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ABSTRACT  

The United States is facing an unprecedented teacher shortage. With many studies 

estimating that 17-33% of teachers leave the profession within their first five years of 

starting a career, something needs to change to keep new teachers in the classroom. This 

study evaluates the effectiveness of peer observation as a learning tool to supplement the 

training of preservice teachers on an elementary campus. Observational learning theory 

and adult learning theory created the lens through which peer observations were 

implemented and evaluated in this study. Specifically, this study aimed to answer the 

following research questions: (a) How do conversations about teaching practices evolve 

over time between the preservice teacher participant and the researcher within the context 

of discussions following peer observations? and (b) How do peer observations influence 

the teaching practices of preservice teachers? 

This study found that the preservice teachers who participated in the peer observation 

intervention improved in their teaching practices over the course of the semester, valued 

the experience of peer observation visits, and increased their ability to talk about teaching 

and learning in more sophisticated and complex terms.  
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction and Context 

New teachers face a myriad of challenges throughout their first few years in the 

classroom, causing many to leave shortly after beginning their career.  Challenges faced 

by new teachers include developing effective parent communication skills, establishing 

classroom management techniques, planning lessons, assessing student work, navigating 

the political landscape of their school and district, differentiating instruction for students 

who are above or below the class average in performance, and meeting the endless 

onslaught of deadlines (Kardos & Johnson, 2007; Nelson & Thompson, 1963; 

Pogodzinski, 2013; Weiss, 1999).  Most new teachers find themselves working twelve or 

more hours each day including weekends and holidays just to keep up with the demands 

of the job (Kardos & Johnson, 2007; Ladd, 2011; Nelson & Thompson, 1963; 

Pogodzinski, 2013).  

Nationally, new teachers in the United States have been leaving the teaching 

profession in droves within the first five years of beginning a career in education 

(Darling-Hammond, 2003; Kaiser, 2011; Kopkowski, 2008).  Although this flight from 

the teaching profession has been most notably felt in the highest needs schools, more 

affluent schools and districts have been regularly affected as well by new teachers 

leaving the profession within the first few years before fully developing mastery of the 

profession (Anyon, 1997).  Many attribute this phenomenon to a lack of perceived 

efficacy felt by many new teachers (Atiles & Pinholster, 2013; Steffy & Wolfe, 2001).  

Teachers leaving the profession mid-year have left students without a qualified 

teacher, which has resulted in gaps in students’ academic knowledge, disjointed 
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curriculum, and behavioral problems among the students.  In addition, vacancies have 

been hard to fill in the middle of the school year because most teacher preparation 

programs follow the same academic calendar as the elementary school, thus leaving few 

or no new applicants for vacant positions until the December or May graduation times.  

Further, teacher candidates who were available to hire mid-year are usually individuals 

who did not get hired during the typical summer hiring season or who have resigned from 

their contract in another district.  These applicants tend to have very low teaching 

proficiency levels.   

Failed Attempted Solutions to Early Career Teacher Challenges 

Teacher preparation programs have been constantly re-evaluated and revised by 

colleges in an attempt to adequately prepare graduates for the mental and emotional strain 

of the job, but often with limited success (Goldhaber & Cowan, 2014).  Many of the 

challenges faced by new teachers are highly contextualized and vary among schools, 

making it hard to prepare future graduates for the specific challenges they will face when 

they embark on their initial career in teaching (DeAngelis & Presley, 2010; Goldhaber & 

Cowan, 2014; Ladd, 2011; Pogodzinski, 2013).  Arizona State University has recently 

attempted to meet these challenges by changing the student teaching requirements for 

graduates of most of the teacher preparation programs to include two full semesters of 

student teaching to give students more time to learn from cooperating teachers and 

experience a broader array of situations (Mary Lou Fulton Teachers College, 2014).  

Several school districts have used comprehensive teacher induction programs, 

which often involve training during the new hire orientation followed by visits from an 

assigned mentor for the first two or three years (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Kaiser, 2011; 
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Taylor, Yates, Meyer, & Kinsella, 2011).  In many cases, however, mentors have been 

either still in the classroom themselves facing the daily challenges of teaching and 

managing a classroom, or, if the mentors were out of the classroom and in a coaching 

role, their caseloads made it unrealistic to provide adequate support to all who need it 

(Ingersoll & Strong, 2011).  These challenges have translated to teacher frustration and 

ultimately attrition.  

Nationally, 17 to 33 percent of new teachers have left the profession within five 

years to pursue careers in other fields (Darling-Hammond, 2003; Kaiser, 2011; 

Kopkowski, 2008).  These figures were consistent in the school district where early 

cycles of research for this study took place (T. Hancock, personal communication, 

February 9, 2015).  This exodus of new teachers has led to added expenses for school 

districts trying to keep up with the cost of training new employees.  Countless children 

also have missed out on the opportunity to learn from experienced teachers who have 

developed mastery of their profession over time.  An over-saturation of inexperienced 

teachers is particularly noticeable and harmful to students in poverty-stricken schools 

around the country (Anyon, 1997; Darling-Hammond, 2003).  

Administrators overwhelmed with the problems that have arisen from high 

turnover in the teaching staff struggle to find the time necessary to fully coach and 

develop new teachers.  Principals have depended on staff development coaches or new-

hire orientation training to provide new teachers with the skills and strategies needed to 

be successful in the first few years of teaching (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011).  Sometimes 

administrators have called in outside “experts” to lead professional development for 

teachers, sending a covert message that the necessary skills to train teachers are not 
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already present on the campus (Roseler & Dentzau, 2013).  The lack of training for 

preservice and early career teachers results in higher turnover rates, which costs the 

school or district additional money to train more new teachers (Darling-Hammond, 

2003).  

Arizona Legislation to Improve Teacher Quality  

In recent years, the Arizona legislature has tried to address the issue of teacher 

development through evaluation reform (ARS§15-203(A)(38), 2011).  Senate Bill 1040 

which later became law on April 25, 2011 through Arizona Revised Statutes 15-203 

(A)(38) has required, among other things, teacher and principal evaluation systems to be 

based on a framework to include best practices of teaching and to include at least four 

classification levels of performance (ARS§15-203(A)(38), 2011; Arizona Deparment of 

Education, 2014).  According to the Arizona Department of Education website, the 

rationale behind the legislation was sponsors of the bill believed teachers could benefit 

more from this meaningful feedback than from the traditional evaluation systems that did 

not account for the complexities of teaching (Arizona Deparment of Education, 2014).  

The Danielson Framework has been adopted by hundreds of school districts nation-wide 

as a model to satisfy the requirements of state law as well as meet the needs of the 

district. 

Many teacher preparation programs, including the iTeachAZ program through 

Arizona State University, had already changed their evaluation rubrics to comply with 

this standard a few years before state law mandated the change for Arizona teachers. The 

intent of the evaluation rubric for preservice and current teachers is to be used as a 

coaching tool to improve teaching and learning.    
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The district in this study, along with dozens of other local school districts in 

Arizona, uses a modified version of Charlotte Danielson’s framework of teaching to meet 

the state requirements set forth in ARS 15-203.  The framework has been used by both 

new and veteran teachers to evaluate their teaching practices in each of four domains of 

teaching (Danielson, 2007).  Each domain has been further separated by components of 

the domain with a four-point rubric to indicate levels of performance for each component.  

The four domains of teaching as defined by Danielson are (a) planning and preparation, 

(b) classroom environment, (c) instruction, and (d) professional responsibilities 

(Danielson, 2007).  Danielson’s work has also claimed that engaging in conversations 

about teaching is the quickest and most effective way to improve pedagogical practice 

(Danielson, 2009).  This change to make the evaluation system more meaningful, 

however, has failed to reduce teacher attrition rates in Arizona according to a recent 

report by the Arizona Department of Education (2015).  

Role of the Researcher 

On the front lines of this crusade to train and support teachers are the 

administrators who hire and train these educators.  As the principal of an elementary 

school serving approximately 700 students in grades pre-school through six in a small 

suburban district, I have been charged with managing and leading a school system that 

provides the best possible educational experience to all students. A major component of 

this charge has involved coaching and training staff, including student teachers.  On 

average, about 70% of my day has been spent in classrooms observing, coaching, and 

evaluating teachers and staff.  These observations have affirmed that experienced 

masterful teachers had fewer discipline infractions, attained higher levels of student 
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growth, and seemed more satisfied with their job than teachers who are new to the craft 

(Veenman, 1984; Wideen, Mayer-Smith, & Moon, 1998).  

In a pursuit to ensure every student receives a high quality education from a 

teacher who has mastered his or her craft, I have participated with teachers in dozens of 

professional development activities including workshops, book studies, whisper 

coaching, data analysis, webinars, and countless professional conversations.  I often 

begin training teachers while they are still in the student teaching stage of their career and 

then hire the best to join my staff.  This early intervention is important to me as an 

principal because during the formative year of student teaching, new teachers are the 

most open to feedback and are learning their skills for the first time. It is much easier for 

me to train a teacher correctly during their student teaching, than try to break bad habits 

once they are fully certified.  

Reflecting on my own professional development as an educator, I found that I 

have learned the most from watching other teachers who have mastered their craft. In 

2012, I began taking other teachers on “tours” of the school to observe peers and discuss 

best practices of teaching.   

Peer Observation as a Learning Tool 

In a previous cycle of action research conducted as a preliminary study by this 

researcher, all classroom teachers and student teachers on an elementary campus 

participated in peer observations within their local context.  Teachers traveled in teams of 

three or four with the researcher and visited two or three classrooms for 10 to 15 minutes 

each.  Throughout the observation and immediately following the observation, teachers 

were engaged in dialogue with the researcher about teaching practices, particularly about 
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student engagement, formative assessment, and classroom management.  Teachers 

generally reported positive learning experiences from this exercise.  Nevertheless, the 

results of the initial study may have been influenced by the researcher’s supervisory role.  

Peer observation has become an increasingly popular method of staff 

development and training (Chamberlain, D’Artrey, & Rowe, 2011; Darling-Hammond, 

2010; Kaufman & Grimm, 2013; Pressick-kilborn & Riele, 2008; Siddiqui, Jonas-Dwyer, 

& Carr, 2007; Sullivan, Buckle, Nicky, & Atkinson, 2012). Paired with guiding questions 

from an instructional coach or mentor, peer observation has proven to be a powerful tool 

to improve pedagogical practice (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Kaufman & Grimm, 2013). 

Typically, preservice and certified teachers participating in the peer observation process 

have watched another teacher, preferably as close as possible to their own professional 

context, followed by critical dialogue about pedagogical practices with the observed 

teacher or others who observed the teacher (Chamberlain et al., 2011; Munson, 1998).    

In the preliminary study, new teachers and struggling teachers seemed to benefit 

most from the peer observations.  The researcher visited each participant’s classroom at 

least three times for approximately 20 minutes in the three weeks following participation 

in the peer observations to watch the teaching practices used by the teacher and dialogue 

with the teacher about professional pedagogical goals.  Teachers seemed more 

comfortable implementing new teaching strategies after seeing them modeled by other 

teachers on campus.  Several teachers called peers they had previously observed to ask 

for clarification on particular teaching methods or strategies. Although the data collection 

of the pilot study was minimal and the findings were used primarily to improve the tacit 
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knowledge of the researcher, the implications of the study warranted further investigation 

of peer observation as a method of improving pedagogical practices for new teachers.  

Purpose of this Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore peer observation as a model of training 

for preservice teachers to improve pedagogical practices. Preservice teachers were 

selected for this study because of their willingness to try new strategies and form growth-

oriented attitudes (Atiles & Pinholster, 2013; Steffy & Wolfe, 2001).  All preservice 

teachers on the campus where this study took place fell into the category of millennials, a 

group particularly known for a willingness to use new and unconventional methods of 

learning (Clark & Byrnes, 2015; Scott, 2012). 

Preservice teachers participated in three cycles of peer observation with the 

researcher. Each cycle included a brief conversation prior to entering a classroom to 

discuss what the focus of the visit would be. This was followed by 20 to 30 minutes of 

classroom observation time with discussions throughout the visit, and ended with 5 to 10 

minutes of conversation and discussion about specific teaching practices after each visit.  

The researcher observed the research participants teaching in their own 

classrooms the week prior to and the week after the observations to measure the use of 

specific teaching practices using a performance assessment rubric (see Appendix A).  As 

the principal of the school in which the research participants work, the researcher had to 

take special precautions to ensure that participants understood that participation in the 

research study was completely optional and would not affect their performance 

evaluation, on which the researcher has no influence, or would interfere with the 
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preservice teachers’ ability to be hired at the school at the conclusion of their teacher 

candidacy program.  

Theoretical Framework 

Observational Learning Theory as outlined by Albert Bandura (1971) provided 

the foundation for much of the methodology in this study. Participants learned by 

watching others and then imitating the skills and procedures they observed from their 

peers’ teaching successes within their own local context. Just as resident doctors learn 

important skills by observing expert physicians, new teachers can learn skills and 

strategies by observing master teachers engage in the practice of education.  

Adult learning theory (Lindeman, 1926) and andragogy (Knowles, Holton, & 

Swanson, 1998) has also guided much of this study. Lindeman asserted learning should 

be coterminous with life and that adult learners should engage in learning activities that 

have direct application to the adults’ context in life (Lindeman, 1926). Peer observations 

provide exactly that type of applicability adult learners crave. The learning that occurs 

through peer observations can be immediately applied to the observers’ own practice in a 

direct and highly applicable manner. 

Research Questions 

This chapter has outlined the struggles faced by preservice teachers and the 

common strategies used to train and prepare early career teachers to meet these strenuous 

demands. The researcher’s role in the study is defined, including the factors contributing 

to using peer observation as a method of professional development for preservice 

teachers. Finally, the theoretical framework guiding the study has been discussed. To 

guide this study, the following research questions were posed:   
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RQ1: How do conversations about teaching practices evolve over time between the 

preservice teacher participant and the researcher within the context of 

discussions following peer observations? 

RQ2: How do peer observations influence the teaching practices of preservice 

teachers? 
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CHAPTER 2 

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

This chapter addresses the literature related to peer observation as a training 

method for preservice and early career teachers to improve teaching practices. The 

chapter is divided into two main sections, literature related to the theoretical perspectives 

informing the study and empirical research related to the study. Observational learning 

theory and adult learning theory are addressed as frameworks for the study followed by 

an in-depth review of empirical research on peer observations and teacher training.  

This study attempted to understand the influence of peer observations on the 

teaching practices of preservice teachers in an elementary school setting. Although much 

has been written on the topic of peer observations, very little of the literature has been 

applied directly to preservice teachers in an elementary school setting. This study aimed 

to apply the literature from the broader context of peer observations and teacher training 

to the specific and local contexts of preservice teachers in an elementary school setting.  

Theoretical Perspectives 

Observational Learning Theory 

Proponents of observational learning theory have suggested learning occurs 

through the observation of peers (Bandura, 1971; Bandura & Huston, 1961). This type of 

learning occurs when an observer watches someone or something to learn how to do 

something. Studies conducted by Bandura and Huston (1961) have demonstrated the 

effectiveness of observational learning in children, adults, and even animals.  

Bandura (1965) claimed observational learning occurs in four stages. First, the 

learner must have observed a model. Observation can be done intentionally, such as 
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watching someone with the intent to learn a skill, or incidentally, such as seeing a 

behavior the learner was not necessarily intending to observe. The next step in 

observational learning has been designated as retention or memory of the skill observed. 

The observer has to remember the skill to be able to reproduce it later. The third step of 

observational learning has been called replication of the behavior. Steps 1 through 3 may 

occur in several iterations as the observer notices certain aspects of the skill being 

observed and then has to go back to watch in more detail before being able to fully 

replicate the skill observed. Finally, the fourth step in the process has required the 

observer to summon the proper motivation to replicate the skill observed (Bandura, 

1965). Motivation has been shown to be either an intrinsic desire, such as a desire to 

improve a pedagogical skill, or extrinsic because the observed skill became a job 

requirement (Pink, 2009).  

These four steps can be particularly influential in teacher training programs as 

seen during student teaching. The student begins the processes by observing the mentor 

teacher in the classroom (Step 1). This can last several weeks or only a few days 

depending on the comfort level of the student teacher and the mentor teacher in 

transferring control to the student teacher. Next, the student teacher must have 

remembered key elements of what he or she observed from the mentor teacher (Step 2). 

The student teacher may have noted and remembered such things as how to introduce a 

learning objective, what to do if a student blurts out an answer, or how to respond if a 

student asks to go to the bathroom. After observing and remembering the behavior or 

skill, the student teacher must have been able to replicate the practice (Step 3). This is 

most typically done by allowing the student teacher to teach a part of a lesson.  
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As noted above, Steps 1 through 3 are typically an iterative process. It is unlikely 

that a student teacher would observe all of the nuances of teaching without practicing the 

skill. For example, early observations from the student teacher are likely to focus on basic 

classroom rules and management. As the student teacher gains more comfort in these 

areas, the student teacher would begin to notice more complex strategies such as 

differentiated instruction techniques or discussion strategies that increase overt 

engagement.  

Step 4 of the observational learning cycle, according to Bandura (1965), requires 

possessing the motivation to replicate the observed skills or behaviors. For many student 

teachers, passing the student teaching program and becoming a qualified teacher creates 

adequate motivation to study and learn the necessary skills through observation.  

Observational learning has been a preferred learning theory when stakes are high. 

In high stakes environments, using trial-and-error processes to learn a skill can take an 

unnecessarily long time and in some cases can even be fatal (Bandura, 1965). “It would 

be exceedingly injudicious to rely on differential reinforcement of trial-and-error 

performances in teaching children to swim, adolescents to drive automobiles, medical 

students to conduct surgical operations, or adults to develop complex occupational social 

competencies” (Bandura, 1971, p. 3). By comparison, low-stakes environments have lent 

themselves to passive observational learning, such as learning how to use a new computer 

program or participating in a professional development workshop. However, engagement 

in observational learning has skyrocketed when stakes have been high. If a learner has 

needed to take over for someone doing heart compressions to save a life or defuse an 
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active bomb, it stands to reason the learner would be much more engaged in the process 

of observational learning.  

Observational learning has been shown to be foundational to the training of 

medical professionals (Chamberlain et al., 2011; Hill, 2013; Siddiqui et al., 2007; 

Sullivan et al., 2012). Medical residents complete hundreds of hours of observation 

before being allowed to practice medicine independently (Wieland et al., 2013). When 

new doctors learn how to perform complex surgeries, the intern surgeon begins by 

participating in only a small part of the operation, such as managing the tools, and then 

observing for the rest of the procedure (Boesel, personal communication, December 15, 

2014). Gradually, more and more responsibilities are handed over to the doctor in 

training. This progression from observation to actual practice suggests the medical 

profession understands the value of the observational learning model since it is used 

when lives are literally at stake.  

Based on the insights from observational learning theory, I assert that, when the 

education of our schoolchildren is on the line, the stakes are simply too high to rely on 

traditional trial-and-error learning by novice teachers to develop the pedagogical skills 

necessary to educate their students in their classrooms.  Theoretical knowledge from 

college courses and textbooks has provided a satisfactory starting point for the training of 

new teachers, but thorough field experience and observations have been proven to be 

essential to provide new teachers with the skills necessary to provide students with the 

best possible educational experience (Ronfeldt & Reininger, 2012). Moreover, it is my 

contention that meaningful training experiences are essential to the success of all 
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teachers, particularly those just starting their careers. Observational learning theory 

provides a sturdy foundation for the principles of meaningful learning.  

Observation learning theory is at the heart of this study. Participants in this study 

engaged in the first three steps of the observational learning cycle as outlined by Bandura 

(1965). Preservice teachers observed peer mentors from within their local context 

(Step 1), remembered and reflected on the learning through conversations with the 

researcher (Step 2), and practiced the newly learned skills in their own classrooms 

(Step 3).  

Adult Learning Theory 

Student teaching and field experience are particular forms of adult education. Like 

any educational experience, the effectiveness of student teaching should be measured by 

its application to practice. Dewey asserted, “An aim [of education] must be capable of 

translation into a method of cooperating with the activities of those undergoing 

instruction” (Dewey, 1916, p. 108). Thus, if a preservice teacher sits through student 

teaching classes or engages in hundreds of hours of field experience, but has not applied 

the lesson to his or her practice, it has been ineffective.    

A pioneer of the adult learning theory and friend of John Dewey, Eduard 

Lindeman, believed learning took place in the context of life and should not be isolated in 

curriculum for adults. “In conventional education the student is required to adjust himself 

to an established curriculum; in adult education the curriculum is built around the 

student’s needs and interests” (Lindeman, 1926, p. 6). Lindeman went on to say, “The 

resource of highest value in adult education is the learner’s experience. If education is 

life, then life is also education” (Lindeman, 1926, p. 6). This suggested preservice 
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teachers have a wealth of experiences based on their practicum time in the classroom 

with students; hence those experiences should be the foundation of their future learning. 

Preservice teachers gain new experiences every day they are in the classroom. These 

experiences create a solid foundation from which preservice teachers can extend their 

learning through verbal pursuits.  

True workshops where participants engage in a dialectical pursuit of solving a 

problem with peers from their local context have the most meaning for adult learners 

(Lindeman, 1953). This type of learning does not dismiss reading texts from experts in a 

field of study, but rather begins with a problem, which then leads to a discussion and an 

analysis of texts in response to a particular problem. These types of real-life, problem-

solving discussions result in confidence from the learner when faced with similar 

problems later in life. “A self-confident person is one who approaches a situation calmly 

and with assurance because he has already gone through a similar experience” 

(Lindeman, 1953, p. 193). By participating in authentic dialogue about real-life problems 

faced by teachers, preservice teachers could approach similar problems with confidence 

when they experience those situations later in life.  

Lindeman was an advocate for adult education being coterminous with life 

(Lindeman, 1926). This theory has been particularly relevant to professional development 

for teachers. The process of professional development, or adult learning, should not be 

separated from the practice of teaching (Lindeman, 1944; Trotter, 2006). 

Adult learning theory has informed this research study by aligning all methods of 

professional development with a practical, hands-on approach to learning that meets the 

actual needs of preservice teachers in a highly contextualized way. As opposed to 
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traditional professional development models that address one issue or topic to a diverse 

audience of learners, peer observations can allow preservice teachers to learn skills and 

strategies that address the needs and problems they face in their unique classrooms every 

day.   

Empirical Research Literature 

The theoretical perspectives of observational learning theory and adult learning 

theory, which guided this research study, have been outlined and summarized. The 

remaining sections of this chapter are presented to review the empirical research literature 

on the typical training received by preservice teachers and peer observations as learning 

tools. Much has been written on the topic of teacher training; however, the literature is 

lacking in the area of applying peer observation as a training tool for preservice teachers.  

Training of Preservice Teachers 

With teacher turnover rates at an all-time high (Arizona Department of Education, 

2015; Clandinin et al., 2015; Goldhaber & Cowan, 2014; Krieg, 2006) more students than 

ever are being taught by new teachers and these new teachers have fewer mentors to 

select from as more teachers leave the profession (Arizona Department of Education, 

2015; Clark & Byrnes, 2015). Schools must partner with teacher preparation programs to 

ensure that preservice teachers receive meaningful training before entering the teaching 

profession to prevent burnout and early-career attrition (Clandinin et al., 2015; Goldhaber 

& Cowan, 2014).  

A majority of the preservice teachers in teacher preparation programs who are 

about to join the ranks of certified teachers are considered millennials and technological 

natives (Arizona Department of Education, 2015; Clark & Byrnes, 2015). According to a 
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study of predominantly female millennials in teacher training programs, many have 

grown up in a school system where average is not considered good enough. When this 

group rated their perceived efficacy in teaching skills compared to their peers, nearly 

70% of respondents perceived themselves as being above average (Clark & Byrnes, 

2015). This perception of a false sense of mastery can be disheartening when the realities 

and challenges of teaching hit.  

Another study evaluated the personas that preservice teachers developed during 

their teaching training programs (Davis, 2013). Although this generation of future 

teachers professes a commitment to personal authenticity and transparency, preservice 

teachers in this study admitted to carrying images and memories of teachers throughout 

their lives that influenced who they wanted to become as a teacher. As these preservice 

teachers began their teacher training, they must synthesize their experiences, memories, 

and notions of teaching to develop their personal teaching identity (Davis, 2013). I 

posited that the broader the wealth of experiences the preservice teacher has to draw 

from, the more prepared the preservice teacher will be to attain success as a teacher. This 

is why effective teacher training is so important for preservice teachers.  

Teacher training has been a cornerstone of K-12 education, but like the education 

system as a whole, it has been wrought with controversy (Hill, 2013). This review of 

literature has addressed current models of teacher training commonly used in preservice 

programs and elementary schools as well as many similar training models used in higher 

education which are referred to as teacher training when used in preservice teacher 

preparation programs. 
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Professional Learning Communities, or PLCs, have become commonplace in 

schools across the country as a mode of professional development. PLCs consist of 

educators meeting together regularly to discuss teaching and learning. According to 

Richard DuFour (2011), who is recognized as a leader of the PLC initiative, the PLC 

process should be centered around four main questions:  

1. What do students need to know and be able to do? 

2. How will we know when they have learned it?  

3. What will we do when they haven’t learned it?  

4. What will we do when they already know it? 

PLCs can be teacher directed or led by an instructional coach, administrator, or 

outside facilitator, but the ultimate goal is to engage teachers in authentic dialogue about 

teaching and learning within their local context (DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Stoll, Bolam, 

McMahon, Wallace, & Thomas, 2006). I assert that, although the current PLC model 

promotes critical thinking about practice among teachers, it has not offered a model to 

emulate, leaving preservice teachers needing more. Furthermore, PLCs have often been 

driven by administrative mandate. As a result, although PLCs have given the appearance 

of teacher autonomy, teachers are often simply trying to satisfy the requirements of the 

mandate (Stoll et al., 2006).  

Similar to the PLC movement, Charlotte Danielson, known for her development 

of the Danielson Framework for Teaching (Danielson, 2007), asserted that the best type 

of professional development in which a teacher can engage is dialogue about the teaching 

process.  Danielson (2009) recommended using a rubric-based observation tool to 

observe classroom teachers followed by the observer asking questions using the rubric as 
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a guide. Observers use the critical attributes listed on the rubric to engage in dialogue 

about different teaching strategies that can be used to encourage student learning 

(Danielson, 2009). Although this type of professional development provides a model for 

teachers to observe, the focus of the professional development is the teacher being 

observed. Danielson’s model is dependent on a trained observer to ask thought-provoking 

questions.  

Another model of professional development quickly gaining popularity is 

collaborative inquiry. This model of professional development involves teachers 

identifying goals or problems of practice and then discussing them together to evaluate 

strategies and practices to meet their individual goals. A study involving Canadian 

teachers spanning three schools found this model of professional development to be 

highly effective for teachers who were considered instructional leaders on campus and for 

teachers who actively engaged in the process (Butler & Schnellert, 2012). Forming 

collaborative inquiry communities similar to professional learning communities (DuFour 

& Marzano, 2011; Stoll et al., 2006) had a positive effect on student learning outcomes 

with 89% based on self-reflections from the participants (Butler & Schnellert, 2012). This 

suggested teachers perceived a more meaningful learning experience from self-directed 

learning models than traditional professional development models.  

Seemingly countless books and programs have been available with variations of 

the professional development models discussed above. Many of the same models used to 

train and develop current teachers are used with preservice teachers during their teacher 

preparation program. Most of the current models of professional development seen in 

schools require passive participation. Rubric-based observation protocols and 
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collaborative inquiry models all have failed to provide the preservice teacher with 

valuable models of teaching on which to base a conversation about teaching and learning.  

Peer Observations 

Within the broad and often ineffective array of PD models, peer observations 

stand apart as a promising prospect for improving teaching practices, especially for 

preservice and inexperienced teachers. Peer observation is a training technique with roots 

in observational learning theory (Bandura 1971). Peer observation typically involves a 

novice practitioner observing a veteran in a particular field with the intent of developing 

or enhancing the skills of the novice practitioner. The practice of peer observation has 

been well documented in the medical field (Boatright, Gallucci, & Swanson, 2009; Hill, 

2013; Siddiqui et al., 2007). Moreover, many higher education institutions use peer 

observation as a tool for professional growth and evaluation (Palmer, 1998; Pressick-

Kilborn & Te Riele, 2008; Whitney & Rorschach, 1986). Peer observation in a K through 

12 academic setting is becoming more common, but still very little literature exists on 

this topic. The following sections provide information on peer observation as a learning 

tool in medical training, higher education, and K-12 education.  

Peer observation in the medical field. Many teachers in medical programs 

participate in peer observations as a way of improving their personal practice and 

becoming more effective educators (Chamberlain et al., 2011; Siddiqui et al., 2007; 

Sullivan et al., 2012). This particular subset of higher education teachers is reviewed 

separately due to the extensive amount of literature on the topic for this subgroup of 

educators. The prevalence of peer observation as a learning tool in medical degree 

programs may have resulted because of the general acceptance of observational learning 
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in the medical field. Most medical practitioners have participated in extensive residency 

programs that involve hundreds of hours of observation.  

Chamberlain and colleagues’ (2011) evaluation on the effectiveness of peer 

observations in higher education shows mixed results. Chamberlain and colleagues 

argued that observation is most effective when the purpose is clearly articulated to staff to 

ensure a meaningful experience. When the purpose of the observation is explicitly clear, 

staff reap more benefits from the experience than simply completing another task to 

maintain compliance with school requirements.   

Sullivan and colleagues (2012) conducted research on peer observation of 

teaching in medical degree programs. They concluded the practice improves course 

content as well as delivery of material. By observing peers in the act of teaching, 

instructors get a fresh perspective on curriculum material and delivery style (Siddiqui et 

al., 2007; Sullivan et al., 2012). Thus, peer observations reinforce good teaching while 

modeling new strategies for educators. This concept can be applied at all levels of 

education. 

Siddiqui and colleagues (2007) identified obstacles to peer observation faced by 

medical professions, which also apply to K through 12 and higher education teachers. 

The commonly reported reasons for resistance to peer observation included time 

constraints, busy workloads, and fear of scrutiny or criticism from peers. These 

challenges were similar to those found by Munson in a K through 12 setting (Munson, 

1998; Strother, 1989). In both cases, fears of scrutiny and criticism from peers were 

alleviated after participating in peer observations (Munson, 1998; Siddiqui et al., 2007). 

In most cases, the thought of participating in peer observation seemed intimidating to 
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participants, but once the peer observations were over, participants found them to be a 

meaningful experience.  

Insights from peer observation in higher education. Peer observation as a tool 

for professional development has become more commonplace in higher education over 

the last couple of decades and provides several insights that can be applied to K through 

12 education, including increases in peer collegiality, improved culture, and improved 

pedagogical practices among participants. Peer observation has been used as an 

evaluation tool, a peer review tool, and a developmental program in higher education and 

K through 12 institutions.  

Peer observation has led to the development of collegiality among educators. 

After observing a peer deliver instruction, educators have engaged in professional 

dialogue about content or pedagogy. This dialogue led to improvements beyond 

implementation of observed practices (Bell & Mladenovic, 2007). When teachers asked 

questions of each other and engaged in rich professional dialogue, it creates a culture of 

collaboration and respect. Within a culture of collaboration, teachers share new ideas 

building on each other’s work. 

Three primary models of peer observation emerged in the literature: evaluation, 

peer-review, and developmental (Cosh, 1999; Siddiqui et al., 2007). Some schools have 

attempted to use peer observation with a model that replaces or supplements an 

evaluation from a supervisor. This model was generally met with resistance and showed 

very little evidence of resulting in positive change in the practice of the teacher (Cosh, 

1999). Likewise, peer review was often criticized by teachers as being judgmental in 

nature and outside of the scope of an educator’s practice (Cosh, 1999). Peer observation 
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for developmental purposes, however, consistently receives more positive results from 

participants as the focus is not evaluatory in nature and is generally mutually beneficial to 

the observer and the observed teacher (Cosh, 1999; Lortie, 1975; Palmer, 1998; Pressick-

kilborn & Riele, 2008).  

As early as 1985, two college writing professors began using peer observations as 

a method to improve their teaching practices (Whitney & Rorschach, 1986). Each 

professor participated in their peer’s class as a student with the intention of simply 

observing. Initially, the professors were not going to tell the students about the project, 

but later decided it was best to inform the students so as to not violate the trust of the 

students. After several weeks, it became exceedingly evident to both professors they 

could solicit support from their colleague to solve specific problems of practice each 

faced in their classroom. They began sharing specific problems while the other was to 

observe and collect data. Later in the semester, they began video-taping parts of the 

lesson to supplement the reflective conversation. At the conclusion of the experience, 

both professors reported the experience to be mutually beneficial in improving 

pedagogical practice (Whitney & Rorschach, 1986).  

Peer observation in K-12 education. Peer observation as a method of 

professional development for K through 12 teachers began gaining recognition in the 

literature as early as the 1970s and continued to build momentum through the early 1990s 

(Cosh, 1999; Lortie, 1975; Munson, 1998; Strother, 1989; Whitney & Rorschach, 1986).  

During the 1988-89 school year, a superintendent in Massachusetts suspended all 

teacher evaluations for tenured teachers for one year to focus on coaching through peer 

observations (Strother, 1989). Formative feedback to improve teaching was being 
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convoluted with summative evaluations, as was often the case with such programs, so by 

removing the summative evaluation, teachers were freed to participate in peer 

observations without fear of evaluative reprisal (Strother, 1989). Participants in this and 

similar studies were initially reluctant to open their doors to peer observers, but quickly 

embraced the practice as they developed familiarity with the process (Strother, 1989). 

A decade later, Munson (1998) replicated two similar studies in a K through 2 

school and a high school. Munson stressed the importance of a pre-conference, 

observation, and a post-conference in her observation protocol. All three steps were 

designed to establish trust between the teachers and the participants to facilitate 

participants’ pedagogical growth.  The purpose of the pre-conference was to discuss the 

lesson objectives, expected student behaviors, and decide what data were to be collected. 

The observing teacher then visited the classroom for a pre-established amount of time 

and collected data using a pre-determined data collection tool. Finally, during the post 

conference, the role of the observing teacher was to report the data. The observed teacher 

analyzed and reflected on the data with the observing teacher who was very careful to not 

offer advice or analysis (Munson, 1998). Teachers reflected on this experience and 

reported favorable results but noted that finding time to participate in peer observations 

was an issue. They further suggested a program coordinator was necessary to facilitate 

the planning and implementation of the peer observation process and that the pre-and 

post-conferences were essential to the process (Munson, 1998).  

Using a slightly different approach to peer observation, Cosh (1999) began with 

the premise from Lortie (1975) that peer observation had more influence on pedagogical 

practice than any other form of teacher training. Cosh went on to recommend a reflective 
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model of peer observations where the primary benefactor of the peer observation was the 

observer rather than the observed. Cosh asserted the purpose and the focus of the peer 

observation must be explicitly clear from the beginning so that teachers do not feel a need 

to evaluate or judge their peers. She also encouraged observed teachers to teach as they 

normally would, as opposed to putting on a show for the observer. Carefully scheduled 

and orchestrated observational experiences can create an unrealistic model of actual day-

to-day teaching. Cosh purported that, participants in peer observation received the 

maximum benefit when the observers had a focus in mind for the observation (Cosh, 

1999).  

Almost all studies at the higher education and K through 12 levels indicated 

teachers initially felt apprehension about participating in peer observations (Cosh, 1999; 

Munson, 1998; Pressick-Kilborn & Te Riele, 2008; Siddiqui et al., 2007; Strother, 1989; 

Whitney & Rorschach, 1986). In most cases, teachers’ apprehension faded after 

participating in peer observation for one semester (Cosh, 1999; Munson, 1998; Strother, 

1989; Whitney & Rorschach, 1986). Several researchers recommended using video as an 

option for teachers apprehensive about opening up their classroom to their peers as a less 

threatening method of peer observation (Cosh, 1999; Whitney & Rorschach, 1986).  
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CHAPTER 3 

Method 

The purpose of this study was to implement peer observations in a K through 6 

school as a tool to supplement the training of preservice teachers. In addition to the 

typical weekly class meetings in which all preservice teachers participated, participants in 

this study observed veteran peer teachers three times throughout the first semester of the 

school year and reflected on the observations with the researcher. The goal of this 

research study was to determine whether peer observations had a real or perceived effect 

on the pedagogical practices of preservice teachers. If peer observation had a positive 

effect on the pedagogical practices of preservice teachers, it was the hope of the 

researcher that there would be a reduction to the attrition rate of early career teachers at 

Arizona Elementary School through improved training of new teacher candidates using 

peer observations (Darling-Hammond, 2003; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011).  

The following research questions were used to guide this study: 

RQ1: How do conversations about teaching practices evolve over time between the 

preservice teacher participant and the researcher within the context of 

discussions following peer observations? 

RQ2: How do peer observations influence the teaching practices of preservice 

teachers? 

Setting and Participants 

Arizona Elementary School is the pseudonym used for the research site in this 

study. The study occurred during the first semester of the 2015-2016 school year at an 

elementary school in a small school district in the Phoenix, Arizona, metropolitan area. 
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Arizona Elementary School is a fairly affluent school serving approximately 700 students 

in grades preschool through six. Of the students, 9 percent received free or reduced price 

lunch from the federal lunch program. Moreover, 60 percent of the students attended the 

school on an open-enrollment basis, meaning they lived outside the boundaries of the 

school and parents opted to provide transportation to bring their child to the school each 

day. The breakdown of teaching staff is depicted in Table 1:  

Table 1 

Teacher Demographics at Arizona Elementary School in the 2015-2016 School Year 

 

Grade 
Total # of certified 

teachers 

Teachers with < 2 

years experience 

Non-certified 

preservice teachers 

Pre-K 1 0 0 

K 4 1 0 

1 4 0 2 

2 3 2 0 

3 3 0 1 

4 4 1 1 

5 4 1 0 

6 4 2 1 

Non-classroom 

teachers 

(certified) 

13 0 0 

Total 40 7 5 

 

 

Early career teachers have had a high level of attrition nation-wide (Arizona 

Department of Education, 2015; DeAngelis & Presley, 2010; Kaiser, 2011; Macdonald, 

1999), with similar rates of attrition of new teachers in the district of this research study 

(J. Marlow, personal communication, December 11, 2015). It was the ultimate hope of 
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the researcher that the results of this study could be used to reduce the attrition rate of 

early career teachers at Arizona Elementary School through improved training and staff 

development of new teacher candidates using peer observations (Darling-Hammond, 

2003; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011).  

Another reason for selecting preservice teachers as participants for this study was 

because their lack of teaching experience left them with fewer preconceived ideas about 

teaching and learning than their more experienced counterparts (Atiles & Pinholster, 

2013; Steffy & Wolfe, 2001). As a result, eligibility to participate in this study was 

limited to teacher candidates in their final semester of a teacher preparation program who 

had less than one semester of independent full-time teaching experience. Further, 

participants in this study must have been assigned to Arizona Elementary School during 

the 2015-2016 school year. This restriction applied because the goal of the study was to 

affect the teaching practices at this particular school.  

Finally, only preservice teachers who opted into the study were able to participate. 

Although all preservice teachers and current teachers had the opportunity to participate in 

peer observations as part of a school-wide goal to improve pedagogical practices, only 

eligible preservice teachers who chose to opt in were included in the data for this study. 

During the 2015-2016 school year, five preservice teachers were initially eligible for 

participation in this study; that number was reduced to four by the conclusion of the 

study. All eligible preservice teachers opted to participate in the study. 

The pseudonyms of the study participants were as follows: Claire, Cora, Harper, 

and Asher. To protect the identity of the participants and to align with the parameters 

established in the researcher-submitted IRB proposal (see Appendix C for IRB approval 
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letter), pseudonym names were randomly generated from a list of the most popular names 

in 2015 found online; genders were disassociated from each participant. 

All study participants were students at Arizona State University and enrolled in 

the ASU iTeachAZ teacher preparation program working on their first college degree. All 

participants had the same university supervisor who directed their student teaching 

experience and acted as a facilitator of weekly classes in which the participants learned 

about the pedagogical skills necessary for success in the student teaching experience. 

After providing the potential participants with an overview of the study, all 

participants enthusiastically consented to participate in the study with one participant 

ceasing involvement after one round of peer observations due to a change in placement. 

Cora and Harper were particularly enthusiastic about participating in the study. Both 

independently approached the researcher with questions and consent forms within an 

hour of the initial meeting with the participants.  None of the participants was married at 

the time of the study and all participants were between the ages of 23 to 27 years old. 

Claire and Asher worked at second jobs during their student teaching.  

Innovation 

I proposed utilizing peer observations of teaching coupled with structured 

professional learning conversations about best practices in teaching and learning as a 

supplement to traditional training experiences of the final semester of the teacher 

preparation program. The goal of peer observations was to engage preservice teachers in 

an active intellectual process, with the preservice teacher engaging in the intellectual 

work of professional development learning (Danielson, 2009).  
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Study participants engaged in three rounds of peer observations jointly with the 

researcher. Each round of peer observations lasted between 20 to 30 minutes. Peer 

observation rounds took place in small groups of three or four participants with the 

researcher guiding the observations. The first round of peer observations took place in 

September 2015, followed by a second round of peer observations in October 2015, and 

concluded with a final round of peer observations in November 2015.  

Each round of peer observations began with a five-minute discussion in the 

hallway about the focus of the observation. The researcher asked guiding questions prior 

to beginning the observation to focus the scope of the observation. The observation cycle 

concluded with a 5- to 10-minute, post-observation discussion in the hallway outside the 

classroom to discuss the observation and respond to specific questions from the 

researcher or participants. The post-observation discussion was recorded using a 

handheld audio recorder. 

The teachers who were observed during the peer observation visits were selected 

by the researcher based on availability and mastery of the specific component of teaching 

that participants were observing. The selection of classrooms to visit was primarily 

determined by the master schedule of the school. Only teachers who were actively 

teaching a class during the time of a visit were eligible to be observed. Any teacher on a 

performance improvement plan was not eligible to be observed during peer observation 

visits. Participation in the study was not a requirement to be observed.   

The first round of peer observations, which was in September 2015, focused on 

the relationship between planning/preparation and the execution of the lesson. Preservice 

teachers began the observation by reviewing the lesson plan of the observed teacher. 
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Participants then observed the implementation of the lesson. In addition to questions 

developed organically through the discussion, the following discussion questions were 

posed to participants after the initial round of peer observations:  

1. What evidence did you see of planning and preparation?  

2. How did the teacher’s planning and preparation affect the pace of the lesson?  

3. What other implications did planning and preparation have for this lesson?  

The second round of peer observations took place in October of 2015 and focused 

on student engagement. Specifically, participants observed cooperative learning strategies 

designed to have high levels of student engagement. Cooperative learning is the process 

of individuals working together to achieve a common learning goal. It is differentiated 

from group work, because in cooperative learning all members of the group are necessary 

for task completion. Spencer Kagan, president of the Kagan Learning Company, has been 

widely recognized as an industry leader in cooperative learning training (1994). The 

following questions helped guide the post-observation discussion after the second round 

of peer observations:  

1. What cooperative learning structures, if any, did you observe in this lesson? 

2. If there was a cooperative learning structure in this lesson, how did it impact 

student engagement?  

3. What was the percentage of students engaged during the lesson?  

4. Were most students actively engaged or passively engaged? 

Finally, the third round of peer observations in November of 2015 focused on 

discussion and questioning strategies. Participants observed veteran teachers as they led 

discussions and asked questions that elicited participation from all students. Novice 
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questioning stems were often “Who can tell me . . .?” or “Who knows the answer to . . .?” 

Such questioning strategies do not require overt participation from most of the class. 

Participants observed and discussed simple changes in the way questions can be asked to 

elicit a greater rate of responses from students. Participants responded to the following 

questions after the third round of peer observations: 

1. When the teacher poses questions, do all students have to answer?  

2. How many students participate in the discussions?  

3. What is the depth of understanding indicated by the students through the 

discussion? How do you know?  

This structure of teachers observing each other and engaging in authentic 

professional dialogue with the researcher and each other allowed the preservice teachers 

to learn specific skills applicable to their local context from experts who are literally just 

down the hall. This also empowered teachers who were being observed to become leaders 

on their campus. Teachers who were being observed for a specific skill, such as high 

levels of student engagement, further honed their expertise by explaining and modeling 

the skill for the preservice teachers.  

Observed teachers were selected based on their strengths in each of the areas 

noted above. Teachers who were known as leaders in each of the three areas were 

observed by participants for 20 to 30 minutes. Observed teachers were selected by the 

researcher, who is also the school principal. 

To collect data on the efficacy of the participants throughout the study, the 

researcher observed each participant in their assigned classroom before any peer 

observation visits took place, after all peer observation visits occurred, and once between 
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the first and second round of peer observation visits. The observation protocol in 

Appendix A was used to score the participants. These drop-in observations were typically 

unscheduled, lasted no more than 10 minutes, and served as benchmarks to measure 

growth toward pedagogical mastery.  

Research Design 

This study used a mixed methods action research design to study how peer 

observations affected the teaching practices of preservice teachers in the elementary 

school where the researcher was the principal. Specifically a convergent parallel mixed 

methods design was employed for this study. This type of design involved collecting both 

qualitative and quantitative data, analyzing the findings independently, then comparing 

the results (Creswell, 2014). Because this study utilized action research, which is iterative 

in nature (Mills, 2011; Riel, 2010), the data I collected informed the research and 

innovation as it unfolded. 

A mixed methods design was chosen for this action research study to provide 

triangulation to validate the data collection tools used in this study. The goal of using 

mixed methods to triangulate the data collection tools was to reach convergence and 

corroboration (Creswell, 2014). That is, to determine if the data from qualitative and 

quantitative instruments led the researcher to similar conclusions about the results of the 

study.  

Table 2 shows the research questions addressed in this study and the data 

collection tools used to answer each research question.  
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Table 2  

Research Questions and Evaluation Methods 

 

Research questions Evaluation methods 

RQ1: How do conversations about teaching 

practices evolve over time between 

the preservice teacher participant and 

the researcher within the context of 

discussions following peer 

observations? 

 

Post-observation discussion  

Interviews 

Researcher field notes 

RQ2: How do peer observations influence 

the teaching practices of preservice 

teachers? 

Performance assessment rubric 

Interviews 

Researcher field notes 

Self-evaluation 

 

 

Each of the evaluation methods listed in Table 2 is discussed in depth below. The 

transcripts of the conversations between the participant and researcher were coded and 

analyzed to help answer the first research question. Analytic memos, researcher field 

notes, and teacher interviews were similarly coded and analyzed using focused coding 

(Saldaña, 2013).  

The performance assessment rubric (Appendix A) was used to measure teacher 

practices at various intervals. The data were then analyzed to determine changes in each 

preservice teacher’s practice over the course of the semester. Researcher field notes were 

also used to measure teacher progress throughout the semester. Participant teacher 

interviews were conducted, transcribed, and coded to analyze for themes and to identify 

teacher changes in practice as a result of participation in the research study.  

Data were collected throughout the first semester of the 2015-2016 school year at 

Arizona Elementary School. The timetable below lists the dates of data collection. 
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Table 3 

Study Timeline 

 

Date Action 

August 2015 Identify possible study participants based on study eligibility 

requirements 

August 2015 Invite participants 

August 2015 Participants complete self-evaluation 

August 2015 First round of observations using the performance assessment 

rubric 

September 2015 First round of focused peer observations with study participants 

September 2015 Second round of observations using the performance assessment 

rubric 

October 2015 Second round of focused peer observations with study participants 

November 2015 Third round of focused peer observations with study participants 

November 2015 Third round of observations using the performance assessment 

rubric  

November 2015 Interview with study participants  

December 2015 Participants complete self-evaluation 

 

 

Data Collection 

Two quantitative instruments and four qualitative data collection instruments 

were used in this study. The first quantitative instrument was the performance assessment 

rubric developed by the researcher to measure various teaching practices observed within 

a classroom. The other quantitative instrument used was the self-evaluation reflection 

form. Both instruments are an adaptation of the Danielson teacher evaluation rubric 

(Danielson, 2007). The qualitative instruments included transcripts of the discussions 
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between the researcher and participants following each round of peer observations, 

teacher interviews, and the researcher’s observations. These instruments were used 

independently of each other throughout the study to collect data from various 

perspectives.  

Performance Assessment Rubric 

The performance assessment rubric was an adaptation of the Framework for 

Teaching developed by Charlotte Danielson (2007; see Appendix A). This tool served as 

an observation protocol. The rubric measured the three components of teaching: planning 

and preparation, student engagement, and discussion and questioning techniques.  

Teacher participants were observed and rated three times throughout the study in 

each of the components using the 10 criteria listed on the rubric. The researcher used this 

tool to collect on each teacher participating in the study between each round of peer 

observation visits. The data collected after the third visit from the researcher was 

compared to the baseline data collected in August and September to determine growth 

using descriptive statistics.  

Participants were given the tool at the beginning of the study as a reference for the 

components that were measured in their own teaching practices as well as the 

observational visits. Although the criteria on the rubric were directly aligned to the 

evaluation tool, teachers were still informed each time they were observed that the 

observation was not associated with any evaluation.  

Self-evaluation 

All preservice teachers at Arizona Elementary School completed a self-evaluation 

of performance as part of their participation in this study (see Appendix A). This self-
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evaluation tool is identical to the performance assessment rubric (described above), but 

this tool measures the preservice teachers’ perceptions of their abilities at the beginning 

and end of the study in three components of teaching included in the study. The 

evaluation rubric was based on the framework for teaching developed by Charlotte 

Danielson (2007). The original Danielson rubric includes a total of 22 components of 

teaching divided into four domains. 

Participants in this study completed the self-evaluation in August as part of the 

initial steps of participating in this study. Study participants were then asked to complete 

the same self-reflection in December to measure perceived changes in efficacy for each 

of the three components measured.  

Interviews 

Preservice teacher interviews were conducted in November to determine the 

preservice teachers’ perceptions of peer observations and to better understand the 

changes participants made to their practice as a result of participating in peer 

observations. A semi-structured interview protocol was used for this study. Interview 

questions focused on pedagogical practices, peer observations, and the impact peer 

observations had on the pedagogical practices of participants. A full list of questions can 

be found in Appendix B.  

Participants were given a copy of the interview questions 24 hours prior to the 

actual interview. Because the interviews took place during the school day, snacks and 

beverages were provided during the interviews to make the participants comfortable. The 

interview questions focused on participants’ experiences with peer observations in the 

current school year.  
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Interviews were conducted one on one with the participants and the researcher 

and were recorded and transcribed. Participants were all offered a copy of the 

transcription within one month of the interview to check for accuracy in content and 

meaning.  

Peer Observation Participant Discussion  

Immediately following each round of peer observations, the researcher engaged in 

dialogue with participants about the focus of the observation. The discussion took place 

immediately following the observation and lasted 5 to 10 minutes. The discussions 

between the researcher and participants were recorded using a handheld digital recording 

device.  

Because each participant had different experiences with the peer observation, 

discussions were intended to be open-ended. The researcher asked the participants to 

notice key elements of the lesson that related to the area of focus. The participants 

noticed other aspects of the lesson not immediately evident to the researcher. Due to 

limited time for observation and discussion, the participants and researcher often opted to 

extend the discussion through later individual conversations. The contents of these 

conversations were recorded and transcribed. Researcher field notes were also used to 

annotate these discussions.   

Researcher Field Notes  

Field notes were collected each time the researcher observed participants in their 

classroom and immediately following each round of peer observations, but not during 

peer observations. This allowed the researcher to collect information on the participants 

to be used in the interviews in November. The field notes were handwritten in a notebook 
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by the researcher and were later transcribed, coded, and analyzed. During the three 

observations of participants, field notes included a description of the classroom, the 

learning objective, and the actions of the students and teacher. The researcher annotated 

the observation notes with reflections. The notes and reflections were shared with the 

participants within one day of the observation. 

The researcher’s field notes captured information that may not be clear in the 

transcripts, such as descriptions of the attitudes of the classrooms observed, comments 

made by participants during the actual observations, and reflections of the researcher on 

the overall experience. 

Procedures 

At the beginning of the study, all participants completed a self-evaluation of their 

perceived efficacy in each of the components of teaching and learning that were 

measured in this study (Appendix A). The same instrument was used by the researcher 

three times throughout the semester to measure the performance of each of the 

participants. Finally, all participants completed the self-reflection again at the conclusion 

of the study. Because the participants could have been unfamiliar with the terms used in 

the instrument, the researcher provided support to the participants by explaining 

components and technical vocabulary while completing the pre- and post-self-evaluation. 

Three times throughout the study, to measure the participants’ actual teaching 

performance in each of the constructs evaluated in this study, the researcher observed 

each of the participants teaching lessons in their own classrooms. The initial observation 

occurred before participating in peer observations. To collect a baseline of the preservice 

teachers’ abilities, the second observation occurred in the middle of the study, and the 
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final observation took place after the participants had completed three rounds of peer 

observations but before the interviews. 

Research participants Claire, Cora, Harper, and Asher all participated in three 

rounds of peer observations as part of this study. Following each peer observation visit, 

Claire, Cora, Harper, and Asher participated in a 5- to10-minute conversation with the 

researcher about what they observed and how the observation pertained to their own 

classroom. Near the conclusion of the study, each of the research participants took part in 

an interview with the researcher to discuss their experiences with peer observation as a 

learning tool and any insights they had about the process. 

Data Analysis 

Data from qualitative and quantitative instruments were collected throughout the 

first semester of the 2015-2016 school year. A convergent parallel mixed methods design 

was used, meaning that qualitative and quantitative data were collected and analyzed 

independently of each other, and then discussed together in the findings (Creswell, 2014). 

The goal of collecting and analyzing qualitative and quantitative data independently was 

to determine triangulation through corroboration and convergence. 

All analysis of the data collected in this study was evaluated through the lens of 

adult learning theory. Specifically, the questions of meaningfulness were addressed. 

According to Lindeman, adult learning should be meaningful and have direct and 

applicable implications to the lives of the participants (Lindeman, 1926, 1953). It was 

important to me as the researcher that the experiences be meaningful to each individual 

participant.   



42 

Observational learning theory was at the heart of this study. Bandura posited that 

learning occurs through observation (Bandura, 1965). This study analyzed how 

preservice teachers were influenced by peer observation. Interview questions were guided 

by a goal of understanding how the process of observation influenced the participant.   

Quantitative Analysis  

Quantitative data from the performance assessment rubric tool and teacher self-

evaluations were analyzed by comparing the level of performance in each of the 

categories at the beginning and end of the study. Descriptive statistics were used to 

calculate pre-intervention means for each of the four domains of the preservice teachers’ 

self-evaluation, which were compared to the post-intervention means.  

Likewise, means of the group on the data set were calculated from each of the 

scheduled observations. The results were compared to determine if the preservice teacher 

made progress in pedagogical practices throughout the semester. Basic descriptive 

statistics were used to present that data.  

Qualitative Analysis  

Qualitative analysis was used to answer the first research question regarding the 

evolution of language among the participants. The complexity of teaching and learning 

resulted in a variety of terms to describe teaching practices. Novice teachers tended to use 

more basic terms to talk about teaching while experienced practitioners were able to 

speak about teaching and learning in more technical terms.  

As the study progressed, the language used by study participants to discuss 

teaching and learning increased in complexity. An example of this was participants began 

using more technical terms to describe teaching practices, such as using the term 
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formative assessment in lieu of test, quiz, check for understanding, diagnostic testing, or 

evaluation. Key terms were identified through the analysis to determine the extent to 

which the complexity in language terms increased.   

Interviews and post-observation discussions were audio recorded and then 

carefully listened to multiple times and transcribed. Next, the transcripts from the 

interviews and post-observation discussions, along with the field notes, were uploaded to 

NVivo. 

All qualitative data was analyzed in NVivo using thematic analysis (Fossey & 

Harvey, 2002). Each text was carefully read and codes were associated with every section 

of the text. Each text was then reread and similar open codes were combined. The similar 

codes were analyzed and combined across multiple sets of data. Similar codes were 

combined to generate themes. This process was repeated several times for each 

qualitative data set until no new themes could be identified (Fossey & Harvey, 2002; 

Saldaña, 2013). To make assertions about the research questions, once codes and themes 

had been determined from the data set, the researcher considered the themes in 

concurrence with results from the other data collection tools.  

Through a parallel convergent mixed methods design, data were analyzed 

throughout the process as the data collected from initial observations informed later 

observations and interviews (Creswell, 2014). Data from each tool were analyzed 

separately and then brought together. When similar themes were extracted from the data 

across multiple tools, the researcher was able to assume the results were valid and 

reliable. Differing themes would have indicated a need to reevaluate the effectiveness of 

each tool in answering the research questions of the study.  
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Role of Researcher 

My role as the researcher was a participant observer as I was leading the 

innovation campus-wide. Through action research I was intimately involved in the daily 

operation of the school and the support of new teachers (Mcniff, 2010; Riel, 2010). I was 

an observer in many components of the research project, but also played the role of a 

coach to the preservice teachers. 

I also have significant influence over hiring decisions at Arizona Elementary 

School. Because virtually all preservice teachers are hoping to be hired after completing 

their program of study, it is conceivable that my role as a hiring administrator may have 

influenced preservice teachers’ willingness to participate in this study. To compensate for 

this, I met with the preservice teachers as a group with their university supervisor to 

discuss this study, informed them that participation or non-participation in this study 

would not influence their eligibility to be hired at Arizona Elementary School, nor would 

it influence their ability to receive a letter of recommendation from the school principal 

when the preservice teacher began looking for jobs. Furthermore, I asked all eligible 

preservice teachers to seek council from their university supervisor before consenting to 

participate in the study.    

Threats to Validity 

A major potential threat to the validity of the study was my dual role as researcher 

and principal at the school. As the principal, in addition to other responsibilities, I was 

responsible for staff evaluation, discipline, and development for school staff and served 

as an aide and support for the preservice teachers on campus as well. My positionality as 

an evaluator and supervisor may have caused preservice teachers to behave differently 



45 

when I was in the room. To compensate for this potential threat to validity, I maintained 

professionalism with all staff and visited each classroom at least twice per week to reduce 

anxiety when I was in the room.  Also, as stated above, I abstained from the role of 

evaluator for all study participants. Further, this potential threat to the validity of the 

results is addressed in the results portion of this study. 

My investment in the success of the school as well as the implementation of this 

study could have resulted in experimenter bias as another threat to the validity of this 

study.  To address this threat, a separate evaluator, not associated with this study, 

conducted observations using the performance assessment rubric to corroborate the 

findings of the researcher.  

The Hawthorne effect refers to the change that occurs in research participants as a 

result of being a part of a research study. This effect has been known to impact results of 

studies because participants may change their practice as a result of knowing they are part 

of a study rather than due to any intervention applied in the study (Smith & Glass, 1987). 

The Hawthorne effect may have posed a threat to the validity of this study because 

teachers may have behaved differently than they normally would simply because of the 

additional attention they received from the school administration. The duration of this 

study extending to an entire semester should compensate for the Hawthorne effect.  

Finally, maturation naturally occurs over the course of time with preservice 

teachers as they learn new skills and processes in the classroom (Smith & Glass, 1987). 

This natural maturation effect can be a threat to the internal validity of the study results 

because it can be difficult to differentiate from the changes that occur in the study 

participants as a result of participation in the study as opposed to the changes that occur 
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from time in the classroom. Interviews were used to solicit feedback from the participants 

regarding the impact of the intervention on the practices of the participants. The 

researcher also has tacit knowledge of the typical rate of maturation seen in preservice 

teachers over the course of a semester.  
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CHAPTER 4 

Results 

This study attempted to evaluate the effectiveness of peer observation as a tool to 

train and develop preservice teachers in the semester before they graduate (Hill, 2009; 

Krieg, 2006; Owens, 2014; Stinebrickner, 1998). Observational learning theory (Bandura 

& Huston, 1961; Bandura, 1965) and adult learning theory (Lindeman, 1926, 1944, 1953) 

served as the lens through which the innovation was developed. A review of literature 

was presented on these learning theories as well as professional development and peer 

observation.  

The focus of this study was to use peer observation as a professional development 

tool to supplement the training for preservice teachers in their last semester of student 

teaching. A total of four preservice teachers participated in peer observation rounds 

followed by discussions about teaching and learning with the researcher. Out of the 

preservice teachers on campus, five were initially eligible for participation in this study. 

One participant from the initial five became ineligible after the first round of peer 

observations due to a change to the mentor teacher assignment.  

Table 2 in Chapter 3 shows the research questions addressed in this study and the 

data collection tools used to answer each research question. Results from this study are 

presented in two sections. Quantitative data are presented first followed by qualitative 

data. A convergent parallel mixed methods design was employed, meaning that 

qualitative and quantitative data were collected and analyzed independently of each other. 

These will be discussed together in the following chapter (Creswell, 2014). 
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Quantitative Results 

The components of the researcher-created evaluation rubric used in this study are 

based on the Danielson model of teacher evaluation and assessment, a state-wide 

recognized model of assessing teaching practices (Arizona Department of Education, 

2013, 2014; Danielson, 2007). The researcher has received over 60 hours of training 

using similar rubrics for evaluating teaching and has achieved high levels of inter-rater 

reliability with other administrators across the country using the Teachscape evaluation 

training program (Teachscape, n.d.). Quantitative results were calculated from the self-

evaluations of the participants and the researcher observations using this tool. 

Self-evaluation 

The self-evaluation document consists of ten components divided into three 

constructs (planning and preparation, engagement, and discussion and questioning 

techniques; see Appendix A for the complete self-evaluation document). The three 

constructs were chosen because they represent three foundational constructs of teaching 

and learning required for success in the classroom (Danielson, 2007, 2009).  

After an initial orientation to the study, the original five participants were 

provided with the self-evaluation document to complete with the help of the researcher. 

The researcher explained the attributes of each of the 10 components of the document, 

asking the participants to score themselves on a scale of 1 to 5 with 1 representing no 

knowledge of the component and 5 representing mastery of the component based on the 

critical attributes provided in the rubric.  

Participants followed a similar procedure at the conclusion of the study, 

evaluating their perceived self-efficacy of each component of the self-evaluation 
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instrument at the conclusion of the study. The results of the pre and post scores are 

presented in Table 4. The participant who did not finish the study due to attrition is not 

included in Table 4, as all data from that participant has been omitted from this study.  

Table 4 

Mean Pre/Post Scores on Self-Evaluation Using a 5-Point Scale 

 

  Pre-test Post-test Change 

Claire 

PP 

E 

DQ 

M 

3.25 

2.67 

2.67 

2.86 

3.00 

3.33 

3.67 

3.33 

–0.25 

+0.66 

+1.00 

+0.47 

Cora 

PP 

E 

DQ 

M 

3.25 

3.00 

3.00 

3.08 

4.50 

4.00 

3.33 

3.94 

+1.25 

+1.00 

+1.33 

+0.86 

Harper 

PP 

E 

DQ 

M 

2.75 

2.67 

2.67 

2.69 

4.75 

4.33 

3.67 

4.25 

+2.00 

+1.66 

+1.00 

+1.56 

Asher 

PP 

E 

DQ 

M 

3.00 

2.67 

3.00 

2.89 

4.50 

4.33 

3.67 

4.17 

+1.50 

+1.66 

+0.67 

+1.28 

All 

PP 

E 

DQ 

M 

3.06 

2.75 

2.29 

2.70 

4.19 

4.00 

3.58 

3.92 

+1.13 

+1.25 

+1.29 

+1.22 
PP = Planning and preparation; E = Engagement;  

DQ = Discussion and questioning techniques; M = Mean of PP, E, and DQ 

 

 

A composite score was derived for each component of each participant’s self-

rating in the pre-assessment and the post-assessment. This score was derived from the 

mean score of each of the components in each construct of the self-evaluation rubric. 

Next, an overall mean score for each participant was calculated from the mean of all three 

constructs. The growth of each participant was calculated for each component and each 
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participant, thus finding the difference between the mean score of the pre-assessment and 

the mean score of the post-assessment.  

As expected, all participants showed growth in perceived efficacy from the 

beginning to the conclusion of the study. Using a 5-point scale with 1 representing no 

knowledge of the component and 5 representing mastery of the component based on the 

critical attributes provided in the rubric, the mean pretest score of all participants was 

2.70. The mean of the posttest score of all participants was 3.92 representing a growth of 

1.22 points for all participants.  

All participants showed growth in each component of the self-evaluation score 

with the exception of Claire, who showed overall growth but had negative growth in the 

category of planning and preparation. Claire self-scored at 3.25 in this category at the 

beginning of the study and 3.00 at the conclusion of this study. This does not mean Claire 

regressed in actual performance of this category, but only in self-reflection of perceived 

efficacy. It is possible that the lower score is due to a better understanding or a more 

critical evaluation of the critical attributes of the component at the end of the study.  

Claire showed the least growth overall from the initial self-evaluation (m = 2.86) 

to the post self-evaluation (m = 3.33), showing a perceived mean growth of 0.47 points 

across all components in the self-evaluation. This is consistent with Claire’s scores on the 

performance assessment rubric, also showing the least growth of all four participants. 

Harper showed the most growth overall from the initial self-evaluation (2.69) to 

the post self-evaluation (4.25), showing a perceived mean growth of 1.56 points across all 

components of the self-evaluation. Harper showed the second highest growth of all four 

participants on the performance assessment rubric. 
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The construct of discussion and questioning techniques is the area in which 

participants showed the highest overall perceived growth over the course of this study 

with a mean pre-evaluation score of 2.29 across all participants and a mean post-

evaluation score of 3.58. This is a growth of 1.29 points on a 5-point scale. Interestingly, 

discussion and questioning techniques is the construct where participants rated 

themselves the lowest on the post-evaluation rubric.  

The scores on the self-evaluation reflect the participants’ perceived efficacy in 

each of the constructs of the rubric and not their actual abilities. These scores were used 

to develop interview questions based on the areas of perceived strengths and weaknesses 

of the participants. Scores may be influenced by a deeper understanding of the 

nomenclature associated with teaching or a better understanding of their own strengths 

and weaknesses at the conclusion of the study.   

Performance Assessment Rubric 

The performance assessment rubric consists of ten components divided into three 

constructs (planning and preparation, engagement, and discussion and questioning 

techniques). This is the same instrument used to measure the perceived self-efficacy of 

participants in the section above and can be found in Appendix A (Danielson, 2007, 

2009).  

Similar to the analysis of the self-evaluation, for each participant a mean score 

was derived for each component by averaging all of the scores the participant received 

within that component. A mean score was then found by averaging the scores of each of 

the three components for each participant. Change in scores were evaluated from the 

mean score of each component in the first observation to the mean score of each 
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component in the third observation. The second observation served primarily as a 

benchmark to determine if the change in scores seemed to be linear in progression.   

The results of the observations are shown in Table 5.  

Table 5 

Performance Assessment Scores on 5-Point Scale 

 

  Obs. 1 Obs. 2 Obs. 3 
Change 

from 1-3 

Claire 

PP 

E 

DQ 

M 

3.00 

3.33 

2.33 

2.89 

3.75 

3.67 

3.00 

3.47 

4.00 

3.67 

3.00 

3.56 

1.00 

0.34 

0.67 

0.67 

Cora 

PP 

E 

DQ 

M 

3.75 

4.00 

4.00 

3.92 

4.75 

4.67 

4.00 

4.47 

4.75 

4.67 

4.67 

4.69 

1.00 

0.67 

0.67 

0.77 

Harper 

PP 

E 

DQ 

M 

3.00 

3.00 

3.00 

3.00 

4.00 

4.00 

3.33 

3.78 

4.00 

4.00 

3.67 

3.89 

1.00 

1.00 

0.67 

0.89 

Asher 

PP 

E 

DQ 

M 

2.50 

2.00 

2.33 

2.28 

3.00 

2.67 

3.00 

2.89 

3.25 

4.00 

4.00 

3.75 

0.75 

2.00 

1.67 

1.47 

All 

PP 

E 

DQ 

M 

3.06 

3.08 

2.92 

3.02 

3.88 

3.75 

3.33 

3.65 

4.00 

4.08 

3.83 

3.97 

0.94 

1.00 

0.91 

0.95 
PP = Planning and preparation; E = Engagement; DQ = Discussion 

and questioning techniques; M = Mean of PP, E, and DQ 

 

Using the performance assessment rubric (Appendix A), all participants showed 

growth in each of the constructs. Asher demonstrated the most growth overall with a 

mean score of 2.28 on the initial observation and a mean score of 3.75 on the final 

observation with an overall growth of 1.47 points. Claire had the least growth and the 

lowest mean scores on the final observation. Claire started at a mean score of 2.89 and 
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ended with a mean score of 3.56, showing a growth of 0.67 points from the beginning to 

the end of the study.  

All constructs showed similar levels of growth with engagement at the highest 

(1.00 points) followed by planning and preparation (0.94 points), and finally discussion 

and questioning techniques (0.92 points). It is possible that this growth can be attributed 

to the natural maturation that occurs when preservice teachers learn the craft of teaching 

over the course of the semester. 

Comparison of Self Evaluation to Performance Assessment Rubric 

According to both the self-evaluation tool (completed by the participant) and the 

performance assessment rubric (completed by the researcher), Claire showed the least 

growth over the course of the study. Claire had a mean score of 2.86 on the self-

evaluation from the beginning of the study. The researcher recorded a mean score of 2.89 

on Claire’s first observation. This is a difference of only 0.03 points. Near the conclusion 

of the study, Claire had a mean score of 3.33 on the self-evaluation. The researcher 

recorded a score of 3.56 for Claire on the third observation. The difference of 0.22 points 

is the least of all participants.  

Conversely, Cora had the highest discrepancy with the researcher ratings at the 

beginning and end of the study. Cora had self-evaluation scores of 2.83 and 3.94 

respectively on pre and post assessments. The researcher recorded Cora at a score of 3.92 

on the first observation and 4.69 on the third observation. This is a difference of 1.08 

points and 0.75 points respectively, the highest level of discrepancy between the self-

evaluation and the performance assessment among all participants. It is notable that Cora 

self-rated herself lower than the researcher in both cases.  
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According to the self-evaluation scores, Harper indicated the most self-perceived 

growth with 1.78 points of growth from the self-evaluation completed at the beginning of 

the study compared to the self-evaluation completed at the end. Asher reported the 

second highest level of growth according to the self-evaluation with 1.53 points of 

change followed by Cora with 1.11 points, and finally Claire with 0.47 points.  

The results of the differences between the first and the final performance 

evaluations are similar to the self-evaluation for Claire and Cora, with Claire showing the 

least overall growth of 0.67 points and Cora showing 0.77 points of growth. Harper had 

0.89 points of growth from the first to the last performance review observation. Asher 

showed the most growth from the first to the last performance observation in the study 

with a growth score of 1.47 points.  

Qualitative Findings 

The remainder of the chapter addresses the research questions through the 

qualitative results. The researcher took copious notes throughout the research process, 

particularly following each round of peer observations and after conducting an 

observation of the participants teaching in their assigned classroom. Transcripts from the 

post-peer observation discussions, interview transcripts, and researcher field notes were 

analyzed using NVivo and the results are discussed in this section. Table 6 shows the 

qualitative data sources analyzed in this study and the word count of each source.  

Dominate themes that emerged from the dataset include strategies learned from 

peer observations, an increase in the level of sophistication of discussions following peer 

observation visits, more confidence from the participants, and participants valuing peer 
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observation as a learning tool. Each of the themes and their aligning assertions are 

discussed in more detail in the following section of this chapter.   

Table 6 

Description of Qualitative Data Sources 

 

Data Source Word count 

Observation Round 1 transcription  6,182 

Observation Round 2 transcription  3,092 

Observation Round 3 transcription 2,875 

Participant 1 interview 1,472 

Participant 2 interview 2,236 

Participant 3 interview 1,464 

Participant 4 interview 1,517 

Researcher field notes 4,849 

Total word count 23,687 

 

Transcripts from the observation rounds, interview transcripts, and researcher 

field notes all worked together to tell the stories of the research participants. The 

transcripts of the rounds of observations validated the influence of peer observations on 

teaching practices through comments made by the participants about their own teaching 

practices when discussing what they observed in the classrooms of other teachers. The 

interview transcripts captured the perceptions and values of the peer observation process 

from the research participants. Finally, the researcher’s field notes tied the two together 

from observations made by the researcher about the teaching practices of the participants 

and the observations made by the participants throughout the rounds of peer observations.  
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Table 7 lists the themes, evidence, and assertions that emerged from the 

qualitative data in this study.  

Table 7 

Evidence, Themes, and Assertions 

 

Evidence Themes Assertions 

All participants made reference to 

specific strategies they employed in their 

own teaching as a result of seeing the 

strategy in a classroom on a peer 

observation visit.  

 

Classroom management was not an area 

of focus in any part of the study, but 

each participant referenced the 

classroom management techniques of 

the teachers they observed.  

 

During the participant interviews, each 

participant referenced his or her growth 

in the area of classroom management, 

even though this was not a question from 

the researcher, nor was it a component 

of the study.  

Strategies Study participants applied what 

they observed in peer 

observation visits to their own 

teaching. 

 

 

Classroom management was a 

specific strategy that was 

important to study participants. 

   

Participant discussion after a peer 

observation visit was generally vague 

and non-descriptive after the first two 

rounds of peer observation visits. The 

discussions were much more evidenced-

based in the final round of visits.  

Sophistication of 

discussion 

Discussions about teaching and 

learning became more 

sophisticated and evidenced-

based as the study progressed.  

   

In the participant interviews, each 

participant made an explicit reference to 

his or her increased level of confidence 

when engaging in conversations about 

teaching and learning.  

Confidence Study participants gained 

confidence in discussions about 

teaching and learning as a 

result of participation in peer 

observation visits.  

   

All participants indicated they perceived 

peer observations to be a valuable 

learning tool. 

 

Three of four participants indicated that 

all teachers should participate in peer 

observation visits as a professional 

development tool.  

Valuable Participant 

Perception 

Study participants perceived 

peer observation as a valuable 

learning tool.  

 



57 

Strategies Learned from Peer Observation 

Study participants applied what they observed in peer observation visits to their 

own teaching. This assertion directly answers the second research question, “How do 

peer observations influence the teaching practices of preservice teachers?” Conversations 

with study participants during peer observation visits and interviews showed they were 

able to later apply strategies to their own teaching from strategies they gleaned from 

teachers they observed. 

Among various other strategies, classroom management was specifically 

mentioned by each participant during peer observation discussions and in interviews. The 

researcher also observed improvements in classroom management techniques used by 

each of the participants throughout the study. This was notable because it was the only 

strategy to be specifically mentioned by each participant and was not originally intended 

to be a part of the scope of the study. 

During the interviews, each participant mentioned classroom management as 

something they learned from this process even though no question was ever asked about 

classroom management. When asked about what she learned from the peer observation 

process, Claire replied, “Managing student behavior. Coming in I didn't really know how 

to do that, so that has completely changed. My views on that have completely changed.” 

Claire went on to compare the classroom management strategies of her mentor teacher 

she had observed as to classroom management techniques used at her previous student 

teaching placement.  Then after observing a first-grade teacher deal with a disruptive 

student, Claire related,  
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I love the way that . . . she pulled the students when they had behavior problems 

and talked to them one on one. I think that's been huge and calling a student, not 

calling them out but saying, ‘Hey, stop what you're doing.” Waiting for that time 

and pulling them aside. I loved when she kind of made it their choice. It was on 

them. “Can you do this, yes or no?” They had to kind of self-evaluate and I think 

that was big.  

Claire later discussed successfully using this strategy in her classroom with a 

disruptive student. Claire developed a strategy to manage student behavior from watching 

this teacher and then later honed this strategy through practice. During a visit to Claire’s 

class, the researcher noticed Claire whispering to a student while the rest of the class was 

working on independent practice. The researcher later learned that Claire was privately 

redirecting the student’s behavior rather than embarrassing the student in front of the 

class.   

Reflecting on the same first grade lesson, Harper said, 

[The observation] made me kind of think about—I reflect on my own teaching as 

I was watching them and think about if I do that in my own classroom how would 

I handle the situation that they were handing.  

Harper went on to compare a similar lesson he taught the same week and how the 

lesson would have been improved if he would have used similar strategies. Early in the 

semester, Harper would make general sweeping statements to the class to behave when a 

few students were talking or off task. As the semester progressed, Harper become more 

skilled in addressing individual student behavior, a skill he mentioned several times 

throughout the peer observation process.  
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After observing a fifth-grade classroom use choice board (list of assignments the 

student may choose from), Cora discussed with the group that she was making a goal to 

give students more choices in activities through a similar structure. She then reflected on 

how the observation gave her new ideas on how to effectively use a timer in the 

classroom. “There was a timer, which I use, very frequently. Even more so, I think, after 

seeing how she used hers.” Cora had previously been using a timer on a smartphone to 

maintain the pacing of the lesson, but saw the power of showing the timer to the students 

in a peer observation visit and began using a similar timer in her lessons.  

Asher had become frustrated with the low levels of energy from the class in his 

lessons. After two rounds of peer observation visits, Asher reflected the following to the 

researcher:  

I tend to include more class discussions [as a result of the peer observation visits]. 

I've noticed that in one of the classrooms. . . .  I think it was a second grade 

classroom, we observed how the teacher had the students engaging in classroom 

discussions with each other, and I see how excited the kids were and engaged, and 

I see that effect in my classroom when I use that technique as well. 

Most of Asher’s lessons in the beginning of the semester were teacher-directed 

and involved students listening to the teacher while taking notes from a presentation. 

Initially, when Asher tried to incorporate more discussion into his lessons, students 

became noisy and difficult to manage. Asher was able to reflect on strategies that worked 

from other classrooms to improve his own ability to implement effective discussion and 

questioning techniques in his own classroom. This was particularly evident in the third 
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round of observations from the researcher. Asher led the class in a rich discussion about 

the historical concept the class had been studying in the previous unit.  

During the initial round of peer observations, Asher was the first to bring up the 

issue of classroom management. Toward the end of the discussion of the second visit 

during the first round of peer observations, when the researcher asked if any of the 

participants had any closing thoughts, Asher responded, “I think for her behavior 

management, she . . . pulled the student in who was talking. . . . I liked that.” Harper and 

Claire immediately responded in agreement. A similar comment was made by Asher at 

the end of the third visit during this same round of peer observation visits.  

Claire and Cora engaged in a conversation about a classroom management 

strategy they observed after a third round of peer observation visits. During a 

conversation about student engagement, Claire abruptly said, “This doesn't really go with 

the questioning but I think she does a really good job of pulling them when they're being 

a discipline problem, and addressing that one on one instead of in front of the whole 

class.” Cora then echoed the statement the teacher made to a student in the observation, 

‘Do you need to go back to your seat or can you manage yourself?’ All participants 

initially had a habit of telling their entire class to “be quiet” or “pay attention” when a 

few students were talking or off task during a lesson. This ineffective technique was 

replaced with a more individualized redirection strategy in each participant’s classroom 

by the end of the study.  

During an interview with the researcher, Cora explained a strategy she acquired to 

solicit the attention of the students during a lesson. Cora described a quiet signal she 
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observed during a peer observation visit and how it compared to what she now does in 

her own classroom:  

I liked being in [the younger grade] class and seeing her quiet technique because 

I've got a rambunctious little group of kids. They talk. I talk. My mentor talks. It's 

not like we're trying to out speak each other. Everyone's voice is always heard in 

my room, but having a system like she had, where she had Q-U-I-E-T, quiet, and 

the kids would repeat. I don't use that exact same thing, but I do use quiet 

strategies more frequently now from seeing her doing them. I do the silent stallion 

with the fingers in the air. Sometimes, I take a step back and they're like, “What's 

happening? We don't hear [the student teacher’s] voice right now.” They'll look at 

me and I'll be doing something like patting my stomach or patting my head. 

They'll mimic my movements. That's something that I gained from watching her 

doing her quiet system with her [students]. 

Cora understood from the beginning the importance of making sure all students were 

heard in the classroom. Cora liked a noisy classroom with students sharing ideas and 

talking about their learning, but could not figure out how to ensure the more confident 

students did not dominate the class discussion. Through implementing a variety of quiet 

signals she observed in peer observation visits, Cora was able to manage the discussions 

in her classroom more effectively so all voices could be heard.  

Sophistication of Discussion  

Discussions about teaching and learning became more sophisticated and 

evidenced-based as the study progressed. This assertion responds to the first research 

question, “How do conversations about teaching practices evolve over time between the 
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preservice teacher participant and the researcher within the context of discussions 

following peer observations?”  

The observations made by the participants during the initial round of peer 

observation visits were very simple and lacked specificity. The phrase, “I liked . . .” 

followed by an observation of something the teacher did was prevalent during the first 

round of peer observation visits. Harper initially made comments such as, “I liked how 

she gave them a choice to decide what kind of movement they wanted to do; different 

letters, that was cool.” Asher shared, “I liked how they were working within pairs” and “I 

liked that to get the students quiet, and she said, ‘Okay students be quiet,’ and spelled the 

word Q-U-I-E-T and they were silent. I like that.” During this same round of peer 

observation visits, Claire said, “She has very good classroom expectations set up. She 

doesn't really have to . . . like during transitions, they're pretty much, they know what to 

do.” These observations were very basic and could be made by anyone visiting the 

classroom regardless of their level of training in education. 

As the study progressed, however, these observations became much more 

sophisticated and based on evidence. During the second round of peer observation visits, 

Claire noticed a reading strategy used by a teacher:  

Like with the partner reading, they were both held accountable for reading one 

page and then the other one. The three seconds with your foot so the other partner 

can help you with a word if you don't know it at the end. They're working together 

on the worksheet. 

A novice observer may not have noticed how the strategy created equal accountability for 

all students in the class to participate.  
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Cora made another astute observation in the third round of peer observation visits:  

When they initially began the carpet time, she gathered them using different 

patterns. There was no lost education time whatsoever. With that, they were 

having to count and they were counting her claps. It was a core response. I mean, 

if anything, it would be a better memory builder for them. There was one boy in 

the back by you that was playing with his bracelet. That was the only 

disengagement that I saw, throughout.  

Rather than simply saying whether or not students were engaged in the lesson, Cora 

identified the specific strategy the teacher used during transition from one activity to 

another to maximize instructional minutes while minimizing negative behavior during the 

transition.  

During the final round of peer observation visits, Harper posed a question to the 

group about how a teacher could have improved a lesson. Asher volunteered a response 

detailing a strategy he observed in another classroom: 

You could use different strategies to talk to them. Make sure each student has a 

different color [pen], or use dry erase markers to write on the desk. Make sure 

everyone is using a different color and sharing that color with their groups. 

After sharing this strategy, Asher later used it with his class by asking students to write 

down their thoughts on a large piece of paper. Each student had a different colored 

marker so Asher was able to quickly see who had contributed to the group discussion and 

to what degree each student contributed.   
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Confidence 

Study participants gained confidence in discussions about teaching and learning 

as a result of participation in peer observation visits. When asked in an interview the 

research question, “How do peer observations influence your teaching practices?” all 

participants indicated they felt more confident talking about teaching and learning with 

their colleagues and with other teachers on campus. Participants shared that this led to 

learning new strategies because they did not shy away from conversations about best 

practices of teaching. 

Cora summed up the following sentiments of the participants in her interview: 

People are seeking me out for my perspective and my advice. It's a lot more . . . I 

have a lot stronger of a role and a presence than I did as freshly coming in a few 

months ago. I've been here for a year now. This semester's amped up like crazy. I 

feel like I'm really . . . respected, seems like a strong word, but I feel like people 

see me as someone that they can get good information from. 

Feeling respected and valued as a contributor to the knowledge base of the teachers on 

the campus led Cora to research and try new strategies to share with the teachers on 

campus. During lunch, Cora was observed by the researcher in the teacher’s lounge with 

a laptop showing a veteran teacher how to use an online resource for a lesson they had 

been mutually planning.  

Harper expressed similar sentiments in his interview: 

I believe I have more of a say. I feel like, I don't know, I feel like I'm a teacher 

now on the team. I feel like I speak up more and I, for example, with this week 
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with me taking over I made the decisions with the rest of the first grade team. . . . 

it was me. That's totally different from where I started. 

As the semester progressed, Harper always respected the expertise of his mentor teacher, 

but would be seen venturing into conversations with other professionals more often 

without the mentor teacher present.  

When asked how participation in the peer observations visits influenced him, 

Asher said, 

I have more confidence in planning and preparation, in the preparation process. 

Also delivering . . . my lessons as well. My first semester I was kind of shy and 

quiet, and this semester, I'm more open and just relaxed, myself, in the classroom. 

Asher reported that during team meetings, he was more outspoken because he was 

confident in what he was doing. Later, other teachers on Asher’s team shared with the 

researcher how much they appreciated the insight Asher had to offer because he came 

with fresh new ideas.   

Peer Observation as a Valuable Learning Tool 

Study participants perceived peer observation as a valuable learning tool. When 

asked if participation in peer observation visits had been beneficial, all study participants 

stated “yes.” Most even added that they wished preservice teachers in their program 

would participate in peer observation visits. Some even continued participating in peer 

observations visits on their own when the study had ended.  

When asked if participation in the peer observation visits were beneficial, Claire 

replied, 
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I think that 100 percent it has been meaningful. I think that observing other 

teachers and seeing the different strategies and different ways that they teach is 

one of the best beneficial things. I'm a very visual learner. I like seeing what other 

people do. 

Claire gained insight from seeing other teachers use strategies she had learned about in 

preservice classes. Learning about teaching techniques from her coursework and then 

seeing them in action and finally practicing the strategy herself was a recipe for success 

for Claire.   

Cora echoed similar sentiments in her response to the question about whether or 

not the visits were meaningful: 

I would say “yes” because as a teacher, a teacher candidate at this point, we get 

isolated and we see how we do things and how our mentor does things. Of course, 

we're taught things in our classroom, but seeing how things work in other 

locations. How other people have learned to do things and how they've adjusted 

over the years, especially with how many years’ experience that we've seen on 

this campus. It's changed my viewpoint, I think. I don't feel like I'm looking at this 

like a new teacher. I think I'm looking at this with experienced eyes. 

Cora went on to say that she would like to continue participating in peer observation 

visits throughout her career. “I think it's important for anybody, not just teacher 

candidates. I can see myself teaching in ten years and still needing to know something 

new or seeing a different way.” 

Harper shared his thoughts about participation in the peer observation visits, 

reflecting on how the process has helped him develop his teaching style: 
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I feel like we're developing our teaching style and we're learning what kind of 

teacher we want to be. To observe other teachers, to pinpoint what we want to do 

or what we like and what works for us. I think—like to [the first grade teacher], 

for an example, that is something I would want to adopt myself in my own 

teaching, and you're always reflecting as a teacher candidate. You're always 

thinking how I could do something better. So to observe veteran teachers or other 

teachers, I feel like it’s a good reflection experience and also it kind of—what was 

the word I was thinking of—it, oh, come to me. I feel like you're reflecting and 

kind of learning what you want to do in the classroom based off of what others are 

doing. 

Harper understood that his teaching style would not come from simply mimicking his 

mentor teacher, but rather from synthesizing his own experiences in the classroom with 

ideas and strategies from dozens of other teachers. As Harper observes more teachers, he 

will have a broader set of skills to employ in his own classroom when he obtains full 

certification.  

In his interview, Asher talked about how meaningful the peer observation 

experiences had been:  

Participation in the peer observation has been meaningful, very meaningful, 

actually, to my teaching practice because it’s given me an opportunity to observe 

different types of teaching strategies and how they are executed differently by 

different educators, because everyone's different in the classroom, and everyone's 

perception of information is different, so maybe training in the Kagan strategies 
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are executed out differently. My perception of maybe one thing is different from 

another teacher. 

He went on to say: 

I do feel that it's beneficial for teacher candidates to observe other teachers, 

because they can observe a variety of teaching techniques that are not taught in 

the class, or different from their mentor teacher that they're placed with. There's 

different strategies to be used. Your mentor teacher may stick to one way, but it's 

good to see other ways of teaching so you can get a feel of how you want to teach. 

Asher learned through the peer observation process that there is no right way to teach a 

lesson, but many different techniques used by different educators. By observing many 

teachers in the field of teaching, Asher was able to learn which strategies worked best for 

him and the students he worked with.  

Conclusion 

The student teaching experience is a time of tremendous professional growth for 

most preservice teachers. This experience serves as a bridge between the often theoretical 

world of academia and the practical world of full time teaching. Without proper training 

during their preservice teaching experience, new teachers may feel overwhelmed to the 

point of leaving the teaching career altogether. Participants in this research study felt that 

the peer observation process better equipped them for their first teaching experience by 

giving them the opportunity to observe dozens of professionals while discussing best 

practices of teaching and learning in the classroom. It is my hope that this sense of 

confidence will translate to effective teaching practices when these young professionals 
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transition from their university experience to full time teachers in the K-12 school 

system.   
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CHAPTER 5 

Discussion 

In the previous chapter, quantitative and qualitative data were analyzed 

separately. This chapter discusses the complementarity of the quantitative and qualitative 

data, as well as the results in relation to the extant literature, lessons learned from the 

study, limitations of the study, implications for practice, and implications for future 

research. The research questions that were used to guide this study were: 

RQ1: How do conversations about teaching practices evolve over time between 

the preservice teacher participant and the researcher within the context of 

discussions following peer observations? 

RQ2: How do peer observations influence the teaching practices of preservice 

teachers?  

Complementarity of Quantitative and Qualitative Data 

Complementarity in this study refers to the extent which the qualitative and 

quantitative data point to the same outcomes or conclusions (Greene, 2007). The goals of 

this action research study were to determine whether peer observations had a real or 

perceived effect on the pedagogical practices of preservice teachers and how participation 

in peer observations influenced the discussions of preservice teachers about teaching and 

learning. A secondary goal of this study was to reduce the attrition rate of teachers 

entering the profession by training and equipping them during preservice training for the 

challenges they will face in their first year of teaching.  

The second research question, “How do peer observations influence the teaching 

practices of preservice teachers,” was answered using both quantitative and qualitative 
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instruments. Both quantitative instruments used in this study showed clear growth from 

all participants in the components of teaching measured in this study. When rating their 

own perceived self-efficacy in the components of teaching measured in this study, all 

four participants indicated they had improved as an educator over the course of the study 

as evidenced by the results shown in Table 5. Similar trends are seen in the data collected 

from the performance assessment rubric, which was used to measure the effectiveness of 

the participant in teaching using three components of a teacher evaluation rubric. 

Participants showed a range of growth of 0.67 to 1.47 points on the performance 

assessment rubric from the beginning of the study to the end. This quantitative data 

answers part of the second research question indicating that peer observation likely has a 

positive influence on the teaching practices of preservice teachers, but it is the qualitative 

data that helps to make sense of how the peer observations had this influence.  

Study participants further attributed their growth in pedagogical practices to 

increasing the number of skills and strategies they could use by observing other teachers 

use strategies they were unfamiliar with. Each participant was assigned a mentor teacher 

to train and guide them throughout the semester, but participants appreciated learning 

new strategies that their mentor teacher did not regularly use, and then being able to 

practice those strategies in the safety of their own classroom.  

One metric to measure the understanding of various teaching practices used by 

preservice teachers was to evaluate the sophistication of their language when discussing 

teaching and learning. All participants in this study increased the level of sophistication 

in their language during conversations with the researcher over the scope of the study. 

This evolution from simple observations to complex analysis about the observations was 
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seen in the number of times specific strategies were referenced, the change from the 

phrase, “I liked…” to “I noticed . . .” The ability to speak about and engage in 

conversation about teaching and learning in more sophisticated terms led to better 

implementation of strategies used in the preservice teachers’ own lessons. 

This level of language sophistication addressed the first research question, “How 

do conversations about teaching practices evolve over time between the preservice 

teacher participant and the researcher within the context of discussions following peer 

observations.” The qualitative results section of the previous chapter show that 

discussions about teaching and learning become more sophisticated and evidenced-based 

as the study progressed. As the conversations about teaching practices become more 

sophisticated and evidenced-based, the quantitative data showed that the preservice 

teachers also used better teaching strategies to improve their own teaching.  

Any adult can walk into a classroom and make observations about what the 

students are seeing and doing, but it takes a trained professional to recognize the nuances 

of the strategies veteran teachers use to teach a class. It stands to reason that as 

participants are able to speak about teaching and learning in more sophisticated terms, 

they would be better equipped to put into practice the skills and strategies they are able to 

talk about. This appears to have been the case with the research participants in this study.  

Perhaps one of the most telling examples of participants valuing the experience of 

peer observation was that all participants continued to engage in peer observation visits 

after the study had concluded. During interviews, most participants indicated that they 

would like to see teacher preparation programs include a similar model to prepare 

preservice teachers for real-life classroom experiences.   
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Discussion of Results in Relation to the Extant Literature 

The results of the study support the claims made by Albert Bandura on 

observational learning theory (1989) and Eduard Lindeman on Adult Learning Theory 

(1926). The results also served to fill a noticeable gap in the literature on using peer 

observation as a learning tool for preservice teachers.  

Observational Learning Theory 

Observational learning theory simply states that learning occurs through the 

observation of others ( Bandura, 1971; Bandura & Huston, 1961). Despite the strong 

evidence to support the effectiveness of observational learning (Bandura & Huston, 

1961), many traditional teacher preparation programs continue to emphasize coursework 

where participants listen to lectures rather than engage in field experience (Ingersoll & 

Strong, 2011). Most teacher preparation programs include only one semester of student 

teaching as a capstone experience in the teacher preparation program.  

When preservice teachers do finally observe a mentor, the mentor they observe 

serves in a role as an evaluator of performance, offers guidance from only their own 

experiences, and is limited to one or two mentors at the most.  

The results of this study clearly supported observational learning as an effective 

method of transferring important pedagogical skills from veteran practitioners to novice 

preservice teachers. In addition to their own assigned mentors, preservice teachers in this 

study observed more than nine other professional educators on an elementary campus. 

All participants referenced very specific skills and strategies they developed from 

observing other teachers that they did not attain from their time in the classroom. I am not 

suggesting that higher education institutions abandon coursework, but rather that they 
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look for ways to increase opportunities for preservice teachers to observe more experts in 

the field of teaching within their local context.  

Adult Learning Theory 

Adult learners place tremendous value on the level of meaning they receive from 

their educational experience. If adults do not perceive their learning as meaningful, they 

will have difficulty engaging in the learning experience (Lindeman, 1926). Comments 

made by participants in this study about the meaningfulness of the peer observation 

experience confirmed the validity of this study.  

Preservice teachers have many demands placed upon their time and mental 

energy. Learning activities that are seen as a waste of time have been met with 

resentment from preservice teachers. However, when preservice teachers engaged in 

learning activities they perceived as meaningful, they gladly continued in the exercise, 

even when the assignment requirement had been fulfilled. This was evidenced by the 

study participants continuing in peer observation visits after the study concluded. When 

questioned about this, study participants reported they enjoyed the process and found it 

valuable to their own professional development.  

Peer Observation as a Learning Tool for All Teachers 

Much has been written on the topic of professional development for teachers 

(Burns, 2012; Hill, 2009; Postholm, 2012; Roseler & Dentzau, 2013) and training for 

preservice teachers (Atiles & Pinholster, 2013; Davis, 2013; Goldhaber & Cowan, 2014; 

Ronfeldt & Reininger, 2012), but interestingly these two concepts are most often studied 

independently of each other.  
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Peer observation has already proven to be an effective tool for teacher growth 

when used with certified teachers (Cosh, 1999; Lortie, 1975; Munson, 1998; Pressick-

kilborn & Riele, 2009; Pressick-Kilborn & Te Riele, 2008; Strother, 1989; Whitney & 

Rorschach, 1986). This study showed similar methods of peer observation are effective in 

training preservice teachers. If this is the case for the particular niche of peer observation, 

it warrants further research on other areas of research-based effective professional 

development methods that could be used to train preservice teachers.  

Lessons Learned 

I quickly learned through conversations with the study participants that, in spite of 

their busy schedules, they valued the time to visit classrooms on campus with an 

experienced educator and appreciated the face time it gave them with the school principal 

(who was also the researcher in this study). One participant commented in a conversation 

with the researcher that she would someday like to work at a school that uses peer 

observations regularly and that visiting classrooms with the principal gave her a unique 

perspective into the skills and attributes the principal valued at the school.  

Other conversations with the research participants revealed that preservice 

teachers in this study had strong opinions about the strengths and weaknesses of their 

teacher preparation program. Most participants had very specific suggestions about how 

to restructure certain elements of the teacher preparation program to make the experience 

more beneficial for their own professional growth. A common theme was that 

participants valued time in the K-12 classroom working directly with teachers and 

students. None of the participants suggested decreasing the coursework, but rather 

supplementing the coursework with more field experience.  
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One of the greatest lessons learned for me as the researcher occurred after 

observing a very ineffective lesson with the study participants. Initially, the study 

participants did not want to say anything to criticize the teacher or the lesson they had 

observed so the discussion was very limited. After I asked a question about how the 

lesson could have been improved, all participants had several suggestions. Immediately 

following that discussion, I realized I had never given the participants permission to 

observe critically. After a group discussion about the fact that every lesson can be 

improved or simply taught in a different way, the discussions from participants were 

more insightful.  

Limitations of Study 

A major limitation of this study was related to the number of factors that influence 

a preservice teacher’s growth and development. The goal of this research study was to 

determine whether peer observations had a real or perceived effect on the pedagogical 

practices of preservice teachers as determined by the conversations they have about 

teaching and learning. While it is certainly the case that all participants demonstrated real 

growth in the use of effective pedagogical practices, many factors may have contributed 

to this growth, making it hard to determine the amount of impact that was made by the 

peer observations as opposed to other factors. 

Experience, coaching from the preservice teacher coordinator, coaching from 

their mentor, and continued coursework are just some of the factors that may have 

influenced the natural maturation process of the participants. As study participants gained 

more experience in the classroom, they likely acquired new vocabulary terms that could 

influence the complexity of their conversations about teaching and learning. Likewise, 
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guidance from sources outside of this study such as their assigned mentor teacher or from 

their preservice teacher coordinator was likely to have influenced the participants.  

The sample size of this study may have been another limited factor. A larger 

sample of participants would have resulted in a broader range of background experiences 

among the participants, which may have brought to light other influencing factors that 

were not accounted for in this study. The preservice teachers in this study were all in their 

second semester of student teaching in the iTeachAZ Teacher Preparation Program at 

Arizona State University. Would students in a similar program or in their first semester of 

student teaching experience similar results? 

Researcher bias was a limitation of the study because I served in the roles of 

researcher, data collector, and school principal. As the researcher conducting this study, I 

have a vested interest in the success of the study. Although I have no direct evaluatory 

role over the preservice teachers, my role as the principal may have caused the 

participants to want to impress me in order to be considered for a full-time position in the 

future. To prevent researcher bias from influencing the results of this study, I tried to let 

the experiences of the participants speak for themselves through direct quotes whenever 

possible.  

Finally, this study did not determine any correlation between the specific 

strategies and skills observed by participants and the rate in which those strategies were 

employed in their own practice. For example, when participants watched a strategy being 

used by a veteran teacher, how often did the participants begin using that same strategy in 

their classrooms? Of the strategies that participants did adopt, to what degree of fidelity 

were the strategies used?  
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Implications for Practice 

I will continue to use peer observations as a learning tool for preservice teachers 

on my campus. Of the four participants who completed this study, I would feel 

comfortable hiring any of them to work at my elementary school.  

Through the rich discussions about teaching and learning that followed each peer 

observation visit, I was able to develop a better understanding of the strengths and 

weaknesses of each participant. Areas of misconception were immediately identified and 

corrected and I was able to show real life examples of the teaching strategies that were 

discussed.   

Taking what I have learned from the preservice teachers who participated in peer 

observation visits, I will expand the use of peer observation to all teachers in my 

elementary school next year. Because the teachers on my campus have experience 

teaching and know how to identify specific best-practice strategies, I will ask the teachers 

to help identify an area of focus for each of the visits. 

Broader implications for practice include teacher preparation programs expanding 

their program of study to include regular intervals of peer observation using the model 

presented in this study. Unlike traditional teacher preparation programs that include 

several semesters of coursework followed by a single semester of student teaching, the 

results of this study support a program that includes observation of master teachers 

integrated throughout a teacher training program.  

This research also has implications for practicing teachers. Schools and districts 

may consider changes to their professional development program to abandon traditional 

“sit and get” professional development experiences for teacher in favor of peer 
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observation as a professional development tool. Teachers engaged in peer observation as 

a professional development tool learn directly from peers in the same building, which 

creates a natural support system when implementing new learning.   

Implications for Further Research 

This study confirmed that preservice teachers at the school in which this study 

took place valued peer observation as a learning tool for their own professional growth. 

Further research on the topic would need to be conducted to determine if this is true for 

other preservice teachers in this teacher preparation program and if teachers in similar 

programs would experience the same result.  

A longitudinal study is warranted to determine if participation in this type of 

training has any impact on attrition once preservice teachers enter the teaching 

profession. Many teachers leave the teaching profession before they develop mastery of 

their job. If peer observation is useful in giving teachers skills to be successful early in 

their career, attrition rates may be impacted.  

It would be interesting to replicate the study with two groups of participants and 

have one group use video lessons for their peer observation visits. If video observations 

have the same effect as in-person peer observations, exemplar videos could be used to 

reach a broader audience of preservice teachers. Scheduling constraints could be 

significantly reduced if video observations had a similar impact on preservice teachers as 

in-person observations.  

Finally, this study focused on utilizing peer observations as a learning tool for 

preservice teachers. Further study should be conducted to evaluate the influence of peer 

observation as a learning tool for early career teachers, veteran teachers, and for teachers 
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nearing retirement. Do more experienced teachers benefit in a different way from peer 

observations because of the wealth of experience they have to draw from?  

Conclusion 

Teaching is hard work. It is also arguably the most important work in the world. 

Teachers transmit society’s culture, educate our youth, and care for our most vulnerable 

and precious citizens every day. With 17 to 33 percent of the nation’s teachers leaving the 

profession within their first five years (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Kaiser, 2011; 

Kopkowski, 2008), we are facing a national crisis that extends beyond the doors of our 

schools. American schools need well-trained and well-equipped teachers to do the 

important work of preparing the next generation to take the reins of society and usher 

humanity into the next era of progress. A strong society has a foundation of well-

educated citizens. Well-educated citizens are created by skillful teachers at all levels of 

the educational experience.  

Peer observation has proven to be an effective tool to supplement the training and 

development of the next generation of teachers. By giving preservice teachers authentic 

training through peer observation, these teachers gain the skills necessary to be successful 

through the most difficult years of teaching and will last long enough in the classroom to 

perfect their craft and impact thousands of students over the course of a career.  

Peer observation as a learning tool has the added benefit of bringing a sense of 

professionalism back to the teaching profession. No longer will outside “experts” or 

consultants need to be brought in to train and develop teachers, because the true experts 

are in the classrooms working with kids every day. Master teachers who want to share 

their expertise with others will no longer have to leave the classroom to become 
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instructional coaches or administrators to make a positive contribution to the 

development of others around them.  

For decades, surgeons have been required to undergo hundreds of hours of 

observation before gaining full certification in the medical profession. This residency 

requirement has been in place to ensure doctors learn all the nuances of their craft from 

experts in the field before making life and death decisions. Likewise, the education of our 

nation’s youth is simply too important to ignore the importance of peer observations to 

train the next generation of teachers.   
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Performance Assessment Rubric 

TEACHER NAME:       SCORE: _______ / 50 

DATE OF OBSERVATION: 

 

*Rubric adapted from the Charlotte Danielson Framework for Teaching  

 
 Exemplary (5) (4) Proficient (3) (2) Unsatisfactory 

(1) 

Planning & 

Preparation 

Teacher 

connects 

learning 

outcomes to 

previous and 

future learning. 

 

Evidence of 

both 

3 & 5 

Outcomes are 

related to “big 

ideas” of the 

discipline. 

 

Evidence of 

both 

1 & 3 

Outcomes do not 

represent 

important 

learning in the 

discipline.  

 

Outcomes are 

differentiated to 

encourage 

individual 

students to take 

educational 

risks. 

Evidence of 

both 

3 & 5 

Outcomes are 

suitable to 

groups of 

students in the 

class, 

differentiated 

where necessary 

Evidence of 

both 

1 & 3 

Outcomes are 

not suitable for 

many students in 

the class. 

Teacher provides 

a variety of 

appropriately 

challenging 

resources that 

are differentiated 

for students in 

the class. 

Evidence of 

both 

3 & 5 

Teacher 

provides a 

variety of 

appropriately 

challenging 

resources 

Evidence of 

both 

1 & 3 

Materials are not 

engaging or 

meet 

instructional 

outcomes. 

Lesson plans 

differentiate for 

individual 

student needs. 

Evidence of 

both 

3 & 5 

The plan for the 

lesson or unit is 

well structured, 

with reasonable 

time allocations 

Evidence of 

both 

1 & 3 

Lesson plans are 

not structured or 

sequenced and 

are unrealistic in 

their 

expectations. 
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 Exemplary (5) (4) Proficient (3) (2) Unsatisfactory 

(1) 

Engagement Virtually all 

students are 

highly engaged 

in the lesson. 

Evidence of 

both 

3 & 5 

Most students 

are intellectually 

engaged in the 

lesson. 

Evidence of 

both 

1 & 3 

Few students are 

intellectually 

engaged in the 

lesson. 

Students have an 

opportunity for 

reflection and 

closure on the 

lesson to 

consolidate their 

understanding. 

Evidence of 

both 

3 & 5 

The pacing of 

the lesson 

provides 

students the time 

needed to be 

intellectually 

engaged. 

Evidence of 

both 

1 & 3 

The lesson 

drags, or is 

rushed. 

Students have 

extensive choice 

in how they 

complete tasks. 

Evidence of 

both 

3 & 5 

Students have 

some choice in 

how they 

complete 

learning tasks. 

Evidence of 

both 

1 & 3 

Students have no 

choice in how 

they complete 

tasks. 

Discussion 

& 

Questioning 

Techniques 

Students initiate 

higher-order 

questions. 

Evidence of 

both 

3 & 5 

Teacher uses 

open-ended 

questions, 

inviting students 

to think and/or 

offer multiple 

possible 

answers. 

Evidence of 

both 

1 & 3 

Questions are 

rapid-fire, and 

convergent, with 

a single correct 

answer. 

Students extend 

the discussion, 

enriching it. 

Evidence of 

both 

3 & 5 

The teacher 

builds on uses 

student 

responses to 

questions 

effectively. 

Evidence of 

both 

1 & 3 

All discussion is 

between teacher 

and students; 

students are not 

invited to speak 

directly to one 

another. 

Students invite 

comments from 

their classmates 

during a 

discussion. 

Evidence of 

both 

3 & 5 

Discussions 

enable students 

to talk to one 

another, without 

ongoing 

mediation by the 

teacher. 

Evidence of 

both 

1 & 3 

A few students 

dominate the 

discussion. 
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Interviewer 

Introduction, 

Thank you, & 

Purpose 

Thank you for participating in this interview. Your responses will 

help guide the professional development experiences of teachers 

on our campus.  

This interview will be recorded and transcribed, but all identifying 

information will be redacted in the transcription and all audio 

recording. Do you understand? [wait for response]. 

Do I have your permission to proceed with this interview being 

recorded? [wait for response]. 

This interview will take between 25-30 minutes and will focus on 

questions about your experience with peer observations. There are 

no right or wrong answers. Think of this as simply a conversation 

about your experience with professional development as a teacher. 

You have the right to not answer any question or stop participating 

in this interview at any time.   

Do you have any questions? [wait for response]. 

Questions 1. Provide a brief (1-2 min) overview of your teaching 

experience. 

2. Has participation in peer-observations been meaningful to your 

teaching practice? If so, how?  

3. Describe the peer-observation experiences you have 

participated in this year. 

4. Have the peer-observations influenced your teaching practice? 

If so, how?  

5. Can you describe a time when you did something different in 

your classroom because of something you observed in a peer-

observation?  

6. How many times in an average week do you engage in 

professional conversations about pedagogical practices with 

colleagues? 

7. Are there any terms or vocabulary you now use more regularly 

as a result of your participation in peer observations?  
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Recruitment & 

Consent Email  

As a doctoral research student at ASU, I am currently conducting a 

research project on peer observation as a professional development 

tool for early career teachers. As a professional new to teaching, I 

would very much appreciate your input on your experiences with 

peer observation.  

 

I would love to have a conversation with you about your 

experiences with peer observation and to find out what has been 

effective or ineffective for you. 

 

Legal Stuff & What to Expect:  

This is 100% optional. If you choose to participate, I will interview 

you for approximately 25-30 minutes before or after school or at 

your convenience during the school day. The conversation would 

be recorded and transcribed for use in my action research project, 

but your name and all identifying information will be omitted in all 

transcriptions, recordings, and reporting of the data. Your name or 

information will not be associated with the published data, nor will 

anything you disclose affect any performance review. 

 

Please let me know if you are interested in participating and when 

you are available. If you do not want to participate, that is 

completely fine. 

 

Matt Schenk 
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