observation is conducted to assess teaching effectiveness, often by a senior colleague or administrator. Criteria are usually predetermined, and outcomes may contribute to formal decisions. Power differentials are explicit.

Developmental Model
Observation is facilitated by an educational developer or teaching specialist. Feedback draws on pedagogical expertise and research-informed practices, with a focus on growth rather than assessment.

Peer-Supported Model
Colleagues observe one another in a reciprocal, non-evaluative process. The emphasis is on dialogue, trust, and mutual learning, with feedback grounded in agreed-upon goals rather than external criteria.

[bookmark: _Toc228513726]Purpose and Conditions in Observation

Teaching observations are shaped by their purpose—whether they are summative or formative—and by the expectations and relationships that surround the process.

Summative Observation
Summative observation is used for evaluation, such as personnel decisions, quality assurance, or formal assessment of teaching effectiveness. These observations are typically guided by established criteria and may contribute to institutional processes.

Formative Observation
Formative observation is designed to support reflection and professional learning. It emphasizes descriptive feedback, inquiry into teaching practice, and the instructor's development over time.

These purposes create different conditions for participation. Summative observation is often more structured and may feel higher-stakes, while formative observation relies on trust, openness, and dialogue. When the purpose of an observation is unclear—or when expectations are not aligned—it can be more difficult to create the conditions needed for reflective, learning-oriented conversations (Blackmore, 2005; Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond, 2005).

In practice, the evaluation model is most often associated with summative purposes, while developmental and peer-supported models are typically formative. However, any model can be experienced differently depending on how the process is framed and how observation documentation is used. Being explicit about purpose—and about who will have access to any resulting documentation—is essential for establishing trust and shared expectations.

Formative, learning-oriented approaches to teaching observation are more likely to support reflective practice and sustained pedagogical development, particularly when participation is voluntary and expectations are clearly communicated (Bell, 2001; Pattison et al., 2012; Yiend, Weller, & Kinchin, 2014). Observations conducted in evaluative contexts may encourage more cautious or performative teaching, which can limit opportunities for experimentation and inquiry (Blackmore, 2005; Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond, 2005).

[bookmark: _Toc228513727]Why Instructors Engage in Teaching Observation

Teaching observations offer valuable opportunities for inquiry and professional growth. They can help instructors identify what is working well in their teaching, better understand how students experience learning activities, and make intentional, evidence-informed changes over time.


Through teaching observation, instructors may:
· Reflect on their teaching practices with structured support
· Receive targeted, actionable feedback
· Experiment with new teaching methods or technologies
· Deepen insights into student learning and engagement
· Document growth and development over time

Documentation generated through teaching observation—such as observer notes, reflective narratives, or feedback summaries—may also inform professional materials, including:
· Teaching dossiers
· Award applications
· Job applications
· Promotion and tenure documents

Later in this guide, we return to how feedback from teaching observation can be translated thoughtfully and ethically into professional documentation. Used in this way, teaching observation can help instructors articulate their teaching values, demonstrate responsiveness to feedback, and show an ongoing commitment to professional learning.




[bookmark: _Toc228513728]1.5 Approaches to Teaching Observation in Practice

[bookmark: _Toc228513729]Examples of Observation Approaches

Teaching observation does not take a single, uniform form. Across institutions and contexts, instructors have developed a range of approaches that reflect different purposes, relationships, and teaching cultures.

The following examples are formative and illustrate several common ways teaching observation can be organized in practice. They are offered to support awareness and choice, rather than to prescribe a particular model or pathway.

Informal Observation

Not all teaching observation needs to be formalized or structured. In many cases, instructors invite a trusted colleague, mentor, or peer to observe a teaching session and share reflections in an informal conversation.

Informal observations can:
· Reduce pressure associated with being observed
· Spark reflective dialogue
· Offer fresh perspectives on familiar teaching situations
· Serve as an accessible entry point into reflective teaching practice

For some instructors, informal observation is an effective way to begin building habits of pedagogical reflection and collegial conversation without committing to a more structured approach.

Teaching Squares

Teaching Squares typically involve small groups of instructors who observe one another's teaching over a defined period of time and meet to reflect on what they notice. A defining feature of this approach is that participants focus their reflections on their own teaching, rather than evaluating the teaching of their peers.

By rotating roles as observer and instructor, participants are exposed to multiple pedagogical approaches, disciplinary practices, and learning environments. The non-evaluative and reciprocal nature of Teaching Squares supports collegiality, reflection, and meaningful pedagogical development, particularly when participation is voluntary and expectations are clearly framed. For an overview of this approach, refer to the Taylor Institute's guide to Teaching Squares.

Teaching Circles

Teaching Circles bring together groups of instructors—often within a department, program, or shared teaching context—who meet regularly to discuss teaching challenges, share strategies, and reflect on practice. Observation may be one component of a broader set of activities that includes dialogue, mentorship, and collective inquiry.

In this approach, observation is typically formative and low-stakes, embedded within ongoing relationships. Teaching Circles can help build shared norms around teaching, foster community, and support sustained engagement with pedagogical questions over time (Hutchings, 1996).

Cycle of Collaborative Observation (CoCO)

The Cycle of Collaborative Observation (CoCO) extends peer observation by involving students as co-observers alongside instructors. In this approach, instructors and students jointly observe teaching sessions, discuss what they notice, and participate collaboratively in interpretation and feedback.

By including students in the observation process, CoCO emphasizes equity, co-inquiry, and shared responsibility for learning. The approach aims to develop what some scholars describe as "classroom consciousness"—a collective awareness of how teaching and learning are experienced and shaped in practice (Bowden & Marton, 1998; O'Leary & Cui, 2020). CoCO is often used in iterative cycles that foreground reflection and dialogue rather than judgment.







[bookmark: _Toc228513730]Choosing an Approach

These approaches are not mutually exclusive, and there is no single right starting point. You may find it helpful to consider:
· How much structure do you want? Informal observation is the least structured, while CoCO involves a more defined process.
· Do you want a reciprocal process, or a focused observation of your own teaching? Teaching Squares are reciprocal, while informal observation and CoCO can be more flexible in how participation is structured.
· Are you working independently or with a group of colleagues? Teaching Circles work best with an ongoing cohort, while informal observation can begin with a single trusted colleague.
· Is your primary interest in your own teaching, or in building a broader culture of collegial observation? Teaching Circles and Teaching Squares are often used to support shared practice and community.

Part 2 of this guide invites you to reflect further on your purpose and to identify the conditions—including relationships, expectations, and boundaries—that will support a meaningful observation experience.




[bookmark: _Toc228513731]1.6 Teaching Observation as a Relational Practice

[bookmark: _Toc228513732]The Relational Dimensions of Observation

Teaching observation is not only a pedagogical process; it is also an emotional and relational experience. Instructors, regardless of experience, often feel apprehensive about being observed, particularly when observation is associated with evaluation (Bell, 2001; Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond, 2004).

Feelings of vulnerability may be shaped by:
· Disciplinary norms: In some disciplines, teaching is treated as a private practice, while in others, collaborative reflection is more common. Expectations about observation may therefore differ across contexts.
· Career stage and employment precarity: Instructors in contract or limited-term roles may experience observation as carrying implicit evaluative risk, even when it is framed as formative.
· Power relationships between observer and instructor: Being observed by a peer differs significantly from being observed by someone with influence over hiring, renewal, or evaluation decisions.
· Social identities and positionalities: Instructors who hold marginalized identities may experience observation differently, and observers' perspectives and assumptions can shape what is noticed and how it is interpreted.

Acknowledging these dimensions does not weaken the observation process; rather, it strengthens it. When observation is grounded in trust, confidentiality, and mutual respect, instructors are more likely to engage openly, reflect honestly, and experiment with their teaching (Blackmore, 2005; Siddiqui, Jonas-Dwyer, & Carr, 2007).

Teaching observation is therefore best understood as a relational practice—one that requires attention to communication, care, and context alongside pedagogical insight.






[bookmark: _Toc228513733]Conditions That Support Meaningful Teaching Observation

Teaching observations are most effective when they are formative, collaborative, and grounded in trust. Rather than functioning as isolated events or evaluative moments, observation practices support learning when they are carefully framed and relationally attentive.

The following conditions support meaningful teaching observation:
· A shared, explicit purpose understood by all participants, including clarity about why the observation is taking place and how it will be used
· Collaborative engagement grounded in trust, confidentiality, and mutual respect
· Structured opportunities for pre- and post-observation dialogue that support reflection and sense-making, with space for the instructor to identify focus areas and interpret the observation in relation to their goals
· Use of descriptive, evidence-based feedback rather than judgment or ratings
· Attention to power, equity, bias, and positionality, recognizing that vulnerability and risk are unevenly distributed
· A focus on student learning and engagement, including what students were able to do and how instructional choices shaped their experience
· Respect for instructor agency, including clarity about how observation notes or documentation will be used

Together, these conditions create an environment in which instructors are more likely to engage openly, take pedagogical risks, and reflect deeply on their teaching practice. When observation is framed in this way, it can support individual professional growth while also contributing to broader cultures of collegial dialogue and shared learning (Bell, 2001; Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond, 2005; Nguyen, 2023).

In the next section, you will be invited to reflect on your own purpose for engaging in a teaching observation and to consider how relationships, equity, and positionality shape the experience before any observation takes place.




[bookmark: _Toc228513734]Part 2: Entering the Observation Process Thoughtfully

[bookmark: _Toc228513735]2.1 Part 2 Overview

[bookmark: _Toc228513736]Introduction

Before observing—or being observed—it is important to clarify why you are engaging in a teaching observation and how you want the process to unfold. Meaningful outcomes depend less on the observation tool itself and more on how purpose, relationships, power, and expectations are negotiated in advance (Bell, 2001; Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond, 2004).

Whether you are participating as an instructor, observer, or both, this section invites you to consider how your role, relationships, and context shape the observation experience.

This section focuses on the conditions of the observation process. Rather than emphasizing technique or procedure, it invites you to reflect on purpose, equity, and readiness, so that observation can function as a learning-oriented and supportive practice.

By the end of Part 2, you will be able to:
· Articulate your purpose for engaging in a teaching observation
· Consider how relationships, power, and positionality shape the process
· Identify key questions to discuss with an observation partner in advance
· Prepare yourself for observation as a reflective—not performative—practice

[bookmark: _Toc228513737]Sections in Part 2

Part 2 consists of five sections. 
· 2.1 Part 2 Overview (you are here)
· 2.2 Clarifying Your Purpose: Identifying Your "Why"
· 2.3 Relationships, Power, and Positionality in Teaching Observation
· 2.4 Negotiating Expectations and Boundaries
· 2.5 Preparing Yourself for the Observation Experience




[bookmark: _Toc228513738]2.2 Clarifying Your Purpose: Identifying Your "Why"

[bookmark: _Toc228513739]Clarifying Your Purpose

Clarifying the purpose of a teaching observation is one of the most important steps in ensuring that the experience is meaningful and supportive for everyone involved. Purpose shapes what is observed, how feedback is framed, and how both the observer and the instructor prepare for the process (Chism, 2007).

Common Reasons Instructors Seek Teaching Observation

Teaching observations may be initiated for many reasons. The following common purposes are not mutually exclusive—you may recognize more than one, and your purpose may shift across different observation experiences. What matters is being specific enough that you and your observer are working toward a shared understanding.

· Advancing your professional learning: Teaching observation can support exploration of new pedagogical strategies, refinement of existing approaches, and closer alignment between teaching intentions and student learning. When framed as inquiry rather than evaluation, observation promotes growth-oriented professional development (Gosling, 2002; Trigwell, 2001).
· Refining a particular aspect of your teaching: Focused observation can provide targeted feedback on specific questions or tensions in your practice, such as pacing, clarity of instructions, facilitation of discussion, or student engagement.
· Experimenting with a new teaching strategy, pedagogical approach, learning activity, or technology: Observation can be especially useful when piloting something new, allowing feedback to be connected directly to instructional goals and helping you interpret how changes are experienced by students.
· Gaining insight into how students are experiencing your teaching: Observers can help surface patterns of participation, interaction, or confusion that may be difficult to notice while teaching, supporting deeper reflection on how learning unfolds in practice.
· Documenting growth or effectiveness for professional materials: In some contexts, instructors choose to generate observation records for teaching dossiers, awards, or promotion and tenure materials. In developmental settings, such documentation emphasizes goals, learning, and reflective practice rather than evaluative scoring (Bernstein, Burnett, Goodburn, & Savory, 2006).

Being explicit about your "why" helps you select an observation approach and partner that align with your goals. Clarifying your purpose also helps ensure that observation is experienced as an opportunity for learning rather than as a performance to be judged. Clear purpose-setting helps establish shared expectations and supports teaching observation as a learning-oriented, collaborative practice.

[bookmark: _Toc228513740]Observation as Learning and Inquiry, Not Performance

A recurring concern is that teaching observation can be experienced as a performance, particularly when it is associated with judgment, comparison, or hidden evaluation (Blackmore, 2005; Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond, 2005).

Developmental observation reframes this dynamic. Rather than asking, "How well did I perform?", it invites questions such as:
· What is happening in this learning environment that I cannot easily observe while I am teaching?
· Where did my intentions align—or misalign—with what unfolded?
· What do I want to understand better about my own practice?

Observation is most generative when instructors feel permission to surface unfinished, uncertain, or experimental aspects of practice, rather than presenting a polished version of their teaching (Bell, 2001; Pattison et al., 2012).

Framing observation as learning rather than performance also benefits observers. Many studies note that observing others teach can be as influential as being observed, prompting instructors to reflect on their own assumptions, habits, and pedagogical choices (Bell, 2001; Yiend, Weller, & Kinchin, 2014).

[bookmark: _Toc228513741]From Purpose to Practice

Once you have identified your purpose, it can be helpful to consider how it will shape the observation process. For example:
· What specific aspect of your teaching would you like the observation to focus on?
· What context does your observer need in order to interpret what they see?
· What kind of feedback would be most useful to you?

These questions will be explored further in the next sections, where you will have an opportunity to clarify expectations and prepare for a meaningful observation experience.




[bookmark: _Toc228513742]2.3 Relationships, Power, and Positionality in Teaching Observation

[bookmark: _Toc228513743]Observation Happens Within Relationships and Context

Teaching observation does not take place in a neutral space. An equity-informed approach recognizes that observation is shaped by identities, positionalities, and power dynamics that influence how the process is experienced, how feedback is interpreted, and what feels safe to share.

Relationships between observers and instructors may be shaped by:
· Rank, role, and employment status
· Disciplinary norms and teaching cultures
· Prior relationships and histories
· Social identities and positionalities

These dynamics can affect emotional responses to being observed, expectations about feedback, and levels of trust within the process (Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond, 2004; Chism, 2007).

[bookmark: _Toc228513744]Recognizing Power and Vulnerability

Acknowledging these factors does not require resolving them fully in advance. Rather, it involves creating space to name them, approaching observation as a learning-oriented practice rather than a performance, and making expectations explicit. When observation is framed as collaborative inquiry—and when instructors retain agency over focus and interpretation—participants are more likely to engage openly and productively (Bell, 2001; Blackmore, 2005).

An equity-informed observation process recognizes that vulnerability is unevenly distributed. Factors such as career stage, employment precarity, and minoritized identities may heighten the perceived risks of being observed. Attending to these realities through transparency, care, and negotiated boundaries strengthens the observation process and supports open engagement.

For these reasons, effective teaching observation is best understood as a relational practice—one that requires attention to trust, communication, and context alongside pedagogical insight.

Before an observation takes place, it can be helpful to consider the relational context of the process. For example:
· What is my relationship with my observation partner (the instructor or observer), and how might that shape expectations or comfort?
· Are there power dynamics that may influence how this observation is experienced?
· What assumptions or perspectives might I be bringing into this process?

These questions are not intended to resolve all dynamics in advance, but to support more intentional and transparent engagement.




[bookmark: _Toc228513745]2.4 Negotiating Expectations and Boundaries

[bookmark: _Toc228513746]Establishing Shared Expectations

While section 2.2 focuses on clarifying your individual purpose for engaging in observation, this section focuses on how you and your observation partner discuss and agree on shared expectations for the process. Clear communication helps reduce the likelihood of misunderstanding, and effective observation partnerships are grounded in clarifying expectations together rather than relying on implicit assumptions (Bell & Cooper, 2013; Siddiqui, Jonas-Dwyer, & Carr, 2007).

Before moving forward, you may wish to discuss expectations and boundaries by considering questions such as:
· What aspects of teaching would you like feedback on?
· Are there areas you prefer not to focus on right now?
· What context will help the observer interpret what they see?
· What kind of feedback would be most useful to you?
· How do you typically respond to feedback?
· How will notes or documentation be used, stored, or shared?

These conversations help position observation as a collaborative process, rather than a one-sided act of evaluation. Part 5 of this guide includes optional tools and templates that can help structure these conversations and document agreements where helpful.




[bookmark: _Toc228513747]2.5 Preparing Yourself for the Observation Experience

[bookmark: _Toc228513748]Preparing for a Teaching Observation

Building on shared expectations and agreements, preparation involves reflecting on your own readiness, goals, and approach to the observation experience. This section focuses on individual preparation before engaging in a pre-observation conversation. Thoughtful preparation helps ensure that the observation focuses on questions and goals that matter to you, and that feedback is interpreted in context (Chism, 2007).

As you prepare, consider the following:

Engage in Reflective Self-Study
Before the observation, note what you think is working well, what you are experimenting with, and where you feel uncertain or curious. This reflection can support more focused and constructive dialogue after the observation (Brookfield, 2017).

Articulate Specific Goals or Questions
Identifying a small number of aspects you would like feedback on—such as clarity of explanations, pacing, facilitation of discussion, or inclusion strategies—can enhance the relevance and usefulness of feedback.

Prepare Contextual Information to Share with Your Observer
This might include course materials, learning objectives for the session, planned activities, or known challenges (e.g., class size, modality, complex content). Preparing this in advance supports more accurate and context-sensitive interpretation.

Consider How You Would Like Feedback to be Shared
Reflect on what format, timing, and level of detail would be most useful to you. This can help guide the pre-observation conversation.

Consider How You Will Inform Students About the Observation
Briefly explaining the presence of an observer—and emphasizing that the observation is focused on teaching practice rather than student performance—can support transparency and help maintain classroom trust (Siddiqui, Jonas-Dwyer, & Carr, 2007).

Approached in this way, preparation positions teaching observation as a reflective, learning-oriented practice rather than a performance to be judged.




[bookmark: _Toc228513749]Part 3: Teaching Observation in Practice

[bookmark: _Toc228513750]3.1 Part 3 Overview

[bookmark: _Toc228513751]Introduction

In practice, collaborative teaching observation typically unfolds across three interconnected phases: pre-observation preparation, observation of teaching, and post-observation dialogue. While these phases often occur in sequence, they are not rigid steps or requirements. Rather, they offer a helpful structure for understanding how teaching observation functions as a learning-oriented process.

While the phases may be separated by time or scheduling constraints, effective teaching observation involves sustained attention and engaged participation across the process, rather than a single moment of classroom observation. Feedback is most useful when it is shared close enough to the observation to support reflection, dialogue, and sense-making, while still allowing space for thoughtful consideration (Siddiqui, Jonas-Dwyer, & Carr, 2007).

This section describes what commonly happens during each phase of a teaching observation and highlights considerations that support reflective, equitable, and collegial engagement. The emphasis is on how participants attend, notice, and make sense of teaching and learning, rather than on completing tasks or following a prescribed protocol.

By the end of Part 3, you will be able to:
· Understand the typical phases of a teaching observation process
· Prepare for observation in ways that align with purpose and context
· Gather descriptive evidence during observation without evaluating
· Engage in feedback conversations that support reflection and instructor agency
· Use observation as a starting point for ongoing inquiry into teaching practice






[bookmark: _Toc228513752]Sections in Part 3

Part 3 consists of five sections.
· 3.1 Part 3 Overview (you are here)
· 3.2 Pre-Observation Phase: Preparing for a Teaching Observation
· 3.3 Observation Phase: Observing Teaching in Practice
· 3.4 Post-Observation Phase: Giving and Receiving Feedback
· 3.5 Reflection and Next Steps




[bookmark: _Toc228513753]3.2 Pre-Observation Phase: Preparing for a Teaching Observation

[bookmark: _Toc228513754]Aligning Purpose, Context, and Expectations

If you have worked through Part 2 of this guide—particularly sections 2.4 and 2.5—you may have already engaged in some of this preparatory thinking individually. This section focuses on the conversation itself: what it covers, how to approach it as a dialogue, and how to navigate situations where preparation may be more complex.

The pre-observation phase sets the conditions for a meaningful and supportive observation experience. This phase often involves a conversation between the instructor and observer in advance of the teaching session, though the format, length, and depth of preparation may vary depending on relationships, context, and purpose. In many contexts, this preparatory conversation takes approximately 30–60 minutes, though it may be shorter or longer depending on prior teaching conversations and shared experience.

Rather than scripting the observation, pre-observation preparation focuses on aligning purpose, clarifying context, and establishing shared expectations. In some cases, this may be a brief check-in; in others, it may build on ongoing teaching conversations or mentoring relationships. This conversation is most effective when approached as a dialogue that centers the instructor's goals, while allowing space for questions, clarification, and shared understanding.

Pre-observation conversations commonly attend to the following areas:

About the Class Session and Teaching Context

· The instructor's goals or questions for the observation, which help focus the observer's attention during the session
· How have students been responding to your teaching to date (e.g., learning activities, assessments)
· What students have been asked to prepare in advance
· Teaching strategies, activities, or tools planned for the session
· How the session fits within the broader course (e.g., learning outcomes for this class, prior content, upcoming assessments)
· Whether the observed session is typical or represents something new or experimental

Taking time to establish a clear and focused purpose is often the most important part of this conversation, as it shapes what the observer attends to and how feedback is interpreted.

Observation Focus and Logistics

· Specific aspects of teaching the instructor would like feedback on
· Practical considerations related to observer presence (e.g., seating, positioning, modality)
· Timing and flow of the class session (e.g., when class begins, transitions)
· Any contextual factors or classroom dynamics that may shape what is observed

These practical details help ensure that the observation proceeds smoothly and that attention can remain on teaching and learning rather than logistics.

Materials and Tools

Some instructors and observers choose to exchange materials in advance—such as a syllabus, lesson plan, assignment prompt, or readings—to support contextual understanding. It may also be helpful to agree ahead of time on how observation evidence will be captured, including whether narrative notes, prompts, or other tools will be used. These agreements are often discussed during expectation-setting conversations. Optional templates and prompts to support this stage are provided in Part 5.

Informing Students

Many instructors find it important to inform students briefly about the presence of an observer, emphasizing that the observation is focused on teaching practice rather than student performance. Transparency can help maintain classroom trust and reduce uncertainty, particularly when observation is unfamiliar to students. Students may appreciate knowing that the instructor is engaging in ongoing efforts to enhance their teaching practice.

Across contexts, pre-observation preparation is most effective when it remains selective and focused, supporting inquiry rather than attempting to anticipate or control everything that might occur during the teaching session.



[bookmark: _Toc228513755]3.3 Observation Phase: Observing Teaching in Practice

[bookmark: _Toc228513756]Attending and Documenting What Happens

During the observation itself, the observer's role is to attend carefully to teaching and learning as they unfold in real time. Developmental teaching observation emphasizes noticing and documenting what happens, rather than evaluating effectiveness or prescribing solutions. Observation often focuses on a single class session (for example, a 50–90 minute lecture or seminar), though it may also involve partial observation, recorded sessions, or review of online learning spaces.

Methods for Recording Observations

Teaching observation can be recorded in many ways, ranging from open-ended narrative notes to more structured prompts or logs. Different approaches offer different affordances for noticing patterns, interactions, and moments of alignment or tension between instructional intention and enacted practice.

Rather than relying on a single observation instrument, observers are encouraged to select or adapt methods that support:
· Descriptive, low-inference documentation
· Attention to the instructor's stated goals
· Later reflection and dialogue

Optional templates and prompts for recording observation evidence are provided in Part 5, and may be used selectively or adapted to context.

What Observers Commonly Attend To

Depending on the purpose and focus of the observation, observers may attend to aspects such as:
· Instructional strategies and classroom interactions
· Student engagement, participation, and responses
· Pacing, clarity of explanations, and transitions between activities
· Use of materials, learning technologies, or learning spaces
· Accessibility, inclusion, and responsiveness to diverse learners

What is attended to—and what remains in the background—should be shaped by the goals identified in the pre-observation conversation, rather than by a desire to "see everything at once."

Guidance for Observers

Effective observers are encouraged to:
· Observe quietly and discreetly, minimizing disruption
· Focus on descriptive evidence rather than judgments or recommendations
· Record specific examples that connect to the instructor's stated goals
· Be aware of comparisons to one's own teaching style or preferences, and refocus attention on the instructor's goals and context

Descriptive observation notes—whether captured through narrative notes or time-based logs—focus on documenting what occurred, rather than evaluating it (e.g., questions asked, patterns of participation, moments of confusion or engagement). Observers may find it helpful to note timing, sequence, or shifts in activity to better understand how the session unfolds. These notes provide a shared record that supports collaborative interpretation during the post-observation conversation.

Using Frameworks as Optional Lenses

Some observers find it helpful to use conceptual frameworks as lenses for sense-making and for organizing reflection and dialogue, rather than as evaluative criteria. One such example is the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework, which invites attention to:
· Social Presence: community, inclusion, and interaction
· Teaching Presence: design, facilitation, and instructional clarity
· Cognitive Presence: evidence of learning, inquiry, and meaning-making

No single framework captures all aspects of teaching and learning, and observers may choose to draw on—or set aside—frameworks depending on context and purpose.

Across contexts, observing teaching as a developmental practice requires restraint. As Siddiqui, Jonas-Dwyer, and Carr (2007) note, effective observation involves sustaining attention, noticing complexity, and postponing evaluation in order to support meaningful reflection and learning.

[bookmark: _Toc228513757]3.4 Post-Observation Phase: Giving and Receiving Feedback

[bookmark: _Toc228513758]Supporting Reflection Through Dialogue

The post-observation conversation is the heart of the teaching observation process. Its purpose is not evaluation, but dialogue that supports reflection, learning, and future teaching decisions. The instructor's perspective is central to this conversation, shaping how the session is interpreted and which directions for development are most meaningful.

This meeting typically takes place within a week of the observation, allowing time for reflection while ensuring that feedback remains timely and grounded in fresh evidence (Siddiqui, Jonas-Dwyer, & Carr, 2007). In many cases, post-observation conversations last around an hour, though some take place as shorter check-ins or unfold across more than one conversation.

What to Discuss in the Post-Observation Meeting

A productive post-observation conversation typically includes the following elements. Some instructors find it helpful to reflect on these questions in advance of the meeting so they can share their impressions of the class and identify areas they would like to discuss.

· Begin with the instructor's reflections. Invite the instructor to share their impressions of the class, including what felt successful, surprising, or challenging.
· Share appreciative and constructive feedback. Introduce observations as evidence rather than judgments, grounded in specific moments from the session. Highlight strengths alongside areas for growth.
· Discuss two to three strengths and areas for exploration. Ground these in specific examples and connect them to the instructor's stated goals.
· Explore next steps. Encourage reflection on what the instructor might adjust, experiment with, or continue developing.
· Offer relevant resources or strategies where appropriate.





Principles of Constructive Feedback

The quality of feedback shapes the value of the observation experience. Sullivan et al. (2012) describe effective feedback that endeavours to be:
· Descriptive of behaviour rather than personality
· Specific and sensitive
· Focused on changeable aspects of practice
· Timely

The authors also caution against overload. Feedback is most effective when it is selective, drawing attention to one or two key strengths and one or two areas for development, rather than attempting to address everything at once.

Fostering Trust and Reflection

Because teaching observations can feel vulnerable, especially across differences in role or experience, feedback should be offered in ways that maintain trust and collegiality.

At times, feedback conversations may feel difficult—for example, when interpretations differ, when feedback is unexpected, or when a class session did not unfold as intended. In these moments, it can be helpful to return to shared goals, focus on descriptive evidence, and approach the conversation with curiosity and care.

Productive feedback conversations:
· Use descriptive, low-inference language that focuses on what was observed rather than interpreting intent
· Invite inquiry-based questions that open space for reflection rather than prescribing solutions
· Attend carefully to tone, pacing, and the instructor's readiness to engage
· Acknowledge complexity and contextual constraints

Guiding questions, feedback prompts, and sample structures for post-observation conversations are provided in Part 5 to support both observers and instructors in navigating this stage with care.



[bookmark: _Toc228513759]3.5 Reflection and Next Steps

[bookmark: _Toc228513760]Reflecting on Observation

Teaching observation supports professional learning most effectively when feedback becomes a starting point for reflection, experimentation, and ongoing inquiry. Joellen Killion (2015) describes feedback as a "dynamic, dialogic process that uses evidence to engage a learner—internally or with a learning partner—in constructing knowledge about practice and self" (p. 13). In this framing, feedback is not an endpoint, but part of a continuing learning cycle.

[bookmark: _Toc228513761]Reflecting Immediately After the Observation

In this process, the language used to describe teaching and learning plays an important role. Treating observation as ongoing inquiry encourages instructors to use descriptive, exploratory language that supports reflection and sense-making, rather than fixed judgments about effectiveness.

Following a teaching observation, instructors may choose to:
· Revisit observation notes or feedback over time
· Reflect on how observed patterns align or diverge from their intentions
· Consider other sources of feedback and whether these insights align with or diverge from the observation (e.g., mid-course feedback, end-of-term course evaluations)
· Identify one or two small, purposeful changes to explore
· Treat these changes as experiments rather than fixes

Meaningful development is more likely when instructors focus on manageable, context-sensitive adjustments, rather than attempting broad or immediate transformation (Bell, 2001; Yiend, Weller, & Kinchin, 2014).

[bookmark: _Toc228513762]Reflecting Over Time

Reflection may occur individually, through journaling or note-taking, or collaboratively through follow-up conversations with peers or mentors. Many instructors report that observing others teach—and discussing those observations—can deepen reflection by making tacit assumptions visible and expanding one's sense of pedagogical possibility.

In the case of a U of T faculty mentoring triad exploring models of delivery methods to elicit discussion within their classes, one described a key adjustment as follows:

While my course slides are generally text-heavy, I was surprised to note that theirs were sparser than mine—in some instances even consisting of a single image—which elicited much more discussion and engagement. Our subsequent conversations reflecting on the trade-off between explicitly "giving" information to students and having them develop knowledge through examples and discussion have been instrumental in re-evaluating the approaches I adopt in my planning. (Charles, Moon, & Dicks, 2022, p. 199).

This reciprocal dimension of observation is echoed in CTSI's mentoring study (2016), where one participant noted that observations can create a positive teaching culture when instructors open their classroom doors to others:

The interest is there and depends on how it is approached… seeing what someone else does causes you to reflect on your own teaching. (CTSI, 2016, p. 54)




[bookmark: _Toc228513763]Part 4: Extending and Sustaining Teaching Observation Practice

[bookmark: _Toc228513764]4.1 Part 4 Overview

[bookmark: _Toc228513765]Introduction

Teaching observation is most powerful when it is understood not as a one-time event, but as part of an ongoing professional practice. Over time, observation can shape how instructors reflect on their teaching, learn from colleagues, and participate in cultures of pedagogical dialogue.

This section invites you to step back from the mechanics of observation and consider how teaching observation can be extended across contexts, sustained over time, and used ethically and reflectively in professional documentation. Rather than prescribing particular formats or pathways, Part 4 emphasizes judgment, intentionality, and care in how observation practices are taken up.

By the end of Part 4, you will be able to:
· Recognize how teaching observation can adapt across teaching contexts and modalities
· Understand observation as a shared, collegial practice that contributes to teaching culture
· Use observation evidence thoughtfully and ethically in professional documentation

[bookmark: _Toc228513766]Sections in Part 4

Part 4 consists of six sections.
· 4.1 Part 4 Overview (you are here)
· 4.2 Teaching Observation Across Contexts and Modalities
· 4.3 Teaching Observation and Collegial Learning Cultures
· 4.4 Teaching Observation and Reflective Practice
· 4.5 Using Teaching Observation in Professional Documentation
· 4.6 Teaching Observation as an Ongoing Practice


[bookmark: _Toc228513767]4.2 Teaching Observation Across Contexts and Modalities

[bookmark: _Toc228513768]Observation in Different Teaching Contexts

Teaching observation does not look the same in every context. Disciplinary norms, class size, teaching modality, and institutional expectations all shape what can be observed and how evidence is interpreted (Bell & Cooper, 2013; Nguyen, 2023). In interdisciplinary settings, observation can also surface how different teaching traditions and assumptions shape what instructors notice and value, making dialogue across contexts an important part of the learning process. This can also invite reflection on how an instructor's teaching values are expressed differently across courses and contexts, and what remains consistent in their approach to teaching and learning.

For example:
· In large lecture settings, observation may focus on patterns of engagement, clarity of structure, or use of questioning.
· In seminars, studios, or labs, attention may shift toward interaction, facilitation, and responsiveness.
· In online or blended environments, observation may involve reviewing recorded sessions, discussion spaces, or learning materials alongside synchronous teaching.

[bookmark: _Toc228513769]Interpreting Observation Across Contexts

Rather than attempting to standardize observation across contexts, context-sensitive interpretation is essential. What counts as effective teaching—and what is visible to an observer—depends on local conditions, instructional intent, and learning environments (Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond, 2004).

Working Across Disciplinary Contexts

When observations take place across disciplines, it may be helpful to:
· Provide a brief orientation to disciplinary conventions during the pre-observation conversation, particularly where teaching practices may be interpreted differently
· Frame interpretations as questions during the post-observation conversation, especially when unsure how to read a particular teaching moment within the context of the discipline

In the case of three U of T faculty who mentored and observed each other's teaching as a triad across three disciplines, the participants highlighted several benefits of cross-disciplinary observation (Charles, Moon, & Dicks, 2022, p. 186):

a. The opportunities presented for reciprocity within their triadic mentorship structure
b. The value their different scholarly fields offered them in pursuit of professional development and open exchange
c. The broadened knowledge base of pedagogical techniques their multidisciplinarity afforded them throughout the P2P CoP

[bookmark: _Toc228513770]Reflecting on Observation Across Contexts

Extending observation practice, therefore, involves asking:
· What aspects of teaching are most meaningful to attend to in this context?
· What evidence is available, and what remains invisible?
· How might observation practices need to shift to remain developmental and fair?




[bookmark: _Toc228513771]4.3 Teaching Observation and Collegial Learning Cultures

[bookmark: _Toc228513772]Observation as a Collegial Practice

Beyond individual professional learning, teaching observation can contribute to the development of collegial teaching cultures within departments, programs, and teaching communities. When instructors regularly discuss teaching, observe one another, and reflect together, teaching becomes more visible, valued, and open to inquiry (Bell, 2001; Roxå, Mårtensson, & Alveteg, 2011).

Instructors often view their teaching as a personal activity, and opening one's door to others requires building trust and rapport with peers. Teaching observation becomes more sustainable when it is embedded in relationships where instructors feel supported rather than scrutinized, and where curiosity about teaching is shared rather than imposed. In a peer mentoring partnership at U of T that included two reciprocal observations, instructors described how the process supported reflection and dialogue about teaching (Simmonds & Dicks, 2018, p. 7):

As identities are constituted in the actions we perform (Trent, 2016), peer observation can be seen as a form of "doing" which fosters mutual engagement in the joint enterprise of teaching. While feelings of vulnerability and "performance anxiety" were inevitable, the focus on enhancing teaching practices and the acceptance of inevitable flaws in classroom delivery allowed for reflection, dialog, and a critical and constructive exchange on those practices that worked well, those that fell short of expectations, and possible means for improvement.

[bookmark: _Toc228513773]Conditions That Support Collegial Observation

Such cultures are not created through mandate. They tend to emerge gradually through:

Trust That Observation Is Genuinely Developmental
Instructors are more likely to open their teaching to colleagues when they trust that observation is intended to support learning rather than evaluation. This trust is sustained through consistent practices such as maintaining confidentiality and responding with curiosity rather than judgment.

Voluntary, Reciprocal Participation
Observation is most effective when participation is chosen and, where possible, reciprocal. When instructors both observe and are observed, the process shifts toward shared engagement rather than one-sided evaluation.

Shared Norms Around Confidentiality and Care
What is discussed before, during, and after an observation is typically treated as confidential to the participants, unless otherwise agreed. Clear expectations about how observation evidence is used help maintain trust.

Recognition That Observation Supports Learning for All Participants
Instructors often report learning as much from observing others teach as from being observed themselves, as it surfaces tacit assumptions and expands their sense of pedagogical possibility.

In departments where teaching observation has been sustained as a formative, peer-supported practice, instructors often describe greater openness to discussing teaching materials, classroom strategies, and pedagogical challenges. CTSI's mentoring study (2016) documents how long-standing peer observation practices can help normalize teaching conversations and make teaching visible without positioning observation as evaluation. In these contexts, instructors describe developing confidence in inviting peers into their classrooms and using observation as a shared learning opportunity.

Many studies highlight that instructors frequently report learning as much—or more—from observing others teach as from being observed themselves (Bell, 2001; Yiend, Weller, & Kinchin, 2014). Interdisciplinary peer observation initiatives, including peer-to-peer (P2P) approaches, further illustrate how observing across disciplinary boundaries can prompt reflection on assumptions, strategies, and teaching norms (e.g., Simmonds & Dicks, 2018; Dicks, Moon, & Charles, 2022). These approaches emphasize reciprocal learning rather than comparison, and reinforce observation as a collegial, developmental practice.

[bookmark: _Toc228513774]Sustaining Observation as a Collegial Practice

At the same time, observation alone does not guarantee positive culture change. Without careful framing, peer observation can reinforce hierarchy, comparison, or performativity (Blackmore, 2005; Simmonds & Dicks, 2018). Sustaining observation as a collegial practice therefore requires ongoing attention to purpose, power, participation, and consent.

Some instructors and departments also describe formative peer observation as a valuable way to prepare for, rather than replace, more formal summative review processes, without rehearsing or simulating evaluation. Early, low-stakes feedback can help instructors build confidence, reflect on their teaching, and avoid encountering classroom observation for the first time in a high-stakes context. Maintaining a clear distinction between formative and summative purposes remains essential to preserving trust and openness.




[bookmark: _Toc228513775]4.4 Teaching Observation and Reflective Practice

[bookmark: _Toc228513776]Observation as Reflective Inquiry

Teaching observation supports reflection most effectively when it moves beyond short-term problem-solving or "fix-it" thinking toward ongoing inquiry into practice. Reflective practice involves revisiting experience, questioning assumptions, and considering how teaching evolves across courses, contexts, and time (Bell, 2001; Brookfield, 2017).

Over time, instructors may use observation to:
· Track patterns or recurring questions in their teaching
· Explore how changes affect student learning and engagement
· Examine tensions between espoused teaching values and enacted practice
· Develop greater confidence and pedagogical congruence

Inquiry-based approaches to reflection encourage instructors to treat feedback and observation evidence as prompts for sense-making rather than directives for correction. Reflection is most generative when it is supported through dialogue, revisiting evidence over time, and remaining open to uncertainty and experimentation (Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond, 2005; Pattison et al., 2012).

Seen in this way, teaching observation becomes less about resolving teaching challenges in a single moment and more about cultivating habits of curiosity, collaboration, and professional judgment that can be sustained over time and across teaching relationships.




[bookmark: _Toc228513777]4.5 Using Teaching Observation in Professional Documentation

[bookmark: _Toc228513778]Documenting Teaching Observation Thoughtfully

In some contexts, instructors choose to draw on teaching observation as part of professional documentation, such as teaching dossiers, Progress Through the Ranks (PTR) materials, award applications, or promotion and tenure files. Faculty are often required to collect evidence of effective teaching throughout their careers, and formative teaching observation can be one meaningful source of such evidence when used thoughtfully.

In developmental contexts, documentation typically emphasizes:
· The purpose and focus of the observation
· Insights gained through reflection and dialogue
· Changes explored or implemented over time
· Alignment with other sources of evidence (e.g., student feedback, teaching materials)

Rather than presenting observation as proof of effectiveness, reflective documentation highlights what was learned and how teaching practice evolved because of the observation process (Bernstein, Burnett, Goodburn, & Savory, 2006).

Instructors may, for example:
· Reference a teaching observation letter or email as an appendix
· Describe the three-stage observation process and its focus
· Reflect on changes made in response to feedback
· Triangulate observation insights with other evidence of teaching (such as course evaluations or student comments)

[bookmark: _Toc228513779]Ethical Use of Observation Evidence

Using teaching observation in professional documentation requires careful attention to consent, confidentiality, and original intent. Because formative observation is typically conducted under conditions of trust and developmental purpose, revisiting these conditions is important when repurposing observation evidence.



In particular:
· Seek written consent: Confirm with the observer before including references to their feedback, participation, or written materials in professional documentation.
· Represent feedback accurately: When including observation notes or summaries, ensure that they are presented in a way that reflects the original intent of the feedback.
· Use evidence reflectively: While instructors may choose what to include, documentation is most meaningful when it reflects both strengths and areas of development, rather than presenting observation as exclusively affirming.
· Maintain the formative–summative distinction: Observation conducted as a developmental process should not be presented as formal evaluation without clear reframing and agreement. Preserving this distinction helps sustain the trust that makes formative observation possible.




[bookmark: _Toc228513780]4.6 Teaching Observation as an Ongoing Practice

[bookmark: _Toc228513781]Sustaining Teaching Observation Over Time

Teaching observation is most meaningful when it is sustained, voluntary, and embedded within relationships of trust. Whether used occasionally or as part of a longer-term approach to professional learning, observation supports growth when treated as a practice to be cultivated, not a task to be completed.

Extending teaching observation practice involves ongoing choices about:
· When and how to invite observation
· How to participate as an observer as well as an instructor
· How to balance structure with flexibility
· How to keep learning, care, and equity at the center of the process

Taken together, this guide frames teaching observation as a reflective, relational, and developmental practice—one that can support individual instructors while also contributing to broader cultures of teaching and learning.

[bookmark: _Toc228513782]Getting Started and Building Practice

Instructors may engage with teaching observation at different stages or levels of experience. You may find it helpful to consider the following entry points:

If you are new to teaching observation
Begin with a focused question about your teaching that you would like to explore. Starting with a single observation and a trusted colleague can provide a manageable and meaningful entry point.

If you have prior experience with observation
You may choose to extend your practice through reciprocal observation or by revisiting earlier questions. Ongoing cycles of observation can support deeper inquiry and more sustained professional learning.



If you are working at a departmental or program level
Sustaining observation as a collegial practice often involves building conditions for participation, including clarity of purpose, voluntary engagement, and shared norms around trust and confidentiality. Departments and programs may support this work through shared observation cycles, peer partnerships, or structured opportunities for dialogue. Developing these practices typically takes time and benefits from ongoing coordination and collective commitment.




[bookmark: _Toc228513783]Part 5: Tools and Templates for Teaching Observation

[bookmark: _Toc228513784]5.1 Part 5 Overview

[bookmark: _Toc228513785]Introduction

This section offers a curated set of optional tools and templates to support teaching observation as a formative, reflective, and context-sensitive practice. No single tool fits every purpose or teaching context, and you are encouraged to adapt or combine these resources in ways that reflect your goals, relationships, and context.

Teaching observation is a situated practice. The tools in this section are designed to support thoughtful reflection and informed choices, not to prescribe practice.

When selecting or adapting a tool, you may find it helpful to ask:
· What am I hoping to learn right now?
· What level of structure feels supportive in this situation?
· What would feel overly prescriptive or limiting?
· How might this tool be adapted to better fit my context?

All templates are provided as editable Word documents so that you can tailor them to your needs.

[bookmark: _Toc228513786]Sections in Part 5

Part 5 consists of five sections.
· 5.1 Part 5 Overview (you are here)
· 5.2 Preparing for Observation: Tools to support goal-setting, context-sharing, and pre-observation conversations
· 5.3 Attending to Teaching and Learning During Observation: Options for documenting teaching and learning as it unfolds
· 5.4 Feedback and Reflective Dialogue: Prompts and guides to support post-observation conversations
· 5.5 Documenting Teaching Observation: Templates and guidance for translating observation into reflective documentation

[bookmark: _Toc228513787]5.2 Preparing for Observation

This section supports thoughtful preparation and alignment by clarifying purpose, focus, and context, without scripting the interaction. These tools may be used individually or in combination, depending on your goals and context. For guidance on what is typically discussed during pre-observation preparation, refer to section 3.2.

[bookmark: _Toc228513788]Tool: Pre-Observation Conversation Prompts

A short set of inquiry-oriented prompts to help instructors and observers clarify purpose, focus, and boundaries before an observation.

How you might use this:
· As conversation starters in a brief pre-meeting
· As a shared reference to align expectations
· As a way to name what feedback would be most useful right now

What this tool is:
· Not a required checklist
· Not a form that needs to be completed or submitted

Download Pre-Observation Conversation Prompts (Word)

[bookmark: _Toc228513789]Tool: Instructor Goal-Setting Prompts

A brief reflective worksheet for instructors to articulate what they are exploring in their teaching and what kinds of feedback would support that inquiry.

How you might use this:
· Independently, prior to inviting an observer
· As a reflection to share (in whole or in part) with an observer
· As a way to revisit goals after the observation

Download Instructor Goal-Setting Prompts (Word)


[bookmark: _Toc228513790]Tool: Context-Setting Prompts

Optional prompts to capture relevant information about the course, students, modality, and session being observed.

How you might use this:
· To provide context that helps an observer interpret what they see
· To surface constraints or conditions shaping the teaching session
· To support observations across unfamiliar disciplines or modalities

Download Context-Setting Prompts (Word)




[bookmark: _Toc228513791]5.3 Attending to Teaching and Learning During Observation

This section supports capturing descriptive evidence by offering multiple ways of attending to teaching and learning, rather than relying on a single observation instrument. These tools offer different levels of structure—from open-ended logs to more focused prompts—depending on your purpose and context. For guidance on how observers attend to teaching and learning during an observation—including the use of descriptive, low-inference notes—refer to section 3.3.

[bookmark: _Toc228513792]Tool: Narrative Observation Log

An open-ended template for recording descriptive, low-inference notes during an observation.

How you might use this:
· To document what happens during a class or learning activity
· To capture moments of alignment or tension between intention and enactment
· To support later dialogue without evaluating or rating

What this tool is:
· Not an evaluation form
· Not a space for judgments or recommendations

Download Narrative Observation Log (Word)

[bookmark: _Toc228513793]Tool: Time-Based Descriptive Log

A flexible template for noting patterns over time (e.g., pacing, transitions, participation).

How you might use this:
· When exploring questions related to structure or flow
· In large classes where patterns are easier to notice than individual interactions
· As a complement to a narrative log

Download Time-Based Descriptive Log (Word)


[bookmark: _Toc228513794]Tool: Focused Observation Prompts

A set of optional lenses (e.g., student engagement, clarity of instructions, inclusion) that can be selected by the instructor.

How you might use this:
· To narrow attention to one area of interest
· To avoid "trying to see everything at once"
· To support targeted inquiry or experimentation

Note: You may choose one lens, combine lenses, or ignore them entirely.

Download Focused Observation Prompts (Word)

[bookmark: _Toc228513795]Tool: Online and Blended Teaching Observation Prompts

Prompts designed for observing recorded sessions, asynchronous activities, or online learning spaces.

How you might use this:
· When live observation is not possible
· To attend to interaction, presence, and learning design in online contexts
· To complement observation of synchronous sessions

Download Online and Blended Observation Prompts (Word)




[bookmark: _Toc228513796]5.4 Feedback and Reflective Dialogue

This section supports learning-oriented conversations, dialogue, sense-making, and instructor agency following a teaching observation. These tools are designed to support the kinds of post-observation conversations described in section 3.4, and may be used individually or together depending on your goals and context.

[bookmark: _Toc228513797]Tool: Post-Observation Reflection Prompts

Reflective prompts for instructors to use before or after the feedback conversation.

How you might use this:
· To organize your own thinking before meeting with an observer
· To surface questions or tensions you want to explore
· To support ongoing reflection after the conversation

Download Post-Observation Reflection Prompts (Word)

[bookmark: _Toc228513798]Tool: Feedback Conversation Guide

A lightly structured guide that frames feedback as dialogue, not delivery.

How you might use this:
· As a shared reference during a post-observation conversation
· To help keep the focus on evidence, interpretation, and next steps
· To support new observers who are still developing feedback practices

What this tool is:
· Not a script
· Not a sequence that must be followed

Download Feedback Conversation Guide (Word)




[bookmark: _Toc228513799]Tool: Inquiry-Based Question Bank

A collection of questions designed to invite reflection, interpretation, and sense-making.

How you might use this:
· To prompt deeper discussion during feedback conversations
· To avoid defaulting to advice-giving
· To support reflective practice over time

Download Inquiry-Based Question Bank (Word)




[bookmark: _Toc228513800]5.5 Documenting Teaching Observation

This section supports instructors who choose to document teaching observation as part of their professional materials, with attention to ethical and reflective use of observation evidence. Formative observation materials should not be reused for summative purposes without consent and contextual framing.

[bookmark: _Toc228513801]Tool: Reflective Documentation Template

A template for writing about teaching observation in a way that emphasizes learning, growth, and reflection.

How you might use this:
· When preparing a teaching dossier, award application, or PTR file
· To articulate how observation informed your teaching practice
· To triangulate observation with other evidence of teaching

Download Reflective Documentation Template (Word)

[bookmark: _Toc228513802]Tool: Observer Letter Guide

A guide for observers writing a letter or brief narrative describing a teaching observation in a way that emphasizes context, evidence, and reflective dialogue.

How you might use this:
· To structure a letter that describes the observation focus, context, and evidence gathered
· To distinguish between what was observed and what was discussed during the debrief
· To support conversation with the instructor about how the observation will be represented in professional materials

Download Observer Letter Guide (Word)




[bookmark: _Toc228513803]Part 6: References and Additional Resources

[bookmark: _Toc228513804]6.1 Part 6 Overview

[bookmark: _Toc228513805]Introduction

This final section brings together the references that informed the Teaching Observation Guide as well as additional resources for further exploration. While the guide focuses on practical strategies, tools, and reflective approaches to teaching observation, these readings provide deeper insight into the research, conversations, and practices that shape teaching observation in higher education.

The references cited throughout the guide highlight key scholarship on peer observation, reflective teaching practice, and collegial approaches to professional learning. The additional resources offer starting points for those interested in exploring teaching observation in greater depth or connecting with related teaching and learning initiatives.

You are encouraged to return to these materials as your teaching observation practice evolves, adapting ideas for your context and continuing conversations with colleagues.

[bookmark: _Toc228513806]Sections in Part 6

Part 6 consists of three sections.
· 6.1 Part 6 Overview (you are here)
· 6.2 References and Resources
· 6.3 Beyond the Teaching Observation Guide




[bookmark: _Toc228513807]6.2 References and Resources

The following references informed the development of the Teaching Observation Guide and provide additional perspectives on teaching observation, reflective practice, and collegial approaches to professional learning in higher education. Selected U of T resources are also included for readers who wish to explore related supports and programming.

[bookmark: _Toc228513808]References

These references represent key scholarship on peer observation of teaching, reflective practice, and collegial approaches to professional learning.

· Bell, M. (2001). Supported reflective practice: a programme of peer observation and feedback for academic teaching development. International Journal for Academic Development, 6(1), 29–39.
· Bell, M., & Cooper, C. (2013). Peer observation of teaching in university departments: A framework for implementation. International Journal for Academic Development, 18(1), 60–73.
· Berenson, C. (2017). Teaching squares: Observe and reflect on teaching and learning. Taylor Institute for Teaching and Learning Guide Series.
· Bernstein, D., Burnett, A. N., Goodburn, A., & Savory, P. (2006). Making teaching and learning visible: Course portfolios and the peer review of teaching. Jossey-Bass.
· Blackmore, J. A. (2005). A critical evaluation of peer review via teaching observation within higher education. International Journal of Educational Management, 19(3), 218–232.
· Bowden, J., & Marton, F. (1998). The university of learning: Beyond quality and competence. RoutledgeFalmer.
· Brookfield, S. (2017). Becoming a critically reflective teacher. Jossey-Bass.
· Charles, N., Moon, N., & Dicks, A. P. (2022). Reflections on pedagogical practice and development through multidisciplinary triadic peer mentorship. To Improve the Academy, 41(2), 186–211.
· Chism, N. (2007). Peer review of teaching: A sourcebook. Anker Publishing Company.
· Garrison, R., Cleveland-Innes, M., & Vaughan, N. (n.d.). CoI framework. The Community of Inquiry.
· Gosling, D. (2002). Models of peer observation of teaching. Learning and Teaching Support Network Generic Centre.
· Hammersley-Fletcher, L., & Orsmond, P. (2004). Evaluating our peers: Is peer observation a meaningful process? Studies in Higher Education, 29(4), 489–503.
· Hammersley-Fletcher, L., & Orsmond, P. (2005). Reflecting on reflective practices within peer observation. Studies in Higher Education, 30(2), 213–224.
· Hutchings, P. (1996). Making teaching community property: A menu for peer collaboration and peer review. American Association for Higher Education.
· Killion, J. (2015). The feedback process: Transforming feedback for professional learning. Learning Forward.
· Nguyen, P. V. (2023). Collaborative peer observation of teaching: Enhancing Academics' collegiality and collaboration. Reflective Practice, 24(4), 524–542.
· O'Leary, M., & Cui, V. (2020). Reconceptualising teaching and learning in higher education: Challenging neoliberal narratives of teaching excellence through collaborative observation. Teaching in Higher Education, 25(2), 141–156.
· Pattison, A. T., Sherwood, M., Lumsden, C. J., Gale, A., & Markides, M. (2012). Foundation observation of teaching project: A developmental model of peer observation of teaching. Medical Teacher, 34(2), e136–e142.
· Roxå, T., Mårtensson, K., & Alveteg, M. (2011). Understanding and influencing teaching and learning cultures ay university: A network approach. Higher Education, 62, 99–111.
· Shortland, S. (2010). Feedback within peer observation: Continuing professional development and unexpected consequences. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 47(3), 295–304.
· Siddiqui, Z. S., Jonas-Dwyer, D., & Carr, S. E. (2007). Twelve tips for peer observation of teaching. Medical Teacher, 29(4), 297–300.
· Simmonds, A. H., Dicks, A. P. (2018). Mentoring and professional identity formation for teaching stream faculty: A case study of a university peer-to-peer mentorship program. International Journal of Mentoring and Coaching in Education, 7(4), 282–195.
· Sullivan, P. B., Buckle, A., Nicky, G., & Atkinson, S. H. (2012). Peer observation of teaching as a faculty development tool. BMC Medical Education, 12, Article 26.
· Trigwell, K. (2001). Judging university teaching. International Journal for Academic Development, 6(1), 65–73.
· Wilkerson, L., & Lewis, J. (2002). Classroom observation: The observer as collaborator. In K. H. Gillespie, L. R. Hilsen, & E. C. Wadsworth (Eds.), A guide to faculty development: Practical advice, examples and resources, 74–81. Jossey-Bass.
· Yiend, J., Weller, S., Kinchin, I. (2014). Peer observation of teaching: The interaction between peer review and developmental models of practice. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 38(4), 465–484.

[bookmark: _Toc228513809]U of T Resources

· CTSI Faculty Mentoring for Teaching Research Report (2016) PDF
· CTSI Peer Observation of Teaching: Effective Practices (2017) PDF
· CTSI Peer-to-Peer (P2P) Faculty Mentoring for Teaching
· CTSI Quercus Course Review
· CTSI Teaching Observation




[bookmark: _Toc228513810]6.3 Beyond the Teaching Observation Guide

[bookmark: _Toc228513811]Continuing the Conversation

Teaching observation is most meaningful when it is ongoing, voluntary, and grounded in collegial relationships. The ideas and tools shared throughout this guide are intended to support reflection, dialogue, and professional learning over time—not to prescribe a single way of observing teaching.

You may find it helpful to revisit different sections of the guide as your teaching contexts evolve, adapt the tools to fit your needs, or explore observation in collaboration with colleagues. Many instructors begin by inviting a trusted peer into their classroom, experimenting with one observation tool, or using reflective prompts to guide a conversation about teaching.

Teaching observation also becomes more powerful when it connects to broader conversations about teaching and learning across departments, programs, and institutions. The resources below highlight opportunities at the University of Toronto to continue developing your teaching practice and engaging with colleagues.

[bookmark: _Toc228513812]Teaching Observation Guide Feedback

We welcome your feedback about this resource. Your input helps us improve the guide and shape future programming related to teaching observation and reflective teaching practice.

This brief survey takes approximately 5–7 minutes to complete. Your name and email address will not be recorded. Contact q.help@utoronto.ca for technical assistance or accommodation requests related to this resource.

Start the Teaching Observation Guide Feedback Survey

[bookmark: _Toc228513813]Supports and Resources

The Centre for Teaching Support & Innovation (CTSI) and U of T teaching support offices offer various services and expertise to support your teaching practice. You may wish to book a consultation, explore workshops, or connect with colleagues through teaching and learning programming. Explore the links below to identify opportunities for further support, professional learning, and collaboration in teaching and learning.

Useful Links
· CTSI Consultations
· Teaching Feedback Services
· Course Evaluations
· Educational Technology
· Resource Library
· Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) Support
· Teaching Award Support
· Teaching with GenAI at U of T
· Teaching with UDL at U of T

Programming Series
· U of T Teaching and Learning Calendar
· CTSI Workshops and Programs
· CTSI Self-Paced Learning
· Course Design Institute
· Peer-to-Peer (P2P) Faculty Mentoring for Teaching
· Reflecting on Your Teaching at U of T
· Teaching and Learning Symposium

U of T Teaching Support Offices
· Centre for Community Partnerships
· Centre for Faculty Development, Temerty Faculty of Medicine
· Centre for Teaching and Learning, UTSC
· Education Technology Office, Faculty of Applied Science & Engineering
· Institute for the Study of University Pedagogy, UTM
· Robert Gillespie Academic Skills Centre, UTM
· Teaching and Learning Office, Faculty of Arts & Science

[bookmark: _Toc228513814]Acknowledgements
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Prefer an offline version of this guide? Download the Teaching Observation Guide PDF for a single, accessible document containing the full guide.

Thank you for engaging with the Teaching Observation Guide. Visit the CTSI website for additional resources and upcoming events. We look forward to connecting with you again soon.
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