19/3/15 Observation Notes from SHPS Primary School. In class observation of the first Learning Walk for 2015 at SHPS. (Names have been changed for privacy).
Arrival at the school. 9.15 – Met principal and was given paper work relating to the LW. Paper work was the forms to be filled in by the observing teachers about their observations. 
Week 8- Term 1.

Focus: 1. How we are continuing to embed assessment for learning strategies, in particular learning goals and success criteria. 2. Observe and discuss with students their understanding of their learning goals and the success criteria and how it helps their learning.

There were six teachers on the learning walk- led by Patrick - out of the six there were 3 who were experienced with Lws (P. R .L). There was a group meeting before the LW for 20mins to review their focus of looking at learning goals and success criteria. The principal was not in this meeting with them.

While the teachers were meeting in the staff room I gave the principal the information sheets regarding my research and we discussed the organisation of the learning walk for the morning. She then took me down to the staff room where I met the teachers who were participating in the LW as observers – P, R, T, L, L, D, -E (T? Away?)

Made our way to the first classroom- Teacher Diane- 9.25am.

She was aware that we were coming (obviously). Unclear how much was said about my presence- the principal had said she had told them, but the last teacher we observed (H) didn't seem to know who I was. H and D spoke to me briefly about who I was and what I was doing- I told them that I was researching the Lws process (not them as such)– this helped them to feel more at ease about my presence.
First Classroom Observation- Combined level/stage 2/3- approx.. 24 students, Children seated on the floor at the front with the teacher discussing what they were about to do. Guided reading & writing,

The observing teachers sat down at the desks, Patrick said hello to the teacher, I also sat down toward the back of the room. She continued her explanation of the morning's tasks, with a bit extra detail for our benefit, such as the goals and the different options for the guided reading task. Which were: listening to reading, read to someone, read to self, work on writing or word work, the students chose which task they would like to do, and sit at a group table of other students doing the same task. There was a teacher's aid in the room. Also a phone (!) which a child is tasked to answer each day....!

The teacher put the “goals” up  on the white board and discussed those with the students- and the aims for the day. At SHPS they have  a focus on WALT & WILF- What Are We Learning Today and What I (the teacher) Am Looking For. These weren't particularly evident in the first lesson,  but the teacher was quite clear in her instructions for the tasks and did articulate the learning goals of the lesson. Not quite so strong on the WILF which wasn't really commented upon in the short debrief after her lesson- that some students seemed 'off task' or not really doing what was required was mentioned briefly.

Room set up- A demountable room, small, but seemed comfortable enough (perhaps hotter later in the day)- brightly decorated with student's artwork, a reward poster on the wall where students who were doing well have their pictures placed up as “diamonds.”

Also Interactive white board, a word wall,

Behaviour- well behaved, moved quickly and without fuss to choose task and materials from labelled boxes for their task- there were eight adults in the room which may have had an impact on behaviour!!!

As the students went to their desks, the Lws teachers (and myself) stood up, and the Lws teachers moved around to separate desks to begin talking to the children about their understanding of their learning goals- what they will know after the lesson, and what they will be able to do as a result of the lesson. Understanding the how and why we are learning about what we are learning. After 10 mins or so we left the room Patrick thanking the teacher and class. We then went out and sat at a table near the classroom, for a 5minute debrief. After a couple of minutes the classroom teacher came out and joined us, leaving the teacher's aide to take over, as she was to join us for the rest of the LW.

Patrick led the discussion and posed some questions to the observers about the process and what they observed relevant to the learning goals. They discussed how well the learning goals were expressed and how well the students understood what they were doing. They seemed to think this was generally o.k, except for the couple of students who seemed off task or not really doing the work-just 'appearing to'.

When the classroom teacher came into the conversation she was asked a couple of questions from the observer teachers as clarification, then they moved into a sharing of ideas in relation to teaching and learning that was going on in the room. 9.23-

There were expectations that students should be able to talk about how they learn and the learning process so this is the focus of what the Lws are all about, finding out how well that is happening, not actually a critique or assessment about the teacher themselves or their ability as a teacher, the focus is firmly on the overall aim of the school with this particular initiative of making learning goals very clear to students, 9-56 

Generally very positive feeling from the teachers about the learning walks experience, they try to be casual, friendly and not too serious about it, and try to put each other at ease by being as friendly as possible. They are a pains to make sure there is no sense that the classroom teacher is being criticised in any way, of course the classroom teacher displays a little nervousness about being observed, and again there is friendly banter around this to try and diffuse it. The principal indicated to me that she felt she needed to make it clear to the teachers that I wasn't there observing them teach as such, but was observing the Lws process, and when quizzed by a couple of the teachers I reiterated that. Generally the teachers are reasonably relaxed and happy about being observed, but that understandably when you have six adults in your classroom watching the process, there is going to be a certain amount of nervousness about this. 11.13

Observation 2

Patrick had to leave to do something else and Lucinda took over a s leader. In this class there were 21-22 students a level 1-2 class- as we entered the teacher had the students on the floor at the front of the room- doing a guided reading with a big book. The WALT for the day- to read for alliteration- was displayed on the white board- and the WILF- That the students be able to write down their own alliteration sentence and to read their sentence to someone else. Interactive white board in the centre- as this was a younger group the learning goals and expectations were more embedded into the teaching process with lots of scaffolding and modelling of what was being taught and learned.

Environment- brightly decorated with student's work, tables were grouped- an English literacy lesson- a teacher's aid in a separate, adjoining room- she came and took one of the students out of the group for what was probably a reading recovery session.

The teacher engaged in active questioning of the students and co-constructing and scaffolding with the students to teach and practice the targeted language skill. She seemed also to be aware of differentiated learning and approached the language skill from various directions and with various supporting material offered and demonstrated. 13.47. Students were then instructed to go to their tables in order to begin writing their own sentences.

At this point the Lws observers and myself rose and left the class room. NOTE: need to clarify why the teachers didn't question the students in this class about their understanding of the goals- perhaps Lucinda being the temporary leader didn't remember this aspect? We all sat down again for a quick debrief at a table just outside the classroom- but not in sight of the classroom. They focussed upon the scaffolding of the goals and aims and they felt the teacher was very clear about this. They picked up on the highly differentiated way the teacher approached the introduction and scaffolding of the task. They also discussed resources and it was observed by the two new teachers that a big book was used and they had questions about this- which was not actually in line with the observation goals- and partly due to the fact that students weren't questioned in this observation about their understanding. A missed opportunity as the second teacher's approach was quite different from the first.

Observation 3

A 5-6 class with 27 students. At this point Patrick returned and Lucinda remained as an observer.

This room was set up differently from the other two in that while there were some grouped tables at the back of the room, there was a line of tables set up facing the white board and a teacher's desk set to the far left front of the room- there was strong environmental- rainforest and habitat protection theme around the room in posters, artwork and other work displayed in various areas of the room.

This class was well under way when we entered. An English lesson on persuasive writing- using specific language structures such as rhetorical questions, emotive language and the key point for the lesson which seemed to be 'elaboration' of ideas or expanding of ideas. We didn't get to observe how the teacher had set up the expectations and learning goals for the lesson, however, WALT & WILF were displayed on the white board. The WALT or goal was to write arguments in a persuasive text, that convey your own thoughts and to use 'complex language' effectively- this is what the students were working on. Individual students were being called to the front of the class to read out their examples of rhetorical questions – and presumably their 'emotive' language on the topic of saving the rainforest habitat. The aim seemed to be to produce a paragraph of persuasive writing, in which key ideas were elaborated upon.

The Lws teachers moved in to begin talking to students fairly quickly. There was an interesting aspect of the Lws teacher behaviour in that while they were questioning students about what they were doing and why, there seemed also to be a bit of “teaching” going on as well when the students didn't quite understand or articulate what they were doing. This seemed to be a relatively minor issue and the teachers were aware of this when asked about it later on. It seemed a natural aspect or result of questioning students about what they are doing and why.

This classroom teacher did come up to me and ask why I was there, I told her I was observing the Lws process, and she was happy with that. Obviously she hadn't had an opportunity to see the Principal that morning to be told about my presence.

The debrief for this lesson took place in the staffroom, and coffee was being made as this debrief took place, so a very relaxed atmosphere- if somewhat split in focus. 

Patrick again began by directing questions about the learning goals and asking for feedback on the lesson goals. There seemed to be a consensus that some of the students were struggling with the higher order skills and some did not seem to fully understand what was meant by 'elaboration' of their ideas or how to go about it. The same for the concept of a rhetorical question, and so there were questions about how well she may have set the students up for this use of language at the start of the lesson. They felt that there was good student focus in the lesson where students were asked to read out and so model the type of language required- and that this was a good approach, however, it was unclear about how the goals and objectives of the lesson were set out by her at the start, particularly in relation to the specific language conventions and meanings and elaboration required.

   In terms of how they as the observing teachers would follow this up it was a bit vague. It was noted that the classroom teachers could request feedback about the Lws observation, but it was not clear how the questions around the communication of the learning goals and objectives would be addressed with the classroom teacher. 

So again the distinction between avoiding criticism of the teacher and discussion around the learning goals that were the focus of the Lws, seems quite 'tricky'- here there seems to be a gap in procedure or one I need to explore- as it was clear that in the case of the last observation, more information was needed  from the classroom teacher about the goals and expectations as articulated to the students and by the students.

Overall comments about the Learning walk.
The first two classroom teachers had experience of learning walks- the last classroom teacher had not- which was quite evident in her manner – which seemed uncomfortable – and in the direct questions to me- she did seem quite nervous. (she kept saying “sshh” every few seconds- needlessly as the students were generally quiet.)

There was a general discussion about bringing new teachers into the Lws program. It was noted that this required a development of relationships between team leaders Patrick and Lucinda with the new teachers to build knowledge and trust in the process. They were also thinking about how to utilise Lws in further collaborative learning initiatives. As an example, they discussed how two teachers that week had attended an external professional development workshop on using technology in the classroom, particularly in maths instruction- and how they could use learning walks to give the other teachers a chance to collaborate in sharing this knowledge across the school. They had a good understanding that this type of external professional learning frequently doesn't get shared across the school in a collaborative way and so may or may not end up being utilised in the classroom or school more generally. Whereas, if the knowledge is shared and used as a chance to collaborate through Lws – it is more likely that the knowledge will be put to good use in all the classrooms across the school, rather than becoming hidden or lost knowledge, and with only one or two teachers holding the knowledge, if they leave, for example, that knowledge is lost.

The involvement with Lws has provided them with a platform to consider the differences between external PD and embedded PD and with the understanding of LWs as a powerful tool for teacher collaboration and sharing of knowledge. They see the true positives in building the group teacher knowledge base in this way. The size of the school – which is small- is a further positive in the acceptance of and promotion of the Lws program- they are a closer team due to the relatively small number of teachers (how many find out).

For me it would be interesting to look at a bigger school such as the one in Brisbane, where Lws has also been in place to see what potential differences there are in the relationships between the teachers involved.

It was noted by one of the SHPS teachers that at another, bigger school in Armidale, where she has friends who are teachers, that there would be numerous teachers who would not want to participate in a Lws program. Whereas, the teachers in the Lws for that day said that they were all quite comfortable with people coming into their classroom as part of the Lws process and seeing the real benefits of the sharing and collaboration involved.

I was invited to comment or ask questions, so I spoke briefly about my proposed research and that I was looking for volunteers to be interviewed.

I also let them know that my aims were to expand the knowledge base around embedded professional development programs like learning walks to provide other schools and teachers with knowledge of how useful this can be for their teaching practice.

I had a brief discussion with Sandra as I was leaving, and let her know that it would be term 2 before I would have approval for the interviews at the school. We discussed briefly the genesis of the program at SHPS and Rhonda’s involvement and Sandra then stepping into the role of Principal and having to remind herself about the Lws process for 2015, and the disciplined collaboration base of the program- and refocussing on the trust aspect of the program and how important this is to teachers agreeing to take part in the Lws. I let her know that I was interested in exploring this side of the program as well.

We briefly discussed that I would need to access some demographic information about the school when I return.

Final thoughts – from this initial observation it would seem that the teachers at SHPS have taken ownership of the Lws at SHPS, they like what it does for them collaboratively and professionally- they see its value to them as teachers and more importantly, they see the potential for its future and ongoing value to them as teachers.

Note from 10/6/15 Interview with teacher Louise- She said that each observer should have a different aspect to observe for the learning walk- so some would talk to students, some would focus on what the teacher was doing in terms of the aim- but this was not what I observed for this learning walk. Everyone seemed to be doing the same thing which was watching the teacher then talking to the students to see how well the learning goals had been understood.

