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Observing and Talking about Teaching: Departmental Leadership

Deborah Hughes Hallett, Wayne Raskind, Ayse Sahin, and Douglas Ulmer
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Observation vs. Evaluation, Interdepartmental Relationships,
Peer Learning

Department heads spoke of challenges that they have faced in achieving their observation 
goals.  They also compared the systems in place at various types of institutions (e.g. large 
and public vs. small and private) and discussed ways to incorporate a peer observation 
process at each.
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Context:

Who, What, Why?



Reference program:

Multidimensional, and formative as well as summative

Elements:

I Student opinion scores and comments

I Analysis of materials

I Analysis of grades

I Peer observation

I Other contributions

I Reflection and self-analysis

I Feedback
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Observations/issues/questions:

Student surveys are often maligned, but they do contain real
information.

Students’ comments (as opposed to scores) are typically viewed as
the property of the instructor. This is unfortunate, as they can
contain valuable signals.

They should be available to the department chair or whoever is
mainly responsible for teaching evaluation.
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“Analysis of documents” is a bit like “showing up on time”: Is
there a syllabus? Was there graded homework before the end of
the semester?

Basic checks like this are unambiguous, non-negotiable, and often
indicators of larger problems.

This simple and e↵ective method should not be neglected!
Competent, workmanlike teaching is an admirable and attainable
baseline goal.
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courses, independent studies, and capstone projects?)

How to weight them?
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Feedback: Immediate, verbal feedback/discussion after a classroom
visit contributes to a culture of opennesss and collaboration around
teaching.

On the other hand, written feedback is much more e↵ective at
bringing about needed change in di�cult cases.

There is tension here between “breaking the egg carton”
(encouraging openness and discussion) and having formative
evaluations that change behaviour.
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“Separate instance” courses and resistance to harmonizing grading
standards are symptoms of the egg carton.

So is resistance to any kind of course coordination, even at the
lowest levels.

Amazingly, these are controversial in some quarters.

A socialist/corporatist (but not Stalinist) view of the issue.
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Formative and summative: It is essential that junior faculty
undergo formative reviews that have the potential to change
behaviour when needed well before a high-stakes summative review.

This is as true on pragmatic grounds (e.g., dealing with deans and
provosts) as it is on fairness grounds.

Weak formative reviews vitiate summative reviews.
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faculty time.

How often can we a↵ord to do them?

Would a more open, less egg-carton culture make all this more
natural, transparent, and e�cient?
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