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Following the Students’ Learning Stories

through Classroom Observation

FRYOET R AL bA—R 2 4B/ IR BB IR B 2285 8F 2 B A UIRR A

In my first year as a graduate student of the
Department of Professional Development of
Teachers of the University of Fukui, I was
assigned to observe the Grade 1 classes in the
attached compulsory education school of the
University of Fukui.

I joined the class with the intent to learn about
how teaching and learning takes place inside a
Japanese classroom. Through my observations, |
was able to immerse myself in the teaching and
learning process that teachers and students
follow in their lessons and long-term projects.

However, as 1 continue to observe different
classes, I also learned a lot of things, especially
when it comes to the process of classroom
observation. In the Philippines, I was part of the
team who developed the classroom observation
tools, which are crucial in the assessment of
teacher performance. When I visited a Japanese
school and observed a class, I was also
particularly curious as to how Japanese teachers
are observed, what do observers focus on when
they observe a class or a teacher, and what kind
of notes do they write in their observation notes.

Recently, the Philippines’ Department of
Education has initiated a reform on classroom
observation through the adoption of the
Philippine Professional Standards for Teachers

as a basis for performance assessment of teachers.

In the past, classroom observation was
weaponized and used to intimidate and find flaws

Rosero Michael Wilson Isaac

of teachers. However, in recent years, the
education department has ensured that classroom
observation will focus on providing quality input
for the continuous improvement of teacher
practice and opportunities to share ideas and
expertise and promote mentorship and coaching
among colleagues. The current tools and
protocols on classroom observation encourage
observers to look into the actual teacher
performance, identify their strengths and areas
for improvement and encourage teachers to
reflect and develop awareness about their own
practice.

The said reform on classroom observation was
a welcome development in the Philippine
education system. However, when I compared it
with the classroom observation practices in
Japan, I realized a few things.

In the Philippines, observers and teachers have
to follow the following process: pre-observation,
observation and post-observation. During pre-
observation, teachers and observers must
identify and agree on the indicators that the
teachers need to demonstrate. The observation
will focus on these indicators and will be the
basis for rating. During the observation, the
observers must sit at the back and must not
interact with each other. They must also avoid
showing any facial expression that could
influence teachers. Lastly, in the post-
observation part, observers and teachers will
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discuss their observation and feedback about the
lesson.

In Japan, classroom observers can walk around
the classroom and interact with the students.
They can ask a few questions about how they
understand the lesson and what they intend to do
for their activities. Observers can also interact
with each other during the observation process.
In addition, the observers are mostly concerned
with the appearance of the learners and how they
respond to the teachers during the class and what
strategies allow them to undergo a process of
inquiry. Although I also learned that observers
can do this because they have a prior
understanding with the teacher (i.e. they are
allowed or asked by the teacher being observed)
and they do not do so on their own accord.

In contrast, classroom observation process in

the Philippines tends to focus more on the
teachers’ performance. It is evident on the
classroom observation rubrics, one of the
classroom observation tools/forms that the
teachers have to master because it will be the
basis of their rating.

Looking into the rubrics of the classroom
observation tools that we developed, as well as
the protocols and practices, I realized that
although the tools can guide the observers in
assessing the performance of the teachers, it
could take away the focus on the process of how
students learn, how their interaction with the
teachers and their peers influence their learning
and behavior in the classroom.

I think that the Philippine classroom
observation tools do not encourage observers to
appreciate the process of teaching and learning,
the flow of the lesson, the interaction between

teachers and learners and their impact on learners.

The process, more so, limits the observers from
seeing student-teacher interaction that is crucial
to student learning, how the actions of the teacher
influence their learning, among others. The focus
of classroom observation is on the outcomes of
the teaching, not on the process itself. That is
why some of the observers do not feel the
necessity of staying inside the classroom for the

entire duration of the lesson. As soon as the
group work starts, they leave the room and stop
observing. Observers also might also develop the
tendency  of  nitpicking a  teacher's
action/performance in the classroom in
accordance with the indicators that they need to
observe.

I thought my work on the Philippine
Professional Standards for Teachers and its
performance assessment system for a long time
can help me better understand the teaching and
learning process. I initially observed classes in
terms of domains and strands and descriptors of
teacher quality. However, 1 realized that it
somehow gave me a fragmented view of teacher
performance, as I thought in terms of separate
indicators. Having a list of indicators to be
observed in mind might prevent an observer from
seeing the class/lesson as a whole.

In Fuzoku, when I observe with other teachers
or even alone, I often find myself drawn to the
students. Listening to their little conversations,
observing their reactions when a teacher does
something, following their thought process and
actions in class help me understand better how
they learn. For instance, in an English class, I
learned to focus more on the following:

*How did the teachers connect the previous
activity to the current lesson?

*What strategies were introduced by the teachers
to support students’ understanding of the lesson?

*How did the students use the resources available
to them (e.g., iPad, Google translate, textbook,
picture dictionary)?

*What were the students talking/discussing
about?

*What were the roles of the JTE and ALT? How
did they support each other?

*How did the students interact with each other
during the activity?

*What were the roles of the observers? How did
they assist the teachers and the students?

*How did the flow of the lesson change based on
students’ response and questions?
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Through this approach, I can follow and make
sense of the story of learning of students. It also
helps me take quality observation notes that
could help the teacher plan for their next action
and provide necessary interventions.

Observing classes in Japan made me realize that
classroom observation plays a very important

role not only in the evaluation of teacher
performance, but also in the improvement of the
design of their curriculum and delivery of the
lesson. In lesson study, good classroom
observation feedback is necessary to further
enrich not only the teacher’s performance, but
also student learning.

Valuable Lessons in Reflective Thinking

IRW—F—gpla—2 M2/#kiihaeks ALT - Charmoyl Roopen

In the heat of July and early August I attended
the Summer Cycles. As with the year before,
these cycles consisted of 3 phases that each
offered their own unique contributions to the way
I reflect on my practice as an Assistant Language
Teacher (ALT).

During the first phase, I concentrated on
reading and understanding Deborah Meier’s
book, “The Power of Their Ideas”(1995,2002).
The reason this book was chosen was almost
entirely due to the title. Initially I had thought
that this would focus more on students’ input and
initiatives in the classroom. The book certainly
did explore the value of children's ideas, but
focused more on how we as teachers could create
an environment that adequately nurtures their

young minds.

Being appointed to a school in East Harlem,
New York, USA, Deborah Meier noted the
difficulties that the schooling system and outlook
on education at the time had introduced to
schools in the East Harlem community. Through
careful consideration of the developmental needs
of students, the inclusion of the voices of people
from the surrounding community and a strong
belief in democracy, she pioneered a shift away

from pure academic learning. Instead she, and

the teachers that worked with her, made great

efforts to respect student individualism,
encourage creativity, and create a school that
surpasses the low expectations that public

schools tend to have.

As much as Deborah Meier seemed to write
from a managerial perspective (at the time she
was a school principal), some of her ideas still
applied, and could be observed in my own
practice. I tried to express some of these
observances during our group discussions. Two
of points that particularly stood out to me were,
(1) how the smaller schools and classes affect the
ability to effectively accommodate students of
varying learning abilities, and (2) the impact of
As an ALT that

travels between schools of many sizes, it is true

thoughtfulness as a teacher.

that the smaller schools have allowed for more
personal interaction with students. The student-
to-student interaction as well as interest in
lessons, feels greatly enhanced by the tighter
sense of community in smaller classes. The
teachers that I work with at smaller schools are
also able to fine tune their teaching methods to
suit all of their students. However, this is also
true for some of the teachers that I have worked

with at larger schools. But it was interesting to
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note how these teachers did also first teach at

small schools.

Finding connections between the readings
during the Summer Cycle and my own practice
were important to help ground the information I
was reading. The same sort of thinking was
applied to the second phase of the Summer Cycle,
in which I read through Donald A Schon’s,
“Educating the Reflective Practitioner”(1987).
However, this task was a little more difficult as
the book did not directly talk about education.
Instead, it focused on a necessary tool for our

development as educators - Reflectivity.

It was admittedly tough to wrap my head
around some of the concepts of reflectivity,
especially since it used architectural design as a
means to express ideas of reflection. But despite
the technicality of this text, I was able to gain
some valuable insight to the reflective process.
One of the key take-aways from reading the first
few chapters was the differences between
“reflection in action” and “reflection on action”.
These two separations of the reflective process
each have their own benefits to understanding

our actions and informing our improvement.

I far too often have a “surface analysis” of my
actions at school. Focusing a lot on “what” has
been done during a lesson, and less on “why” it
has been done. Through reading Schon’s work, I
realized that things such as the results of the
lesson, the students’ reactions and what they
could mean, my own feelings as I am giving a
lesson; All of these things have value and provide
a broader spectrum of information to anyone that
may read my long term research report at the end
of this year. Reading this book has definitely
enlightened me on ways that my own reflective
practices can be improved. But it has also caused

me to look back at how I had approached

reflective lesson study last year and encouraged

a bit of re-evaluation of my past writings.

Finally, during the final phase of the Summer
Cycle, I focused on compiling some of the efforts
made this year at my schools. In particular 1
talked about the change in attitudes of teachers,
and schooling environments that [ work in. Being
a part of the DPDT Fukui and talking to various
teachers has given me a broader understanding of
the educational goals in the prefecture, and
efforts With this
knowledge I have had the confidence to talk

teachers' and obstacles.
more knowledgeably with the teachers that I
work with. In turn this has garnered more trust
and confidence in my input as an ALT when

planning English lessons.

In my writing and discussions during this
cycle, I recollected how meetings between
teachers played a vital role in our lessons. During
lesson planning discussions in school, finding
out what the teachers’ value in their English
lessons has made it easier to understand and

reflect on the lessons we conduct.

Listening to other Japanese teachers during
our group discussions during these summer
cycles was quite difficult, as the readings that
everyone had chosen were all quite different, and
sometimes very technical. It must have also been
difficult for Japanese teachers to understand my
explanations of what I had read in English and
broken Japanese. Nevertheless, I appreciate the
teachers that tried their best to listen to my
discussions, and those that tried to simplify their
words so that I may understand too. All in all,
this Summer Cycle was yet another important
step toward broadening my understanding of
being an effective educator, and reflective

practitioner. I look forward to finding more
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relationships between what we read and what is

visible in my own practice.
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