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Practical tool: example protocol for lesson observations
Introduction 
Harehills Primary School in Leeds, West Yorkshire has over 700 pupils and is a diverse and inclusive learning community working with children and families in what is probably one of the most multi-cultural communities in Leeds. They have radically changed the way lesson observations are done to positively impact on staff workload and wellbeing.
	Background from Jo Summerfield, headteacher
In consultation with the staff, we decided to review our lesson observation format. The process was often stressful for colleagues due to the build-up prior to the observation, including anxiety, excessive and detailed lesson planning and a ‘them and us’ culture. Fundamentally, the pressure to perform ‘the perfect lesson’ was identified as adding to workload with no benefit to the quality of education provided to the children.

The school therefore revised their approach, moving from formal lesson observations to an open-door policy where leaders regularly visit classrooms then share their feedback with the teacher later that day. Where possible, the leaders visit classes in pairs to ensure that there is peer on peer challenge around what has been seen. 
This change is about supporting everyone’s well-being, decreasing everyone’s workload and helping everyone develop.



Using this example
Schools can, if they wish, tailor or adopt this example when reviewing their own policies and practice, although there is no requirement to do so.

A culture of trust
There needs to be a culture of trust that goes both ways:
the leadership team trust teachers to deliver high quality lessons without close, formal scrutiny 
teachers trust that SLT are there to value what they do each and every day, support them and not to make unfair judgements
‘a learning school’ culture becomes embedded: staff open to feedback, want to improve their practice, know that their views are valued and are willing to try new things 

From formal observations to lesson visits
Lesson observations have been replaced by informal lesson visits, and this has created a permanent “open door” culture. 
SLT choose one of the teacher’s standards as a focus for the next lesson visit (we aim to cover all standards throughout the year). There isn’t usually a specific curriculum focus.
There is a limit on how many lesson visits take place per year – 3 in total per teacher, with other monitoring activities happening in other half terms to ensure leaders have a full picture of the quality of provision offered to every child. 
Leaders divide up into pairs to walk around the school for about 30 minutes. They spend 10-15 minutes in each lesson and take minimal notes. Feedback is given to teachers the same day. The pairs change over the year so leaders can learn from each other as well as seeing different teachers each time. Not all classes might be seen every time, but the aim is for all classes to be seen during a lesson visit fortnight. Sometimes there will be an EYFS, KS1 or KS2 focus.
All classrooms have an “open door” policy. Teachers and children are used to leaders popping in and out regularly, so it doesn’t feel like a big deal when they come in.
Leaders look at books, chat to children and get a feel for the teaching. They are looking for evidence of the chosen teachers’ standard.
Leaders make a few notes if they want to (linked to the chosen teacher standard).
Teachers don’t usually know when leaders are coming in or what the focus is, so they don’t over prepare or tailor their teaching to specific criteria. 
Notice will be given before a fortnightly lesson visit cycle starts, and it will be on the school calendar.
If the timing isn’t appropriate, then SLT will arrange to come back another time.
No lesson visits take place in the last week of any half term.
Fast, informal feedback
Leaders give teachers feedback as soon as they can – this might be straight after the lesson visit or that afternoon. The idea is that the faster the feedback, the sooner the teacher can act upon it.
The feedback is short and informal: leaders thank the teacher, say something they liked and something to work on or suggest an area of CPD for them to look into. As a staff we have agreed to do this by a quick email with a feedback document attached.
Leaders can offer an informal follow-up chat, or the teacher can ask for a more in-depth conversation if they would find this useful.
Exceptions
There are some situations where teachers will still have formal lesson observations:
Early Career Teachers still have lesson observations as part of their induction
if a leader sees something that is a concern during a lesson visit (e.g. poor subject knowledge, serious behaviour management issues) they act upon this straight away by having a chat with the teacher to discuss how they move forward or what support they need to improve
this is followed up at the next lesson visit and if there isn’t evidence of improvement, then we introduce more formal lesson observations to offer support and monitor the teacher’s progress in this area
this is monitored and as soon as leaders see evidence that the problem has improved, they go back to normal lesson visits 

An important note
SLT need to make sure teachers still have a chance to shine. 10-15 minute lesson visits will only give a snapshot into teaching for each teacher and might mean that a ‘wow’ moment is missed, so time needs to be allowed to visit another day and see it!

We are trialling the whole approach before full implementation to allow time for any tweaks that are needed, so all staff feel happy with the process and the system provides what we want it to: effective support and development within an open culture.

Outcomes
Reduces workload in terms of planning and preparation for leaders and teachers.
Less stressful for teachers and yet just as purposeful and focused.
Process valued by teachers and not seen as a ‘being done to’.
Has developed a genuine open-door culture.
Effectively drives improvement in quality of education.
Notes from lesson visits feed into teacher’s appraisal alongside other evidence and provide a good starting point for the meeting.
Opportunity for leaders to learn from each other (could roll this out further and invite teachers to take part across departments and phases).

Impact
“The new lesson visit approach allows teachers to be observed in their own environment, under less pressure than a timetabled observation. It celebrates the high-quality teaching and learning that happens day-in day-out. The 'drop-in' approach enables the observer to witness a true reflection of what happens in a classroom. There is no added workload to 'perform'; what is observed is authentic. ​ Constructive feedback, which is received immediately after the observation, is tailored to individual needs and supports professional development.”

Further information
For more information, contact info@harehills.leeds.sch.uk

The school would like to acknowledge Lavender Primary School whose policy we read about in The Key and which we have adapted to create our own.

© Crown copyright 2022



	Published: [Month] 201[X]
	2

image1.png
o

Department
for Education




