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Introduction

Quality of distance learning can be considered in different ways: the quality of the teaching and
learning materials that students can engage with, the quality of correspondence tuition given to
students in response to their assessments and the quality of online or face to face teaching. The
quality of online or face to face teaching is considered to be especially important in terms of
helping to develop tutor-student relationships and student motivation.

This paper describes a project to capture and understand the practice of tutorial observations
from two different perspectives: the perspective of the distance learning tutor, and the
perspective of the line manager. The project has a number of linked objectives: it aims to
understand what happens during a tutorial or class observation; understand what good
observation feedback is; what considerations need to be made regarding the observation of
online tutorials; how to observe team teaching and offer feedback that is appropriate and useful
for lecturers; how to best influence and develop teaching practice; to understand attitudes of
different groups of staff across the university.

This short case study begins with a description of a literature review, followed with a brief
summary of a series of focus groups that were designed to elicit opinions and perspectives about
tuition observations: two focus groups for associate lecturers, and one focus group for their line
manager. The focus groups helped to identify a set of practice recommendations, which are
shared. The paper then concludes with a summary and pointers towards further research.

Literature Review

One of the first steps of the project was to carry out a literature review (Chyriwsky, 2017). Before
commencing, it was acknowledged that the term teaching observation can be connected to a
broad field of studys; it can relate to observation practice at school level, tertiary education as
well as higher education. Exploration of this area can also expose debates relating to educational
policy and development. A direction was given to focus attention to research that related
primarily to distance education, higher education and the management and development of
teaching practice.
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Fifty-nine publications were identified. These included journals, books, and professional
development conferences. A range of key themes were identified, along with important papers
that shared research findings and provided pointers to research practice.

Some of the key themes identified included: peer observation (Cosh, 1998; Jones & Gallen, 2015)
and observation design (Gosling, 2001); the philosophy of tutorial observations, i.e. whether
they were for lecturer performance monitoring or for personal and professional development
(Shortland, 2004); aspects of development related to technology skills, fostering a sense of
belonging and developing of competence (Harper & Nicolson, 2013); the exposure to different
pedagogic approaches, changes in personal understanding and perspectives (Harper &
Nicolson, 2013); the importance of dialogue between the observed and observer (Donnelly,
2007); the recognition of challenges such as workload and observer bias (Martin & Double,
1998; Hatzipanagos & Lygo-Baker, 2006; Courneya et al., 2008).

Following the literature review, it was decided to run two sets of focus groups for university
staff: one for associate lecturers, who are generally observed, and another for the academic
managers who regularly carry out observations (known as staft tutors). A description of both
focus groups can be found in the next sections.

Focus Groups: Associate Lecturers

Open University associate lecturers, who are also known as tutors, are part time members of
staff who are the student’s first point of contact when they are studying a module. A module is
usually up to 30 points of study and runs between 6 and 9 months. Tutors have up to a group
of twenty students and can teach on undergraduate and postgraduate modules across a range
of different faculties. All the teaching and learning materials are written by a module team and
the tutor’s role is to help the students understand and work through the module. Tutors respond
to student queries, mark assessments and run tutorials. Tutorials can take place face to face, but
they increasingly take place online using Adobe Connect.

Two focus groups were run at an associate lecturer development conference in May 2017.
During the session, tutors were asked two questions: “How should staff tutors and faculty
managers run effective observations?” and “What feedback would help you the most?” During
the focus group, tutors were encouraged to write down key thoughts and opinions using a flip
chart. After the session, important discussion points summarised in a blog post which was made
available to participants (Douce, 2017a).

The discussions that took placed can be summarised by a set of keywords. These were: purpose,
importance, dimensions, acknowledgment, dialogue, frequency, practicalities, negotiation,
feedback, differences, opportunities and connections. Purpose relates to the overall objective of
observations; whether they were solely for management or for developmental purpose. This
linked to the theme of importance: observations should be done properly; they should not be
cursory or brief. The term dimensions related a number of different aspects, i.e. whether the
observation was formal or informal, group or individual, or whether line managers were visiting
a live or a recorded tutorial. It should be acknowledged that observations can be stressful and
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that trust between the observer and the observed is important. Feedback was also discussed;
there should be a dialogue and tutors should be given a right to reply, and observer engagement
within a tutorial can also be something that can be negotiated.

An important point is that there appears to be differences in observation practice; there were
differences in terms of frequency and the ways that feedback is shared to tutors. Reflecting the
literature review, the tutorial or teaching observation can be considered to be a rare opportunity
for both development and collaboration; there are certainly opportunities, particularly with
respect to developing and facilitating peer observations.

Focus Groups: Staff Tutors

The second set of focus groups took place in November 2017 within a regular meeting that is
scheduled for tutor line managers. The aim of the faculty staff tutor meeting is to learn about
changes within the university and to share academic and management practice. The meeting
was attended by staff tutor representatives across the Faculty of Science, Technology,
Engineering and Mathematics (STEM).

Tutor line managers were split into 7 groups, roughly representing disciplines and were asked
the following questions:

e  What is the most important reason to carry out an observation?
e  What procedure or procedures do you follow?

e How do you record an observation?

e  What do you look for?

e How do you share feedback?

e Isthere anything special about online observations?

e Should there be standardised guidelines for STEM?

All groups were asked to discuss the questions, make notes and provide a brief summary of their
discussions.

The keywords that related to the themes that were exposed are as follows: philosophy,
relationships, dialogue, guidelines, feedback, online, experience, priority and opportunities.

Philosophy reflects the earlier use of the word purpose; for example, the staff tutors were
exposing the question as to whether an observation was developmental or managerial in the
sense of ensuring quality assurance. Relationships relate to the fact that observations can also
have multiple purposes; they can help to develop and build relationships, reduce tutor isolation
and offer reassurance. This theme is linked to dialogue and feedback, in the sense that
observations are an opportunity to have helpful conversations about practice. Two other
important points were: online tutorials do not need to be perfect; the challenges accompanying
the use of technology are thoroughly appreciated, and the experience of both the observer and
the observed are to be taken into account.
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Reflecting the tutor focus group, opportunities were also discussed: peer observations have the
potential to be facilitated and observation results and feedback have the potential to have a
broader impact in the sense that they could feed into discussions regarding module
development and design. Finally, there was a conclusion that a standardised set of standardised
observation guidelines were not appropriate; tutors, disciplines and modules are all different.

Faculty Guidance

One of the immediate outcomes of these discussions was to uncover a set of practical and
adaptable guidelines that have been used for Science tutors. For sake of brevity, the guidelines
have been summarised in the following two paragraphs. A more thorough description is
available in Douce (2017b):

During the tutor probation period (which lasts for two years), each tutor should be observed
once across all different tuition methods. Line managers should liaise with each other to decide
which observations would be appropriate and the lead line manager will ensure that at least one
observation is made before a tutor’s appraisal which takes place every two years. A lead manager
can ask other colleagues for an observation report (with tutor permission) to prepare for a
tutor’s appraisal.

Every tuition report should present some useful feedback (using a feedback form) and should
be stored on a secure server. Line managers should give at least 2 weeks’ notice before an
observation and, if appropriate, ask tutors to prepare a lesson or a tutorial plan, and have them
send it to you. When a report has been sent to a tutor, ask for reflective feedback from tutor.

Summary

This research has exposed a variety of different practices and attitudes regarding tuition and
tutorial observations, and has helped to suggest further research. There are three immediate
areas of focus. These are: continue to read and analyse the literature review, continue to explore
the subject of online teaching observations, and continue to consider how to appropriate
conduct observations when team teaching is carried out. This third point implicitly reflects an
important and repeated theme: how to balance the needs of management and quality with the
needs of pedagogic and professional development. This is, of course, connected to a theme that
has emerged from the literature, the tutor focus group and the line manager focus group: how
best to develop and facilitate peer observations. This question points towards an important
action: the need for further staff development workshops to share practice.

This research has been carried out within the Faculty of STEM. Looking long term, there are
clear areas of further development: there is the possibility of extending this work to other
faculties, and also building on the focus group research to develop a more detailed survey to
uncover and expose broader attitudes regarding tutorial observations. There are, however, a
number of key themes that can be identified. These are of course, the importance of trust and
the importance of communication.
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