[bookmark: _GoBack]Using Peer Inter-visitations to Share Effective Practices[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  This case study is based upon school visits and interviews with staff during school year 2012-13, the school’s third year. The Fresh Creek School has continued peer inter-visitations in the 2013-14 school year. ] 

	
The Fresh Creek School[footnoteRef:2] is a fourth-year elementary school located in the Canarsie neighborhood of Brooklyn. Principal Jacqueline Danvers-Coombs and Assistant Principal Mary Briceus are committed to creating opportunities for their staff to support each other, build community, and promote the value of continual staff development. At The Fresh Creek School, teachers have the chance to visit each other’s classrooms three times a year – typically once per trimester, toward the end of each trimester.  [2: ] 


Planning for the inter-visitation process early in the year
When planning for the school year, Principal Danvers-Coombs and Ms. Briceus set aside three specific weeks when peer inter-visitations would take place. They also set aside funds in the budget to pay for one substitute teacher to cover classrooms every day during the three weeks that inter-visitations were scheduled; that single substitute allowed about twenty-five inter-visitations to take place per week. Also, they invited a team of teacher leaders to help lead this work, including to facilitate the peer inter-visitation debriefs. The team, which also included the UFT chapter chair, consisted of teachers committed to developing their practice and leadership skills. To support teacher learning from the inter-visitation process, the administrators scheduled time for students whose teachers participated in inter-visitations toparticipate in another planned activity supervised by an assistant principal or substitute teacher.

According to Principal Danvers-Coombs, for peer inter-visitations to succeed, three steps had to take place before visits began:
(1) Staff needed to build familiarity with the Danielson Framework for Teaching and the low-inference note-taking process. To do this, during faculty meetings administrators introduced the Danielson Framework for Teaching and a note-taking tool teachers would use during peer inter-visitations early in the year, and held a separate session shortly thereafter to practice using it. 
(2) Staff needed to understand that collecting evidence is the most important element of the peer inter-visitation process. Principal Danvers-Coombs noted, “We really had to show them that we can’t just say a practice is ‘Effective’ without giving evidence…That made the point to a lot of the teachers that they needed to spend time taking notes and not worry about a rating.”
(3) To assuage any fears that teachers would be judging each other’s practice, administrators needed to communicate clearly and consistently that peer inter-visitations are not peer evaluations. They emphasized these points repeatedly during faculty conferences early in the year.

Implementing peer inter-visitation cycles
Two to three weeks in advance of each peer inter-visitation cycle, Principal Danvers-Coombs and Ms. Briceus reviewed their staff’s areas of strength and areas for growth and, based on these data, developed an observation schedule in which teachers with room to develop in a given component are able to observe peers who demonstrate “Effective” or “Highly Effective” practice in that component. The process also built in “reciprocal visits,” so that any teacher who was visited by a colleague would have the opportunity to visit that colleague’s classroom during the same cycle. Administrators did not tell teachers why they were selected to observe a given classroom or to be observed, which reduced potential friction among staff.
“Focusing on promising strategies helps teachers feel comfortable during our debriefs.”
–Mrs. R., Teacher

Prior to a peer inter-visitation day, Principal Danvers-Coombs and Ms. Briceus distributed the peer inter-visitation schedule and a template for low-inference note-taking to teachers. Teachers thus knew in advance who they would visit and be visited by. On the day of peer inter-visitations, a substitute teacher rotated through the classrooms of teachers slated to observe, and those teachers individually visited the classroom of their designated teacher for a full period. Peer observers were encouraged to note other indicators of classroom practice during their visits, looking at evidence of planning, student work posted on the walls, and student data visible throughout the room.

Debriefing after visits and sharing findings with leadership
All of the teachers who participated in the peer inter-visitation process on a given day could participate in a teacher-led debrief at the end of the school day. Administrators at Fresh Creek did not attend these debriefs; instead, they supervised the activity with all the students whose teachers were attending the debrief. 
“We really want to respect the teachers’ ability to have candor in those debriefs, so we do not attend, and the findings that teacher leaders share are anonymous.”
–Principal Danvers-Coombs

Teacher leaders led debriefs on peer inter-visitations, following a simple protocol in which teachers shared promising practices they observed in each other’s classrooms and linked these practices to a Framework component. Teachers did so without identifying the classroom they visited, reinforcing the sense that teachers were not evaluating each other, but rather serving as resources to each other. This protocol lent structure to conversations that could otherwise have become unfocused, ensured every teacher had a chance to share ideas, and provided clear guidelines for the discussion, such as that of maintaining anonymity. This protocol concluded with the facilitator asking each teacher share one promising practice they observed, the related Framework component, and how the practice and component were linked, which deepened teachers’ understanding of the component in practice. 

After each peer inter-visitation cycle, the teacher leaders posted the “promising practices” document generated through the debrief process on a bulletin board located near the entrance of the school; teachers often stopped by the board when they were passing through the halls to see the products of the most recent inter-visitation cycle and identify new practices they could try in their classrooms. In addition, the teacher leaders meet with the administrators to share a “high-level” overview of the key learnings. For example, during the 2011-2012 academic year, teacher leaders shared that they had noted school-wide growth in 2b: Establishing a Culture for Learning and 2d: Managing Student Behavior–school-wide goals at Fresh Creek–but saw component 3b: Using Questioning and Discussion Techniques as an area in which the whole staff could benefit from further work. Through this conversation, the administrators found that teachers’ observations were aligned with their own findings.

Reflecting on the process
As the peer inter-visitation process has become ingrained in school culture, teacher leaders and the administrators are working together to improve it. Teacher leaders, in particular, have considered various ways to focus debrief discussions on concrete ways to improve teacher practice. For example, one proposal was changing the peer inter-visitation structure so that peer observers not only shared anonymous feedback during the debrief, but also shared their notes with the teacher they observed. They also are considering creating time during debrief discussions to review the process and ensure that all teachers are comfortable with the way that peer inter-visitations and debriefing play out. 

During the 2013-14 school year, Fresh Creek’s inter-visitations evolved to include peer feedback sessions. Prior to those sessions, teachers completed surveys to request particular components in which they wanted feedback from their colleagues. Reflecting on this process, the teachers have expressed a desire to continue to deepen their practice through this kind of feedback. Another goal they are working towards is moving beyond need scheduled inter-visitations to organically collaborate and give feedback to colleagues.

Questions Principal Jacqueline Danvers-Coombs and Assistant Principal Mary Briceus considered throughout this project:
	Considerations for Using Peer Inter-visitations to Share Effective Practices

	Planning the inter-visitation process
	· What’s the best frequency for peer inter-visitation at our school?
· How can we arrange for coverages?
· How can we engage staff in planning and implementing the work?
· How should we introduce the formative observation process?

	Implementing peer inter-visitation cycles
	· What is our strategy for designing an inter-visitation schedule?
· How do we ensure the inter-visitation schedule is balanced?
· Does it make sense to build in reciprocal visits?

	Debriefing after visits and sharing findings with leadership
	· Is there a way to maximize participation in debrief sessions?
· Who should attend these sessions? What are key roles?
· How can we best share learning while ensuring anonymity and comfort of observed teachers?

	Reflecting on the process
	· Is the process working? How do we know?
· What can we do to improve our peer inter-visitation process?




School Background Information

School: P.S. 325 The Fresh Creek School
Location: 875 Williams Avenue, Brooklyn, NY 11207
Grades Served: PK, K, 1, 2, 3, 4
Student enrollment: 169 students
Principal tenure: Jacqueline Danvers-Coombs 
No. of APs: 1—Mary Briceus
Demographics by ethnicity: 78.7% African-American; 20.7% Hispanic; 0.6% White 
% of students with disabilities: 18.3%
% of students that are English Language Learners: 3.6%
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