Reflection on learning through observation



Introduction 


As part of my first assignment for my PCET course I was given the opportunity to observe my peers carrying out their own Micro Teach lessons. In this reflection I will critically evaluate what I have observed from my peers and evaluate how I can use what I have learned to inform my own practice going forward. I will be primarily focusing on the work of four of my peers and referring to them as Peer one, Peer two, Peer three and Peer 4. I will be evaluating what went well with their lessons and also what did not go so well with their lessons. Peer one's microteach subject was about how to effectively communicate, peer two's subject was about how to manage stress, peer three's subject was about diversity and inclusion within sports and peer fours subject was about how to overcome the fear of public speaking.


Analysis and evaluation 


The presentations

The presentations that I observed from my class were all well made and they conveyed the relevant information to the class regarding the subject, the learner outcomes and the learner objectives. I especially enjoyed Peer four’s presentation that they made using the software Canva. The presentation they had made contained a lot of intractable slides and there was also a well defined art direction to it, which made it feel engaging to the class. Peer three's presentation also went above and beyond with the amount of relevant information that would inform the class. This ended up proving how they were about the subject and it also proved to be very effective at achieving learner objectives that had been set. Giving the learners a large degree of information on the subject is key to fulfilling learner outcomes, information is key when teaching because giving students all the necessary information they require will help them to make correctly informed decisions that relate to the subject. In Peer threes case the large amount of information they showed in the presentation helped me gain an understanding of diversity and inclusion practices in sport and how when those practices, such as when entry level programs for women and people of color are implemented appropriately it can help create a more inclusive, fair and equitable environment for the people in that space. Peer one also did something that was of note with their presentation, their presentation was in both english and welsh. This is something that is very important when teaching in Wales, Wales is a bilingual nation and many institutions often deem it a requirement for the curriculum to be taught in both English and Welsh. So the fact that Peer one included welsh in their presentation showed that they are aware of this and that they also wanted to make sure they created a fair environment where Welsh speakers could feel represented and included.

The main negative that I spotted while observing was from peer two. While their presentation was well made and I learned a lot about stress management, I did notice a lack of academic resources within their presentation. Having a great deal of academic sources present in your work lets the class know this presentation is informed and not just your own research and background knowledge.

Engagement with the class

All of my peers demonstrated competent levels of engagement with the class. Peer four in particular demonstrated a very clear level of confidence which not only proved they were equipped for teaching the subject that they had chosen, that being how to get over the fear of public speaking, but it also kept the classes attention on the lesson. Peer four included several activities, such as having members of the class give a brief introduction about themselves and also having members of the class have a two minute conversation with each other. I felt these activities were not only relevant to the learner objectives but also very effective at fulfilling two of the learner objectives that they had set, those two being Learning to practice techniques for managing nervousness and Developing confidence through gradual exposure to public speaking. Peer four was energetic, friendly and confident throughout the lesson which assured me that they knew what they were doing and that they were capable of helping the class reach the learner outcomes.

From peer four I was able to observe the effectiveness of the strategy of engaging with learners directly through the use of activity, and how the use of activities is effective at creating a lesson where learners can not only gain an amount of enjoyment from the lesson, but also create a lesson where learners are not just listening to a lecturer, but are actively participating in the learner objectives. This way learners themselves are the ones achieving the outcomes of the lesson, and also students are able to form a stronger connection with the subject through their own analytical evaluations.

Through my research I found that the effectiveness of learning through activity was also observed by the CPD Standards office, who are a cpd accreditation service based in Staines-upon-Thames, England. In their findings they noted that adult learners have shown increased engagement with the taught subject, increased retention during the lesson and a higher level of critical thinking. CPD standards also noted two strategies for teaching through active learning, that being and emphasis on learner reflection and creating an open environment. These strategies were present in the works of Peer 4.




Assessment strategies 

As I mentioned, my peers used activities in their lessons to get the class to engage with the subject and the subject's learner objectives, but the activities were also used to evaluate the class's knowledge of the subject at the start of the lesson and to assess their knowledge at the end of the lessons. Peer three used a quiz at the start of their lesson. In relation to their subject they asked the class four simple questions. These questions were to explain what EDI is, explain the difference between equality and equity, how would you respond to a member of your class being excluded, and how would you respond if you noticed a prepared lesson’s resources had excluded a member of the class. Doing this at the start of the lesson was effective because peer three could evaluate how familiar the class is with the subject, once everyone had gotten their chance to answer the questions, Peer three used their answers to further educate them through the use of formative feedback based on each student's individual understanding of the subject. For example one of the students did not know what the word equity meant. Peer three then compared and contrasted it with equality to explain how these two concepts are different to each other. Doing this informed that student going forward when equality and equity came up again toward the midpoint of the lesson. Being able to pinpoint the needs of students through the use of assessments and evaluation is something that all teachers should use in their practice, and all teachers should be aware of each student's individual understanding of the topic in order to help that student achieve learner outcomes.

The effectiveness of quizzes is something that many academic institutes have observed, like Osmosis from Elsevier, which is an online education platform for medical students. In an online blog titled The Power of Quizzing: Benefits, challenges and how to implement a plan. In this blog they wrote about how quizzing is a method of formative assessment. They also wrote about how quizzes can be implemented effectively in class. For example quizzes being used to encourage self assessment among students and that doing so will help students become stronger at independent learning. Peer three used quizzes to give feedback which again is something that the Osmosis article discusses. They argue that students' answers should be given feedback in order to maximise the value gained from participating in the quiz, especially if the student gives the incorrect answer. This in turn can be used for students to create an action plan going forward with their study of the subject.



Pedagogical approach  

An important aspect of the teaching practice to me is to not view the class as a collective, but to view every student as their own individual with their own specific learning needs and approaches to a lesson. I was keen to witness how my peers would engage with these ideas, and from my observation they were successful at this. As I mentioned Peer three was able to identify individual learner needs and level of knowledge of the subject and support them throughout the lesson. The idea of treating the class as individuals when teaching is heavily attributed to Carol Ann Tomlinson where she coined the approach The Differentiated Instruction. This is a modern approach to teaching, it is aware of the needs of students today and recognises that classrooms now are made up of a diverse group of individuals from all kinds of backgrounds, which is what makes this approach such an effective tool for teachers.



Key findings and my takeaway for future development

I would say for myself that one of the main and one of the most important aspects I was able to observe from my peers was their ability to confidently engage with the class and their public speaking abilities. This is due to the fact that I am quite inexperienced when it comes to public speaking, and I consider myself to be relatively shy, so I was hoping that in my observations I could extrapolate a substantial amount of knowledge that I could use in my own practice going forward. My main takeaway is that I should always be proactive within the class. This is something that I did during my own microteach and seeing it within my peers only strengthens my position on the idea. Being proactive ensures that the lesson is always moving forward, information is being conveyed, students are learning and learner outcomes are being met. When this is happening it naturally develops your ability to speak in public, you become more accustomed to the idea over the delivery of multiple lessons. Learning through doing is known as experiential learning. The university of sussex defines this style of learning as students learning by practising their chosen subject of study, they noted that this style of learning deepens a student's understanding of their practice and also causes students to reflect upon their own work during their careers. Experiential learning is something that I plan on adhering to going forward with my training. I believe that constant self reflection on my own practice is the best possible way for me to improve as a teacher.

A part of teaching that I still believe I need to learn more about is pedagogical strategy, it is the very foundation of the approach to teaching and it can greatly help me discover what kind of practitioner I would like to be. Carol Annn Tomlinson's Differentiated instruction is something that I find myself agreeing with as the go to approach for teachers both from a personal and professional perspective. During both my observations and my research into the work of Carol Ann Tomlinson's I found that Differentiated Instruction is the most effective way to teach students today, not every student will have the same level of understanding of the the subject that I teach them and on top of that not all students perform at their best through one type of method or activity. For example there are students who perhaps have short attention spans, and  therefore may struggle to retain information when using expository teaching. So I would use Differentiated Instruction to adapt my strategy to accommodate those students and ensure they learn and perform to the best of their ability. In my observation I was able to see first hand the effectiveness of this approach through the use of activities. I plan to further study the works of Carol Ann Tomlinson and I will use differentiated instruction within my practice to see if it suits me and to see if it is effective with the students I teach. 

Another key takeaway from my observations is that I must ensure that all my work that I present to a class is backed up by academic resources and literature that relates to the subject in order to ensure my lessons are well informed. Going forward in the early stages of planning a lesson I will gather all the relevant information first to help inform me on developing my lesson plan. If I were to not do this I would run the risk of basing the information presented in my lesson as being only from my perspective, which is something I want to avoid as a teacher.


Conclusion  

To conclude I believe that my observations have led me to gain a greater understanding of teaching methods, different approaches and ways of assessing and engaging with students. Everyone who I observed did an excellent job with their lessons and I believe observation and reflection of both myself and others is an excellent way to further improve myself as a practitioner.
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