Improving the teaching of others: What Works?  Geoff Petty 2009

I'm going to answer the question in the title by asking those who actually do it.  However, their ideas are vindicated by the most authoritative research reviews.

The role of what is variously called the ‘Advanced Practitioner’ or ‘Teaching Mentor’ etc is still new (I will call them ‘A.Ps’ in this document).  Each year at the Annual Advanced Practitioners’ Conferences A.P.s spend an hour or so sharing and discussing the strategies that they had found worked best in their institutions.  I have summarised these 'best at my institution' strategies for the last three years.  They are the accumulated wisdom of nearly 200 APs from nearly 200 institutions mostly further education institutions including sixth form colleges.  The ideas are very likely to work in schools too, indeed the research base for these ideas is overwhelmingly in schools.

The main question I asked A.Ps was: ‘what strategies best helped you improve the teaching of others?’  I was not the only one who was struck by how often the same strategies came up as the best in very different institutions.  I was also struck that developmental teacher observation, considered by many managers as the main strategy, was cited very rarely as being the best for improving teaching.  

Another striking feature of these strategies is that they mirror almost exactly the findings of two very authoritative research reviews on how staff development best improves student achievement: one by Joyce and Showers, and the other by Helen Timperley.  These reviews stress the importance of regular meetings where teachers can talk about their attempts to improve teaching and help each other 'Peer Coaching'.  Many of the following work best if such meetings are held with learning and teaching as the main agenda point.

These are not just strategies that A.Ps use, they are what they think of as their ‘best strategies’.  They are described below, roughly in order of popularity, most were suggested by many A.Ps.  In some cases I have combined the details of many different but similar implementations in my descriptions below.

The problem based, cyclic approach

1. The A.P. asks the teaching team for issues and difficulties in the realm of teaching and learning, other A.P.s asked the team for their training requests or their self-diagnosed training needs.  One A.P. included information from lesson observations in this discussion.  

2. The A.P. and the teaching team discuss these issues and problem solve.  The focus is on strategies to overcome the difficulties rather than griping about students!  

3. If necessary, the A.P. holds a staff training session on useful strategies to overcome the identified difficulties.

4. The teaching team try the strategies out.

5. Discussion in team-meetings considers whether the strategies are being effectively used and are fixing the problem.  (This is called “Peer Coaching” by Joyce and Showers).  One A.P. makes use of observation to inform this discussion.  

6. The cycle repeats.  (This is collaborative ‘action research’ really)

This strategy, which many A.P.s have adopted and recommended to the conference, was almost identical to that advocated by Joyce and Showers, and by Helen Timperley, yet many APs were not aware of these research reviews at the time.

Note:  the institutions making use of this strategy made meeting-time available on a weekly or monthly basis.  In some cases timetabled C.P.D. sessions were used.

Supported experiments

This obviously fits very well with the problem solving approach at the top of this list.  Many A.P.s suggested them.  See www.geoffpetty.com/experiments.html or ‘Evidence Based Teaching’ by Geoff Petty

C.P.D. Sessions.

Quite a few A.Ps thought this their most effective strategy, but remember that the Joyce and Shower’s research strongly suggests that there should be follow up, experimentation and peer coaching after the CPD session.

All institutions ran C.P.D. sessions.  There were two main approaches:


Drip-drip

Teams meet monthly or weekly for a short C.P.D. session, or discussion on learning and teaching run by the A.P.



Some used timetabled sessions.  Others run twilight sessions.



Some repeat the same session a number of times, so teachers can



attend when it is most convenient.



Some colleges run sessions in lunch-time.


Big bang



The college is closed to students for a few days a year for an ambitious

C.P.D. programme of events, teachers choose those the events they find most appealing 

One A.P. modelled best practice during the delivery of their CPD sessions, trying to deliver a grade 1 session in the delivery of the CPD.

One A.P.'s best strategy was to run a resource development day where teachers spent the day developing their own resources to support their teaching.

Many colleges are now asking staff to suggest themes for CPD sessions.  One college has a meeting calendar for teams to discuss teaching and learning issues and CPD workshop sessions are included on this on themes suggested by staff.

Peer observation

This involves teachers visiting each others’ classes to observe almost always without grading.  Many A.P.s use the approach advocated by Joyce and Showers of the teacher being the coach, and the observer being there to learn.  However, I think that most A.P.s suggesting this approach reverse these roles.

Some A.P.s chose doing team teaching with a teacher (whom they wanted to coach) as their most effective strategy.  Others, brave but very helpful souls, had an open door policy, so that any teacher could drop into any of their lessons to observe and learn.

In one college, teachers are arranged in trios and they have a monthly meeting.  They arrange their own objectives and carry out mutual developmental observations.  At least some Trios cross curriculum lines.  This has been a popular initiative.  Other colleges set up four peers in a 'teaching square'.

One college allows peers to choose a partner, but they provide a 'dating agency' for those who don't have a partner. Before an observation the teacher and observer say what they are interested in and why.  After the observation they each ask 'what have I learned?', and 'what will I do with it?'

Peer training sessions and sharing good practice
This involves asking teachers in your team to lead C.P.D. sessions, with the A.P. as master of ceremonies.  Obviously this needs to be arranged in advance; teachers are usually invited to lead sessions on their best practice.  This does not preclude the A.P. leading a session of course; one A.P.’s “best strategy” was a session on “what is a grade 1 lesson?”

One A.P.s best strategy involved asking every teacher in a team to describe their most effective teaching strategy, these were then written up and put on the VLE.

Some colleges are now using observations to identify the grade one teachers who are then asked to lead a peer training session on a strength, or a strategy of some interest to others.

Another college uses grade one teachers to lead sessions where this is a mutual sharing of good practice with all teachers in their area.

Another college allows grade one teachers to be exempted from a future inspection if they carry out development work with colleagues, this frees up the AP to lead sessions with those in more need of help, for example those who got a 3 or 4 in internal observations.

‘Swap Shop’ or ‘Bring and buy’ sessions

A swap shop is a meeting where each member of staff brings an idea that works very well in their teaching.  A bring and buy is the same, but everyone must ‘buy’ one of the strategies, that is try it out.  At a subsequent meeting staff tell stories about trying out what they ‘bought’.  

One college is doing this on line as a means of sharing peer observation findings, this becomes a discussion forum.

Speed dating

A meeting where teachers are arranged in pairs.  They have, say two minutes each to describe some good practice to each other.  They have a score card and score each idea as ‘hot’, ‘revisit’, or ‘not hot’. After two minutes each one member of each pair moves on to another pair, rather like country dancing, and the process repeats.

A document is created giving the scores of the various strategies.  One college tried this by asking everyone to bring to the session ideas on activities that work well at the end and start of lessons as this was an issue during observation.

Problem pages.

Here the A.P. asks staff for problems which can be raised anonymously.  Some use newsletters, others blog pages.  The A.P. commiserates and responds.

Another A.P.’s best strategy was to publish guide-line notes on topics such as differentiation and classroom management etc.

One college has asked teachers with particular skills and interests to become expert advisors on their specialist topic. They address problems raised by colleagues on-line.  This includes video-clips of good practice and lesson plans.  Expertises include behaviour management, integration of key skills, questioning, the jigsaw teaching method etc.

Self-assessment.

The A.P. asks teachers to self-assess many teaching and learning issues using “traffic lights”.  Red means it’s holding me up; amber means its marginal; green means I have no problem with this.  Another version of this was to ask the team to traffic light their team’s performance.

Videoing to self assess

Some colleges are now suggesting that teachers might like to video themselves, but this is not imposed!  This is remarkably easy with modern cameras, they can just be set up at the back of the room and left on, though in some cases a colleague has videoed the session.  This works particularly well with teachers who suffer from denial.  (If you deny that some teachers suffer from denial, you may be suffering from denial)

(I have heard of some teachers putting videoed lessons on Youtube so they can be shared.)

The Scottish approach

There is no observation of teaching in Scotland, but Self-Assessment does not stop at the course level, and requires that each teacher self assesses, they don’t grade themselves.  At present many teachers describe rather than evaluate their teaching, but work is going on to try and make teachers more self-critical.

Working with weak teams

In one college the APs best strategy is to work with weak teams as a team, so that better practice in that team informs those with weaker practice.  The reaction seems to be better than dealing with isolated individuals.  The AP sits in to start the process off, but eventually leaves the team to itself.  It worked well and there was little resistance to change.

A. P. Lesson observation followed by individual coaching

This was only rarely mentioned as a best strategy, which would come as a great surprise to most managers.  One A.P. sets targets for every member of their team after their observations.  Another thought it was very important to identify weaker teachers very early on, so pre-emptive action could be taken before failure set in. 

What follows after the references comes from a Beacon College.


Advanced Practitioners at North Devon College
A major constraint to the improvement of teaching is the lack of time that teachers have to give to the development their own teaching.  Consequently the following strategy was developed.  It requires the Advanced Practitioner, not the teacher to invest the time necessary. The AP visits the teacher when the teacher is carrying out activities they would be doing anyway.

This strategy was developed by a group consisting mainly of Advanced Practitioners, to improve teachers’ management of active learning, e.g. group work, and students working individually or in pairs.  Observations had shown this was an issue.

Most APs observe lessons that have already been planned, and then criticise the plan. This approach is more developmental, less judgmental, and encourages experimentation.



(if possible) Teachers observe an Advanced Practitioner or other teacher using group work (This step can be omitted if it is impractical, or not thought necessary)





The teacher and the Advanced Practitioner plan a lesson together which involves group work





This lesson is team-taught with the Advanced Practitioner, or the AP observes the session, or the AP is a student in the class





The Advanced Practitioner leads a staff development session with their teachers,  perhaps by discussing and improving a handout on managing group work.
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This lesson is reviewed and targets are set for the improvement of the teacher’s use of group work, and for the AP in terms of facilitating the improvement of teaching and learning








