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The belief that we have a lot to learn from our learners, and that our
learners have a lot to learn from each other, led me to consider alternative
ways of involving learners in our exploratory practice, and inspired the
creation of a new developmental tool: learner observations of teaching
and learning. This is similar to peer observation in nature, but instead of
having a peer teacher observing the lesson, it involves a learner observing
the lesson by carrying out structured observation tasks. This article dis-
cusses the rationale, the procedures and techniques, and the findings of an
exploratory study carried out at Bilkent University School of English Lan-
guage (BUSED, and proposes an exploratory framework through which
learner observations of teaching and learning can be effectively used to
achieve collaborative exploration of teaching and learning.

Introduction An understanding and awareness of the intricacies of the social and
psychological processes of the classroom is central to effective teacher
development (Wright 1990: 84). In our day-to-day teaching, however,
we are often so absorbed in our purpose, our procedures, and in the
technicalities of what we do, that we are not able to observe these
valuable processes as they occur through the lesson. As Wajnryb states
(1992: 1), classroom observation is an invaluable learning tool that

opens up a range of experiences and processes which can become
part of the raw material of a teacher's professional growth and gives
the teacher the opportunity to observe processes of teaching and learning.

Two influential types of observation that promote professional growth
are peer observation and self-observation, both of which have
developmental aims: developing an awareness of the principles and
decision-making that underlie effective teaching (Day 1990: 43) and
effective learning; distinguishing between effective and less effective
classroom practices; reflecting back on our own classroom practices and
identifying our own strengths and weaknesses; and refining the ability to
observe, analyse, and interpret (Wajnryb 1992: 7).

But why should all this be in the interest of teachers only? As Allwright
and Bailey ask (1991: 199-200), 'Why should learners not be interested
in understanding how classroom language learning works?' They further
suggest that
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The research

An exploratory
framework
Background

we could most usefully start with the learners, by bringing them
properly in at the start of our explorations, and getting them to
share our puzzles with us.

To a certain extent, learners have been involved in our explorations
through extensive use of learner questionnaires on teaching and
learning; through formal and informal feedback on our teaching;
through the use of learner diaries; and through exploratory roles in
certain classroom tasks such as those promoted by Nolasco and Arthur
(1987: 143—4). Learners, however, are also observers in their own right,
and there is a lot we can learn from them about teaching and about
learning. We need to become genuinely interested in what they have to
offer us and to each other and, as it were, to actually become 'learners'
of the learners.

With this in mind, I started asking myself questions, such as 'Why do we
always have an outsider teacher coming in to observe our classes?';
'Can't students adopt a similar role and responsibility?'; and 'Would
learner observations not give us a whole new angle from an insider's
perspective?'. While thinking about these questions, I was well aware of
the fact that learners are neither specialists in the field nor trained
observers, and so could not completely replace teacher observers.
However, since I believed that they could still contribute to the teaching
and learning process with observation tasks which were simple yet
revealing of their perceptions, I devised the following research question:
Can learner observations of teaching and learning work in practice and
become a part of exploratory teaching, or is it just an idea in theory?

I carried out my study with a group of 13 students at BUSEL who were
classed as being at 'upper-intermediate level'. However, they were
repeating the level for the third time, which meant that they were quite
weak as a group, and needed a lot of encouragement and support. It
helped that they were generally keen, and willing to participate in the
lessons. I conducted the study over a period of four weeks and collected
the data through five learner observations carried out by five different
learners using five different observation tasks; informal feedback from
learner observers on each observation; five student questionnaires;
audio-recordings of three lessons; and my self-evaluation and reflection.
Below is a description of the framework I devised. Although the
framework involves the use of a variety of tools as described above, for
the purposes of this article, I will focus mainly on learner observations.
The implementation of the framework involved the following steps.

1 Introduction of the idea of learner observations to class
Stating aims (improving the quality of teaching and learning in the class
by coUaboratively exploring what goes on in our lessons), discussing the
need for student-teacher collaboration, discussing possible outcomes in
terms of 'learnings' from the experience.
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2 Deciding on the focus of the learner observation
What will the focus be? Why? Who will choose it: the teacher, the
learner observer, or the class as a whole?
As the idea of learner observations of teaching and learning was a new
one, I decided to choose the focus of the first learner observation myself:
'learning and teaching in general'. The foci for the other learner
observations, however, seemed to come naturally each time out of the
previous observation, and were therefore, in a sense, jointly decided as:
'teacher nomination and student participation', 'teacher talk and student
talk', 'individual, pair, and group work activities', and 'the use of LI
(Turkish) in the classroom'. For example, in the first observation task,
the learner observer, among other comments, said, 'Most of the students
are participating and responding, but there are also some who are not
participating.' Teacher nomination and student participation was then
negotiated as a focus for the second observation. Similarly, in the second
observation task, the learner observer concluded that his classmates
participated well in general, but that the teacher did most of the talking,
which meant that teacher talk and student talk became the focus for the
third observation, and so on.

3 Deciding on the learner observation instrument
Existing or new? I used mostly new instruments, but also adaptations of
a few existing ones. Appendix 1 provides an example of a self-designed
instrument and Appendix 2 of an existing one.

4 Deciding on how to approach the question
'Which student will observe?' and selecting the learner observer: teacher
nomination or student volunteers?
For the first learner observation, I asked a less-motivated student in class
if she could help us with our first mini-research. I avoided choosing a
particularly active or strong student in order to involve one of the 'less
interested' students in what was happening, and to show her that she had
something to contribute to the teaching and learning process. The
student I asked did not seem to be very enthusiastic, but said she did not
mind, so I talked to her briefly before the lesson, giving her the
observation task sheet and telling her how she could fill it in. When the
lesson started, I told the class that the learner observer would be looking
at the lesson as a whole, and that she would be making some notes on
the lesson to share with us later.

For the other learner observations, I chose the observer from
volunteers, and it was interesting to observe that more hands went up
each time I asked for volunteers.

5 Discussing the aims of the observation with the learner observer, and
clearly explaining the task sheet
This involved a mini-chat with the learner observer before the lesson to
discuss the observation instrument, and how it could be used

6 Recording the lesson for self-evaluation and reflection
In order to evaluate the lessons myself and to reflect on them in a
structured way, I recorded three of my lessons. I structured my reflection
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by trying to answer questions related to the focus of the learner
observation. For example, after the second lesson, I asked myself
questions such as, 'Did I nominate different learners?', 'How much of
the student participation was initiated by myself and how much of it was
student-initiated?', and made a note of my reflection points. I was unable
to do recordings in the other two lessons since the foci 'individual, pair,
and group work activities' and 'the use of LI in the classroom'
necessitated more sophisticated recording devices than I had access to.
However, I still reflected on the lessons afterwards by thinking critically
about the focus areas.

7 Giving students a questionnaire related to the focus of the learner
observation. The aim of using questionnaires was to get the perceptions
of the whole class, and to have a richer perspective on students' ideas
and expectations (see Appendices 3 and 4).

8 Encouraging the learner observer to share his or her findings with the
rest of the class. This was one of the most rewarding stages in the
framework, since it gave learner observers as well as the rest of the
learners a chance to see how much they could contribute to learning and
teaching:

Ex. 1 'The music allowed my friends to work on the story without
getting bored.'

Ex. 2 'Most of you (learners) participated in the lesson and responded
to the questions, but some of you did not participate at all.'

Ex. 3 'Interest in the lesson can be increased and more interesting
topics can be chosen.'

After each of the five lessons, I encouraged the learner observer to share
such observations with the whole class by telling them about the type of
notes he or she had made and by highlighting any observations he or she
considered interesting and/or important. In the first lesson, the rest of
the learners seemed to be surprised to hear the observations made, since
it was a peer giving us feedback. Some listened quietly, some nodded,
others made short comments such as, 'Yes, the music was good', and
several others asked interesting questions: 'How do you know?', 'Are all
classes doing this?', 'Why did the teacher choose you?', all of which led
into a useful discussion. This process also seemed to motivate the learner
observers, increasing their confidence as learners (after all, the teacher
had nominated them for the task!) and encouraging other learners to
volunteer to carry out similar tasks, as noted in Step 4 above. In the
lessons that followed, more and more students reacted and responded to
feedback from the learner observers, and several actually stated that
they found the process useful, saying 'It was all about us' (i.e. the class)
and how they learnt, adding that they had never done anything like that
before.

9 Having a mini-chat with the learner observer after the lesson and
discussing the observation and the learning experience.
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The mini-chats with the learner observers revealed useful insights into
the learners' worlds and some of the interesting feelings they had:

'I couldn't help but feel like an inspector, trying to observe what was
good and what not so good . . . It was interesting to actually observe
my friends, as I'd never done that before.'

'Some of my friends are fairly weak, and I think this is why they
participate less. But I did not want to say this in class when you asked
for feedback because I thought my friends could get offended ... I felt
like I was racing my friends in a race . . . I also wondered about how
many ticks I would have got myself if I were one of them there . . . '

10 Self-observation and reflection
I reflected back on the lessons with respect to the focus set and listened
to the audio-recordings for further reflection. I found myself having
'inner-dialogues' as I was listening to the tapes, and commenting on
various stages of the lesson in terms of what I did as the teacher, and
what the learners were doing and saying (see Procedure 6 above).

11 Analysing the mini-questionnaires, comparing results with points
raised by learner observers, and considering implications for future
practice
The analysis of the mini-questionnaires also revealed interesting and
useful points with respect to the focus of the observation. For example,
in their responses to the question, 'What did you like/enjoy most in the
lesson? Why?' (Lesson 1), nine out of 13 students said they liked the
pictures and miming for the story used in the lesson since they were
memorable, and helped them to understand the story better and to learn
new words. A similar point was made by the learner observer who noted
that 'This (the pictures and the miming) allows students to understand
the story better.' Similarly, in their responses to the question, 'How
much do you think the teacher talked in this lesson?' (Lesson 3), nine
out of 11 students (two were absent from class) ticked 'a lot' and two
ticked 'sometimes'. Not surprisingly, the learner observer also com-
mented that the teacher did most of the talking, as was noted earlier.
However, there were some surprising findings in students' responses to
one of the other questions in the same questionnaire: 'Do you think this
is good or bad? Why/Why not?' (where this was referring to students'
responses to the question, 'How much do you think the teacher talked in
this lesson?'). All the responses seemed to suggest that students
perceived teacher talk to be beneficial for their learning (see Appendix
5 for extract of analysis).

12 Giving feedback to the learners
I presented the results of the study to the learners several days after the
learner-observed lesson (when no learner observation was taking place).
I then went over the main issues raised in the questionnaires, the learner
observations, and my own reflection on the lessons. I highlighted the
main points and findings from the different tools, such as those given in
Procedure 11 above, and encouraged class discussion about our lessons,
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which allowed for more suggestions from students. I also asked a student
to keep a record of the points made. For example, on the use of LI in
class, one of the students suggested that everyone should have a
maximum of three opportunities, or 'rights' as he called them, to speak
in Turkish in each lesson, and that if a student broke the rule he or she
would then have minus that many times in the next lesson. I thought this
was a nice suggestion, but difficult to monitor, so I made a further
suggestion that there be three group monitors, each responsible for
several students, who would keep a track of these 'rights'. Although not
all the students agreed with these suggestions, they were outnumbered
by those who did, and so we started to apply our rule. I must confess that
it did not work with most students, but several of them definitely showed
a greater effort to speak in English.

Conclusion In the light of the above discussion, I would now like to discuss my
research question: Can learner observations of teaching and learning
work in practice and become a part of exploratory teaching, or is it just
an idea in theory?

In my view, the answer is that they can work in practice. The learner
observations carried out in this study have shown that learners can
contribute as much to the teaching-learning process as peer teachers,
with their simple yet valid observations, with their suggestions, and more
importantly with the 'directions' they provide for a teacher's future
exploratory practice (as explained in Procedure 2 above).

A learner observer can offer an insider's point of view rather than the
views of an outsider who does not know much—if anything—about the
class, the learners, and possibly the teacher. One other very important
point here is that learner observations also have something to offer
learner observers themselves: an interesting, possibly even a challenging
experience which allows them to observe learning and teaching
behaviours, thereby raising their awareness of the whole process, as
well as their own learning. Learner observations can also help teachers
to involve weaker and less motivated students in the lesson, and to raise
their self-confidence by making them feel that their ideas are valued. If
systematically and carefully done, learner observations can also reach a
stage where the learner observers themselves, together with their peers,
can decide on the focus of the lesson, and may even develop their own
observation instruments in collaboration with the teacher.

Learner observations can thus become part of our exploratory practices.
This would imply that we can make use of points raised in these
observations by trying to successfully incorporate them into our lessons.
I am not suggesting that a teacher should change his or her whole
teaching style on the basis of a comment made by one student, but if
there are recurring points, and if similar points are raised through mini-
questionnaires, informal student feedback, etc., it would be unfair of us
not to think about them carefully, and look for ways of improvement.
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At this stage, the reader may wonder about the practicality of such a
framework in terms of time. However, what I am proposing does not
involve following the framework every day. A teacher may choose to
follow the procedures once a week, once every two weeks, or even once
a month. The point is not to create a heavier workload for the teacher,
but to support healthier classroom practice. The framework could be
used flexibly, with some procedures such as recording a lesson, or giving
out a questionnaire, replacing others, or not being used at all. So much
of it would depend on the specific goals of the teacher and possibly on
those of the learners as well.

In conclusion, I would like to highlight some points which I believe are
crucial to the success and effectiveness of learner observations. Firstly,
the aims of learner observation should be explained clearly to students
so that they will see it is not a waste of time. Secondly, the use of LI in
the observation tasks and in mini-questionnaires should be avoided
wherever possible, so that these tools can give learners further
opportunities to use their English. Thirdly, the teacher should arrange
for learner observations to be carried out in lessons where there is less
input on language or skills than usual, so that the learner observers will
not feel they are missing out on important teaching points. Last but not
least, the teacher and the students should be open to learning about one
another from one another.
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Appendix 1
Learner observation
tool from Lesson 1:

'Learning and
teaching in general'.

Time What is the teacher
doing?

What are the
students doing?

Ideas, comments,
suggestions

Appendix 2
Learner observation
tool from Lesson 3:

'Teacher talk and
student talk' (adapted

from Richards and
Nunan 1990: 81).

T. asks a question

T. explains a grammatical point.

T. explains meaning of a word.

T. gives instructions.

T. praises.

T. criticizes.

L. asks a question.

L. answers a question.

L. talks to another learner.

T. Whole class discussion.

Other:

Tallies Total Notes

Appendix 3
Questionnaire used in

Lesson 1: 'Learning
and teaching in

general'.

1 What did you learn in this lesson?

2 What did you like/enjoy most in the lesson? Why?

3 What did you find least useful in the lesson? Why?

there anything in the lesson you thought should have been done
differently? If yes, how?
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Appendix 4 1 A. How much do you think the teacher talked in this lesson?
Questionnaire used in

Lesson 3: 'Teacher
Talk and Student

Talk'.

a. more than necessary b. a lot c. sometimes d. little
B. Do you think this is good or bad? Why/Why not?

2 A. How much do you think students talked in this lesson?
B. Are you happy with this situation? Why/Why not?

3 A. How much do you think you talked in this lesson?
a. a lot b. sometimes c. very little d. never

B. Are you happy with this situation? Why/Why not?

Appendix 5 1 A. How much do you think the teacher talked in this lesson?
Extract of analysis

from questionnaire
used in Lesson 3

The teacher talked . . .

more than necessary

a lot

sometimes

little

Total (n=11)

-

9

2

-

B. Do you think this is good or bad? Why/Why not?

I think . . .

it's good because it helps us to understand better.

(no answer)

it's good because the more the teacher speaks in a lesson, the more
the students learn.

we can't learn without asking about the things we do not know.

it's good because everything is explained to us that way.

surely the teacher has to talk. I am pleased with what's happening.
My listening improves and therefore my speaking too.

it's good.

clarification reaches its maximum level through explanations and we
understand very well then.

Total
(n=11)

2

1*

1

1

2

1*

2

1

"represents two students who circled 'sometimes' in response to Q.ia.
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