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Introduction 135 

In the feedback conference itself, the supervisor and teacher review the accuracy of 
the observational data. Next, they interpret the data, looking for significant patterns—es- 
pecially those involving teacher behavior and its effect on students. They also try to ex- 
plain the patterns, possibly invoking values, beliefs, and formal theories of human 
behavior. 

Then, the teacher and supervisor make decisions about the next step s. These may in- 
volve trying alternative strategies, changing curriculum objectives, treating particular stu- 
dents differently, or setting goals to learn new instructional skills. Also, the teacher and 
supervisor might see the need for more observational data of the same or different sort. In 
fact, the feedback conference that completes one cycle of clinical supervision often initi- 
ates the planning phase of the next cycle. (Although planning can be initiated, we still rec- 
ommend a separate planning conference, however brief, shortly before the next classroom 
observation.) 

These procedures in the feedback conference are only useful if the supervisor’s pur- 
pose is to help the teacher become a reflective, self-regulating individual focused on 
personal professional growth. Unfortunately, this is not always true of actual clinical 
supervision, as we find in a research study conducted by Miriam Ben-Peretz and Sarah 
Rumney.’ They observed feedback conferences in Israeli teacher-education programs and 
discovered that the conferences were 

in most cases very one-directional, the teacher making comments and the trainee agree- 
ing. The majority of remarks concerned shortcomings of the student teachers. For in- 
stance, the teacher would say. ‘You should have taught this in a different way,’ or ‘I do 
not agree with your explanation of this word, or ‘Why didn’t you follow my 
instructions? 

Ben-Peretz and Rumney concluded from these and other research findings that, “ 
ating teachers perceive the student teachers not as novice professionals but as ‘s 
whose primary duty is to listen and learn?” 

It is helpful to keep in mind that preservice and inservice teachers will be on their 
own once the prescribed period of clinical supervision has ended. Teachers might listen 
to, and comply with, the supervisor’s directives and recommendations, but this does not 
mean that they will internalize them. For this reason, we believe it is best if the supervisor 
and teacher get “ on the same page” in terms of collecting and interpreting observational 
data. 

cooper- 

tudents’ 

For this to happen, the supervisor must understand how the teacher makes sense of 
classroom phenomena; conversely, the teacher must u isor” se- 
making. Additionally, both must come to a shared understanding and agreement _thaf the 
ulti al of cli eacher generate alternative instrac- 

ti nd test them in action. 
" Reaching these shared understandings in planning and feedback conferences requires 

<time, However, Ben-Peretz and Rumney found that feedback conferences led by cooper? 
ing teachers were quite brief. Ten to twenty minutes was the typical duration. Feedbaék 
conferences led by university supervisors were substantially longer (thirty to forty min- 
utes); there was also more reciprocal communication and more generation of alternative 
ideas for teaching. Although Ben-Peretz and Rumney’s research was limited to Israeli 
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of the feedback conference for the teacher and provides a better foundation for developing 
a plan for improving the teacher’s instruction. . 

Interpretation of the observational record follows naturally from a careful descriptive 
analysis of it. The teacher and supervisor together can look for possible causes and conse- 
quences of observed teacher behavior; theories, values, and beliefs to explain the cause- 
effect patterns, and alternatives to try in the future. For example, observation of students’ 
at-task behavior during a class period might show their interest in an instructional activity 
waning after 20 minutes. The teacher might interpret these data as indicating a weakness 
in the activity or as a normal consequence of students’ limited attention span. Depending 
on the interpretation, decisions for change will vary. If the activity is judged inappropriate, 
it can be modified or changed substantially in future lessons. If it is interpreted as appro- 
priate but too long, it might merely need to be shortened. 

Deciding what changes to make. in future instruction can take many forms. Decisions 
can relate to any elements discussed in the planning conference. For example, the confer- 
ees might conclude that one or more of the following should be changed: 

* the objectives of the lesson or unit. 

* what the teacher does during the instruction. 

* what students do during instruction. 

Decisions vary in magnitude. At one extreme, the teacher might decide to leave 
teaching as the result of systematic observational feedback, (We have seen instances of 
this.) At the other extreme, the teacher might decide not to change a thing. (This has not 
happened, in our experience; teachers who believe they are perfect must be very rare.) 
More often, teachers think of several aspects of their instruction that can be changed. The 
teacher might decide to experiment with these changes one at a time and analyze the ef- 
fects. Usually the effects can be observed by the teacher without repeated visits by a su- 
pervisor, but in some cases a supervisor will be needed. 

Occasionally a teacher reaches a decision as the result of viewing data without mak- 
ing any comments during the feedback conference. For example, a teacher might resolve 
to get rid of an annoying mannerism noted in watching a videotape or to spend more time 
working with a particular student after analyzing observational data about the student’s 
behavior. 

We recall one teacher, who was ‘using a low-key style during a videotaped session, 
display a very dynamic style during the next observation (also videotaped). The supervi- 
sor asked about the obvious and abrupt change in teaching style—a matter that had not 
been mentioned in the previous conference. The teacher replied, “It wasn’t until after I 
saw that first tape that I realized how undynamic I was. I swore I’d try something much 
different the next time!” Such a radical change is unusual, but this teacher found he was 
capable of a more energetic approach to teaching—at least occasionally. 

Science makes use of accurate, objective data to understand, predict, and control. 
Similarly, when presented with accurate, objective data rather than a supervisor’s opinions 
and criticism, the teacher is in a position to use the data to propose changes in his or her 
instruction and predict their effects on students, The supervisor provides verbal feedback 
during this process, but it is focused on the objective record, and it emphasizes efforts to 
understand rather than to evaluate.
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“Well, the slowest, the brightest, the least interested?” 

“OK, the slowest.” 

“All right. What I see that teacher doing is talking too fast, using vocabulary I don’t understand, discussing topics that don’t affect me. I don’t think she likes me; she almost never calls on me even when I know the answer.” 

This was a good insight for the teacher to develop 
tion of the supervisor is to serve as a catal 
use of the available information for self- 

For most teachers, the steps 

. The anecdote points out that one func- 
yst, that is, to help the teacher make productive 

improvement as a professional. 
in the feedback conference are reasonable and appropri- ale: providing objective data, analyzing and interpreting it, and drawing conclusions with the teacher taking equal part in a collaborative process. Unfortunately, some supervisors Teverse the process. They provide their own conclusions and then search the observational record for evidence to substantiate the conclusions. Alternative interpretations might not even be considered. 

For a small percentage of teachers, a “conclusions first” 
fied. For example, it might be more effective to say, 
times this month. This has got to stop, or there will be serious consequences!” rather than to say, “Here are some data about your punctuality. Do you find anything of interest?” An alternative move might be to ask, “What do you propose to do about this record of tardiness?” 

conference approach is justi- 
“You’ve been late for work twelve 

Even stronger examples can be given for medical settings where the teacher needs to point out to the student, intern, or resident that the patient being discussed is at risk of harm. In schools and colleges, there are also persons (namely, students) “ Several assumptions are involved in a procedure that enc 
their own conclusions, based on objective data and thoughtful 

at risk.” 
ourages teachers to come to 
analysis. 

* Few teachers set out deliberately to do a bad job. Most want their students to learn and develop. 

* Most teachers can generate alternative teaching strategies, if encouraged to do so. 
* We don’t see ourselves as others see us. Being able to view our te. aching from a new perspective can be an enlightening experience. 
* Those insights we discover for ourselves tend to be internalized and acted on with more energy and better spirit than those we are given by others. 
* Many teachers prefer a collaborative, colle gial approach rather than one in which the supervisor is regarded as “superior.” 
* Good data can be more persuasive than mere admonishments. 

At first glance, the last assumption in the above list seems questionable. How can 
her to change? Yet, in our supervisory experience, we 
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CONFERENCE TECHNIQUE 10: ENCOURAGE THE TEACHER 
TO CONSIDER ALTERNATIVE METHODS AND EXPLANATIONS 

Supervisors often have the strong inclination in the feedback conference to say something 
like, “Here’s what I would do if I were you.” This short-circuits the supervision process, If 
teaching were a straightforward physical skill, then viewing the performance and giving 
advice like, “Keep your eye on the ball,” would be effective. Translated to advice about 
teaching, this tends to become “Be firm, fair, and consistent.” This is undoubtedly good 
advice, but it does not tell what to be firm about (discipline? standards?) or what is fair 
and consistent for all (activities for the physically handicapped? individualized academic 
assignments?). Moreover, there are always reasonable alternatives for teaching anything, 
So any prescriptive advice might make the teacher question the supervisor’s qualifications. 

When change is desired, the supervisor should encourage the teacher to generate sev- 
eral alternatives and choose the most promising. Once the teacher has made suggestions, 
the supervisor can add to them. By having the opportunity to speak first, the teacher feels 
heard and is likely to be more receptive to what the supervisor has to say. 

The ability to generate alternative methods and explanations is critically important to 
a teacher’s potential to grow as a professional. Without this ability, teachers can get into a 
rut or become rigid in their thinking. In reality, human behavior is complex and is affected 
by many factors. Therefore, any one explanation for classroom behavior is likely to iden- 
tify some relevant factors, but ignore others. By constantly considering alternative expla- 
nations, the teacher is likely to develop a richer understanding of students, themselves, 
and their colleagues. 

As a case in point, we recall working with an inexperienced teacher at the middle- 
school level. The teacher was struggling with several students who would not do any seat 
work. His explanation was that these students were experiencing the turbulence of adoles- 
cence, one manifestation of which was rebellion against adult authority. We recommended 
that the teacher talk individually with each student to see whether their reluctance to do 
seat work might have other explanations. The teacher learned, to his surprise, that one stu- 
dent was eaming a failing grade and figured there was no point in doing any more work in 
the class; his fate was sealed. Another student said that she was troubled by problems at 
home and could not focus on her studies. Needless to say, these alternative explanations 
caused the teacher to think about the students in a different way and to consider new 
methods for motivating them. 

Some teachers hold the implicit belief—below the level of conscious awareness—— 
that their behavior is “fixed.” Even if their teaching methods do not produce the results 
they wish, they do not believe their behavior is amenable to change. By encouraging 
teachers to consider alternative methods for achieving an instructional objective or other 
goal, you help them question this belief. 

As we explained in’Chapter 1, Argyris and Schén, among other researchers, claim 
that professional practitioners have “espoused theories” and “theories-in-use” that guide 
their work. If these theories are not questioned, the practitioner is likely to develop a set of 
work routines that do not change over time, even if they are ineffective. One way to help 
practitioners—including teachers—break out of these routines is to have them generate 
ideas about alternative methods of behaving in a certain situation and then test them in ac- 
tual practice.
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worked recently with a team to help a group of secondary 

of teaching their curriculum. Observational data revealed that 

udents to learn a great deal of isolated facts and skills. 

h for so long that they could imagine no other way of 

curriculum. The team introduced the teachers to an alternative method of 

” among other 
lum content, which is called “concept-based teaching, 

For example, one of us 

6 names. 
Some teachers were skeptical about this teaching method. They thought it would be 

difficult to implement and would wind up confusing students. However, as they tried the 

they found that they could continue teaching 

method (with staff-development support), 

facts and skills they considered important, but now organized in a meaningful conceptual 

framework. Some students who formerly learned by rote, if at all, now had better compre- 

hension of the curriculum and were willing to expend more effort on learning. 

IQUE 11: PROVIDE THE TEACHER 

S FOR PRACTICE AND COM
PARISON 

Some supervisors play a more direct role in the supervisory process by suggesting and 

demonstrating a particular method or technique in a classroom setting. Curriculum spe- 

cialists in particular are often asked to do such demonstrations. In this situation, the 

teacher becomes the observer and records data to be analyzed and interpreted in the feed- 

lementary teacher was experiencing difficulty explain- 

back conference. For example, an e 

ing the mathematical meaning of pi and the formulas for circumference and area. She 

asked a mathematics specialist to take over a lesson while she observed the explanation 

and recorded student questions. During the feedback conference, information about the 

specialist’s lesson was incorporated into information taken from the teacher’s experience 

and plans. 
Gerald Elgarten conducted an experiment to determine whether modeling by the su- 

pervisor facilitates the development of experienced mathematics teachers.’ Jn one of the 

d the teacher’s lesson and identified teach- 

experimental conditions, a supervisor observe 

ing behaviors that needed to be introduced or changed.® The supervisor then taught the 

same lesson to the teacher’s next class while modeling the strengths of the teacher’s les- 

son and also the targeted teaching behaviors. The teacher observed the lesson and re- 

sponded to three questions: 

1. What do I [supervisor] do that you don’t do too often? 

2, What do we both seem to do? 

3. What good things do you do that I don’t seem to do? 

conference. At the end of the 

a list of teaching behaviors to practice and internalize. In 

the teachers received similar supervision, except that the 

ed changes in teaching behavior by teaching a lesson. 

revealed that the teachers who had the opportu- 

lesson implemented more of the desired changes 

ervision without this feature. 

These three questions served as the focus of the feedback 

conference, the teacher left with 

another experimental condition, 

supervisor did not model the desir 

The results of Elgarten’s experiment 

nity to see their supervisor teach a model 

than teachers who participated in clinical sup 
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SU MMARY OF STEPS IN A FEEDBACK CONFERENCE 
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well in a feedback conference, the difficulties can usually be traced to failure on the part 

of the supervisor to use effective techniques, such as those we considered in this chapter. 
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