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PEER OBSERVATION AS A TOOL FOR TEACHER’S PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT AND THE WAY TO INCREASE THE QUALITY

OF THE EDUCATION PROCESS

K.N. Volchenkova, volchenkovakn@susu.ru

South Ural State University, Chelyabinsk, Russian Federation

Ever changing requirements to the academic staff in times of constant emergence of new
learning tools and educational technologies put much pressure on the teachers and encourage
them to find new and effective ways for continuous professional development in order to in-
crease the quality of the learning outcomes and self-efficacy. Peer observation of teaching is one
of the techniques that can improve professional skills if seen as a supportive and developmental
tool. Evidence is emerging that the process of observing is just as if not more valuable than
being observed and given feedback. The paper aims to define the term “peer observation”.
Based on the analysis of the literature different models of peer observation are described with
the emphasis on the developmental model as the most fruitful one for continuous professional
development. The benefits of peer observation to increase the quality of the educational process
are given. The rationale to implement peer observation as part of a strategic approach to im-
prove the quality of learning and teaching is provided. The findings can be used in the system of
higher education to organize regular peer support for novice teachers and as part of continuous
professional development programmes.

Keywords: peer observation, summative observation, formative observation, model, assess-

ment, peer Support.

The quality of education process depends on
many factors. One of the factors is teacher’s
competence formed and improved during the pro-
fessional life of a specialist. Peer observation of
teaching is one method of evaluating teaching
that can offer formative feedback to assist in the
development of reflective processes of the teacher
and to provide qualitative evidence to substan-
tiate student evaluations [1]. The traditional view
of the process also includes an assumption that
colleagues can learn effectively from each other’s
explicit, constructive feedback about observed
teaching. Peer observation is a technique used for
various purposes in both learning and teaching.
For the scope of the paper, we focus on peer ob-
servation for teachers as an instrument for conti-
nuous professional development and the source
of learning.

Peer observation is not an innovative tech-
nology. It appeared in the USA in the 60s and
became a common technique. Administration of
the universities used student-generated reviews
of teaching staff that led to professional deve-
lopment programmes. Peer observation was an
integral part of this process [2]. 2030 years later,
the practice was increasingly developed throughout
the UK, but didn’t become widespread in the
1990s [3]. While learning by observation in

western universities is not exactly new, observa-
tion of teaching has only become a feature in
Great Britain in the last decade. In Russian uni-
versities, peer observation is a technique that is
used by the heads of the departments to decide on
reappointment, tenure or redundancy. Though,
the technique is developed thoroughly in Peda-
gogy until now it has been used exclusively for
the evaluation of a teacher’s competence. So,
the potential of peer observation as a develop-
ment tool has not been estimated and researched
by Russian scholars.

Gosling [4] defines peer observation by de-
constructing the individual terms in the title.
A “peer” can mean a colleague from the same
department, similar status, above or below your
own grade, same age or experience. The nature of
this relationship may change depending on why
the observation is occurring. If peer observation
is being used throughout a university it is vital
that all staff members are regarded as genuine
peers, and that there is real mutuality and respect
for the participants, regardless of their status.
The term “observation” incorporates the style of
monitoring a teacher’s work, the purpose and the
form of observation. To make it objective it is
suggested that some form of checklist is used.
However, since most genuine peer observation is
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developmental in nature, the checklist approach
to data collection can be limiting and it is sug-
gested that a more open, informal recording
measure should also be incorporated. This en-
sures that the observer is not merely relying on
memory and interpretation without any evidence,
while at the same time not being limited to the
strict format of a checklist. To make an observa-
tion more precise and objective a combination of
techniques should be used. So, peer observation
is a technique used for evaluation or develop-
mental purposes, where colleagues observe each
other's practice to provide feedback and discus-
sion that will promote reflection and support pro-
fessional development.

The principle types of peer observation are
formative and summative ones. Formative eva-
luation typically is oriented solely towards the
improvement of teaching and is part of instruc-
tional mentorship and development. Summative
evaluation, in contrast, is that done to inform per-
sonnel decisions. To improve the freedom and
exploration of individual faculty, formative re-
views may be shielded from scrutiny for a period
of years until such time that there needs to be
accountability to standards of excellence for per-
sonnel decisions. At this point in time, summa-
tive evaluations are more common since they are
tied to decisions related to reappointment, pro-
motion, or tenure [5, 15]. Because the more con-
sequential nature of summative evaluations tends
to diminish the formative value of the peer re-
view process, it is important to maintain a clear
distinction between these types of evaluation and
be transparent with those under review. It is also
common to have different faculty involved in
each form of assessment — mentor faculty in the
formative evaluation and departmental or pro-
gram administrators, such as chairs, involved in
summative evaluations.

Summative evaluation rarely provides suffi-
cient information to teachers for improving
teaching. In recent years, in fact, time-honored
practices of faculty evaluation have been rather
harshly criticized. In response to this, scholars
have recommended that assessment specifically
designed to improve teaching should be put into
place alongside, but apart from, summative eva-
luation. Other scholars have suggested that for-
mative peer-assessment, a process in which work
collaboratively to assess each others' teaching
and to assist one another in efforts to strengthen
teaching, be developed and implemented. Colla-
borative peer observation probably should in-

clude opportunities to teachers to learn how to
teach more effectively, to practice new teaching
techniques and approaches, to get regular feed-
back on their classroom performance, and to re-
ceive coaching from colleagues [6].

Academics might like peer-observation if
they are sure that it is confidential, if they have
a curiosity about their colleagues’ teaching me-
thods and strategies, an interest in improving
their own teaching effectiveness, or feel comfor-
table being observed in the classroom because
they have previously experienced observations
[7]. Conversely, academic staff might resist being
observed if they have concerns about the objec-
tivity of the observer or the accuracy of what is
reviewed, or if they feel that the observation
might restrict their academic freedom [8].

In a survey conducted among the teachers of
foreign languages department (South Ural State
University) with 28 teachers participating in
a survey, only half of the teachers wanted to take
part in the peer observation process. 40% of the
teachers admitted that the experience of being
observed was both positive and negative for
them. 90% agreed that peer observation is an ef-
fective tool for professional development. 85%
agreed that they need a training session to ob-
serve efficiently and that giving feedback is
a special skill to be learnt. 15% of the teachers
admitted that peer-observation causes more stress
than benefits. Time constraints, busy workloads,
and fear of scrutiny and criticism were identified
as issues that might inhibit participation in the
process. With all these having in mind we can
conclude that peer observation is a technique to
be learnt being sensitive by nature and elaborate
in terms of giving feedback with the primary
focus on support and not judgment.

There are several models of peer observation
(Table 1). These models differ on the basis of
either the number of observers (i.e. pairs, trios, or
larger groups) or the purpose of the observation:
an evaluation model; a developmental model; and
a peer-review model [5]. In the evaluation model,
it is usually a senior faculty member who ob-
serves others, while in the developmental model,
the observer is an educational developers, expert
or teaching practitioner. The essence of the peer-
review model however, is that teachers observe
each other, often in a reciprocal process. They are
not being judged by any externally set criteria;
instead, the assessment is based around a set of
mutually agreed issues [9]. One could even argue
that the evaluation and developmental models are
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not actually peer models, because of existing
power relationships in the earlier two models.

Table 1
Models of peer observation
Model Objective

Evaluation Identify under-performance,
model confirm probation, appraisal,
promotion, quality assurance,

assessment
Developmental | Demonstrate competency,
model improve teaching competen-

cies; assessment quality en-
hancement and professional
development

Engagement in discussion
about teaching; self and mu-
tual reflection on good prac-
tice among academic staff

Peer-review
model

The developmental model assumes that we
have a strong evidential basis for knowing what
good practice in teaching is. There is evidence
that advice given to teachers does lead to them
adopting a more student-centered approach in
their teaching.

The efficacy of formative and summative
evaluations of faculty teaching is investigated by
Cavanagh [10]. He stresses the fact that both
types of review should be subjected to rules, cri-
teria, and standards, so as to identify the effec-
tiveness of teaching. These criteria are decided
via peer conversation among members of a scho-
larly unit. The intrinsic aim for the criteria agreed
upon is, he thinks, to clarify the expectations for
curriculum design, teaching methodologies, and
the potential learning outcome.

Whether it is conducted for formative or
summative purposes, peer observation comprises
a simple, three-stage process:

1. A pre-observation meeting where the par-
ticipants discuss the process. This preliminary
meeting allows the observer to gain an under-
standing of the session to be observed.

2. The observation or actual classroom visit.

3. A post-observation meeting where there is
debriefing, plus reflection by both parties on
what has taken place.

Where peer-observation is summative and
forms part of a formal program, further adminis-
trative steps are involved: before the pre-obser-
vation meeting (notification of the upcoming
observation to both participants) and after the
post-observation meeting (production of a written

report, and dissemination of findings to the de-
partment or program, perhaps with a view to
identifying staff development needs).

Topics discussed at the pre-observation
meeting should include: the lesson plan for the
session; the key learning objectives; the teaching
approaches or methods to be adopted; and the
context of the teaching (room, timetable, the sta-
tus and history of the student group). Participants
would also negotiate the role of the observer in
the session; how the students will be informed of
the upcoming visit; and aspects of teaching that
the observee would like to receive feedback upon
[5]. In cases where it is not possible to meet up
before the observation, contact by email or phone
may replace the pre-observation meeting [5].

During the classroom visit, it is important to
keep the behaviour of participants as natural
as possible to ensure that what the observer wit-
nesses is representative of the instructor’s tea-
ching practice. For this reason, Gosling [5] re-
commends that the observer sit where they are
not in the overt line of vision for the instructor
or the group, but where they can see both instruc-
tor and group. In the ideal case, the post-
observation feedback meeting takes place as soon
as possible after the observation meeting. Ideally,
no more than a week should elapse between
the meetings [5].

Observer and observee share a joint respon-
sibility to keep the feedback focused and con-
structive [5, 11]. A good feedback session will
allow the instructor the opportunity to self-
diagnose any possible weaknesses in their own
teaching performance. Wherever possible, asses-
sors should strive to be supportive and positive in
their feedback and comments. To this end, Bell
[11] recommends the use of open-ended ques-
tions.

Peer observation becomes especially va-
luable when new techniques are introduced into
the education process. The adoption of a new
technology is time-consuming and many hurdles
teachers face can be settled through peer support.
In the context of the continuous development
scheme, the definition of peer observation of
teaching is the formal process by which the good
practice of staff engaged in learning and teaching
activities is identified, disseminated and deve-
loped. Peer observation can also be seen as a ref-
lective tool for a teacher.

The concept of reflective practice and its po-
tential role in professional, personal and organi-
zational development in higher education is fun-
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damental to the scheme. Askew [12] reports that
a reflective model of peer observation of teaching
can become a key process in the professional
learning of academic staff/faculty and contribute
to fashioning a consciously reflective learning
organization. Indeed, it can prevent teachers from
becoming isolated and teaching from becoming
routine and mundane. Linked to this, the current
scheme utilizes a mentoring component; men-
toring literally means ‘wise and trusted advisor or
counselor. It is an essential aid to the academics’
professional development, looking beyond day-
to-day activities to the future through fostering
talent and potential.

Scholars have suggested that a number of
personal and institutional benefits might be rea-
lized from teachers participation in the formative
peer evaluation of teaching. These include im-
provement teaching, teachers’ morale, collegiality
and student learning. Peer observations are par-
ticularly useful for self-assessment and im-
provement of teaching skills; but it is important
for participants to keep in mind that what is
gained through peer observation will ultimately
benefit students. Therefore, observation is in-
tended for reviewing the teaching process and it
is relationship to student learning. Peer observa-
tion is an exercise, which can promote collegia-
lity and a learning environment and atmosphere
as well as bring affective benefits to the observer
and the teacher. In many departments, there is
often an attitude that teaching is a secretive ac-
tivity, which takes place behind closed doors;
the prevailing discourse is often one of wonder
and curiosity about others’ teaching. Peer obser-
vation provides an opportunity to open up the
doors and reveal what is taking place on an eve-
ryday basis. Regardless of what teachers observe,
this is in itself a reassuring activity. Eddy and
Garza Mitchell [13] specifically refer to the im-
portance of faculty sharing to diminish the notion
that teaching is a solo activity and to motivate
experienced faculty to be more engaged in
the learning process.

Opening up the classroom through peer ob-
servation also gave confidence to some teachers.
This confidence stemmed from confirmation that
what they were doing was acceptable.

Ultimately, peer observation aims to provide
the participant with feedback, support and assis-
tance from their colleagues. Moreover, when they
observe, they will be able to see teaching from
the students’ perspective. Webb [15] believes the
more we as teachers can share a common form of

life and common experience with others in our
institutions, the greater is the possibility that we
will be able to extend our horizons to encompass
a fuller understanding of our strengths and weak-
nesses.
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B3AUMONOCELLEHUE 3AHATUNA KAK UHCTPYMEHT
NMPOPECCUOHAIIbBHOIO PA3BUTUA NPENOOABATEIA
N CNOCOB NOBbIWEHUA KAYECTBA
OBPA3OBATEJIbHOIO NPOLIECCA

K.H. BonyeHkoga

tOxHo-Ypanbckuli 2ocydapcmeeHHbIl yHugepcumem, 2. YensabuHck

PaCTyHII/Ie Tp€6OBaHI/I$I K Hp0(1)eCCOpCKO-HpeHO,HaBaTeHLCKOMy COCTaBy U YPOBHIO KOMIIC-

TEHTHOCTH, CBSI3aHHBIC C MOSBICHUEM HOBBIX TEXHOJIOTHH OOYYCHUS, IPUBOAAT K HEOOXOIMMO-
CTH BHEJPEHUS JOTOJTHUATENHHBIX (POPM MPO(EeCCHOHATBFHOTO Pa3BUTHS, IOUCKA YPPEKTHBHBIX
CII0OCOOOB ITOBBILIEHHS KadecTBa 00pa30BaTeNbHOIO Ipouecca. BiammorocemeHue 3aHATHI —
OJIMH M3 METOJOB, KOTOPBIH MOXKET CHOCOOCTBOBATH IOBBIMIECHHIO YPOBHS NPO(GeCCHOHAIBHBIX
YMEHHUH, €CJIA MCIIOJB30BaTh €ro B KAYeCTBE MHCTPYMEHTA MOJACPKKH U pa3BUTHS mpodeccop-
CKO-IIPEII0JIaBaTeNbCKOT0 COCTaBa.

Lenbto cTaThy sBISETCS KPUTHUECKUH aHAIN3 3HAYEHHUS M COJICP)KaHMS TEPMHUHA «B3aUMO-
ToCeIleHne 3aHsThi». [IpuBoANTCS KilacCU(pUKALMS Pa3IMYHBIX MOJAENEH B3aUMOIIOCEIICHHS
3aHSTHIA, UX TUIIBL, ATAIbI IPOLecca B3aUMOIIOCSIICHHS 3aHATHH. ONMUCHIBAIOTCS NIPEUMYLIECTBA
WCIIOJIb30BAaHMsI MOJICIIM B3aUMOIIOCEIICHHS 3aHATUI 11 IpenoaaBareneid By3oB. Jlaercs oboc-
HOBaHHUE BHEJPEHUIO MOJEIN B3aMMOIIOCEIICHNUS 3aHATHI B KA4eCTBE MHCTPYMEHTA MOBBIICHUS
KayecTBa 00y4eHHUs. Pe3ynbTaThl MccieqOBaHUs MOXKHO HCIIOJIBb30BATh B CUCTEME BBICIIETO 00-
pa3oBaHUs JUIS OPraHW3aldd KypCOB MOBBINICHHUS KBATH(GUKAIIMM M COACUCTBHs mpodeccuo-

HaJIbHOMY POCTY IIPEIOaBaTeIeH.
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