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Introduction to Observation Forms & Guidelines for Practice
TEMPLATES PROVIDED
· “Observation of TA” – this focuses observations on what the Teaching Artist is doing with the students to allow for their learning. The form lists potential behaviors one might look for in the classroom as well as an opportunity to quantifiably mark how often a behavior takes place (e.g. Never, Often, Sometimes, Always). 

· “Observation of Students” – this focuses observations on student behaviors tied to learning. This form provides an opportunity to quantifiably mark how many students are involved in that behavior. 

· “Observation of Students No Scoring” provides only space for notes, no tallying of percentage of students involved. 

· “Observation Template” – provides space for you to fill in a learning objective and determine what observable behaviors you are looking for. 

INTRODUCTION TO OBSERVATION
We all observe things all the time. We notice or perceive things that might be in our path—metaphorically and literally. We see things we want (or don’t want) and take action to secure them (or push them away). As theatre artists, we are particularly adept at watching human interactions in hopes of recreating them for the stage. 

When we talk about observation as an assessment tool, we sometimes refer to it as “formal observation” or “field observation” or “qualitative observation.” In those instances, we are observing with purpose in order to collect data that may or may not support a hypothesis. For example, we may be observing a class of students who are creating performance pieces. An objective for the class might be “Students work together to accomplish a task.” As an observer, we might begin by asking ourselves “How could I tell if students were working together?” or “What behaviors would students demonstrate if they were working together?” We then sit quietly in the back of the class, taking notes as a fly on the wall, and observe what is (and is not happening) in the class. 

Simple, huh? Yes, but… 

The purpose of observational data is to describe, not critique, the setting that was observed, the activities that took place in that setting, and the people who participated in those activities. But as we observe, our own personal experiences and biases often interject. We think how we might do things differently. We rely too heavily on how we ourselves act when we are engaged, and don’t acknowledge that there may be other ways to demonstrate engagement. And, most of all, we get bored or unfocused. We forget why we are there, and only part of our brain remains present and the rest is off at the grocery store. 

GUIDELINES FOR PRACTICE 

Observation is like acting or directing or writing or any other complex skill-set. It takes practice. Continuous practice. 

Most importantly, an observer should have a sense of purpose and a question or two that she is looking to answer in the observations. This is particularly helpful when boredom creeps in. A good observation form can also be invaluable for keeping the observer on-task.

When observing, make sure to take notes as best you can during the session, and then flesh them out immediately afterward. Or as close to immediately as you can muster. The more time that passes, the more data you will not recollect. When “thickening” your notes after the event, you can add your own impressions and questions, but be careful about drawing conclusions about motivation. You cannot observe why someone does something, you can only observe what they do. In a follow-up conversation or interview, you might ask questions leading to a conclusion about why something is done. 

Remember: descriptions are factual, accurate, and thorough. Notes avoid judging the participants (e.g. “student X was bored”) and instead relies on what can be seen and known (e.g. “student X had her eyes closed and head on desk throughout class”). 

Don’t worry if you feel you are missing something. It is just not possible to observe everything. Take time to scan the room for activity more generally, and then focus for a few minutes on specific students or elements. Keeping track of the time can be helpful in your notes as well. 

Remember to observe periods of informal interaction and unplanned activity (breaks, free time, arrivals, departures) as well as what “doesn’t happen.” For example, if you were observing how well students follow directions, you might note if no directions were ever given. 

Practice humility and non-judgment when observing and reporting. Whenever possible, assume no malice. If you both observe and are observed, you are more likely to be generous in your heart, less paranoid in your head, and more effective overall. 

OBSERVATION PROCESS 

Each theatre or organization will set up their own guidelines for using observation as an assessment tool. Here are a few that are good to keep in mind. You can also think of these as “observation etiquette.” 

Preparation 

Prior to observing, meet with Teaching Artist to discuss residency and goals. Do not show up unannounced to observe a class. Particularly if you are the supervisor or employer of a Teaching Artist being observed, be explicit that the goal of the observation is not punitive or job-threatening. The goal of the observation is to capture data on student learning and, as possible, to enhance that learning. 

Gather as much of the demographic information as possible. 

· Name of observer

· Name of Teaching Artist observed 

· School/Center/organization where class took place

· Time of day/duration of class and date  

· Brief description of space 

· Grade level/age of students; number of students

· Brief residency description and goals 

· Session number (e.g. 1 of 5 sessions) 

During Observation 

· Begin by scanning the room and quietly observing (3 to 5 minutes).  

· Look around—what intrigues you? How are the students entering the room? 

· If you are quiet and unobtrusive, students will quickly forget you are there. 

· Alternate between scanning (looking around the room for general activity) and focusing (watching one or two students or a small group). 

· You might bring a list of observation prompts (see below) to remind yourself of behaviors to look for. 

After Observation 

· Return to your notes as soon as possible to “thicken” – add more details, fill out scale etc. If you wait too long, you will forget. 

· Meet again with Teaching Artist to discuss what happened—focusing on asking questions and giving constructive feedback. 

SAMPLE OBSERVATION PROMPTS 

When observing a classroom, it can be helpful to have a list of behaviors as a reference. These prompts can be generated based on a specific residency and are often applicable to multiple situations. Following are examples of behaviors associated with student engagement. Depending on the objectives of the lesson, the following list might be prioritized or shortened. 

Students seem to: 

· Follow directions 

· Sustain focus on task 

· Join groups to create and integrate ideas 

· Respect giving and receiving ideas 

· Respect other students and their ideas 

· Participate in large group work

· Participate in small group work 

· Practice what they are learning 

· Willingly volunteer for activities 

· Ask relevant questions and prompt thoughtful discussions 

· Make connections with previous learning 

· Use theatre vocabulary 

· Produce quality outcome and complete tasks

· Participate in reflection 
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