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Peer Observation and Feedback TranscriptSpeakers: Narrator, Albert Castillo, Albert Hernandez
Narrator: Whittier High School in Whittier, California, a suburb of Los Angeles, has a diverse population of almost 2,000 students. Under Principal Albert Castillo, Whittier is trying to raise student achievement by improving teacher practice, especially through professional development that fosters more teacher collaboration and communication. For example, the school implemented Critical Friends groups, small groups of teachers who meet regularly to discuss each other’s practice. One way to build more peer support is through modifying the evaluation system. Instead of traditional one-on-one observations, Albert works with lead teachers and other professional staff who observe a class as a group and then meet with the teacher to discuss what they saw.
Albert Castillo: We have 85 teachers on the staff. It’s a young staff, with a majority of it—It’s a good 60 percent—who have 7 years of teaching or less. My first year, we at Whittier High School hired ten teachers. That first year, I kept four teachers. This year we had some retirements, and we ended up hiring 15 new teachers, and this year has been remarkably different. The teachers have shown, as an entire group, a tremendous amount of improvement in their craft. In this district, we were able to use different observation formats to observe teachers. I brought a format with me from my old district, and that’s what I used. I wasn’t happy with it, so I changed it the next year, and then again I changed it the next year. And I’m not sure what I was looking for, but something that would really help the teachers, because it didn’t seem to me that it was having the effect that I wanted it to have. So, ah, one summer I went to the Annenberg Institute School for School Reform with Critical Friends, and during one of the sessions, eight principals sat around, and we watched a video tape of a teacher teaching. And we were supposed to script it, or whatever format we use for observing a teacher. Now I’ve been doing this for, let’s see, at least 9 years, so I thought, “Oh, I’m great at this.” So I scripted the lesson, and I thought, “Okay, I’ve nailed it. I know exactly the recommendations I would have, the commendations I would have, um, responses for improvement.” And then the principals began to share, and the richness that came from that discussion, the power, it just blew me away. I said, “This is what I’ve been looking for.” So when I came back to Whittier High School I was very excited. I shared it with the administrative team, and because they hadn’t actually experienced what I had experienced, they were, ah, a little skeptical at first, and they weren’t quite sure how this was going to work out. I then shared it with the lead teachers, who had been through Critical Friends and were my coaches, and they were extremely excited; they said, “This is exactly the place where we need to go.”
Albert Hernandez: The peer observation, the way it works is that you usually have a team of four. And they come and observe me, and watch my lesson for one period. And they can stay as long as they want. What they look for is everything that I’m doing, from the way I start the class, the way I run the class, and the way I end the class, and everything in between. After their observation is done, they leave, and at the end of the day we have another meeting. And it’s a debriefing. And we debrief what actually went on in my class that day.
Albert Castillo: We had been doing these observations probably for about 6 weeks, and it was going beautifully, ah, all the feedback I was getting was positive, from the new teachers to the mentors to the lead teachers. Then we got hit with a stone wall. The union got involved, and said it was a contractual issue. That, as an evaluator, I shouldn’t be part of these protocols, because the protocols were intended for growth. And that was my whole intent, was to have the teachers grow through this process. And I think that people who were part of the observation team were growing just as much as the people who were being observed. And that’s what really had me excited. And I liked being part of the protocol, because I felt that I could lend my expertise, as well as the teachers sharing their expertise with one another. So I adjusted or modified the process so it would meet with the union needs. And what I said was, “Well, I can still go in and observe, right?” So I go in with the team to observe, and once they have the post conference, which is the protocol, I step aside, I don’t observe, I’m not in the room, but when they’re done with the post conference, then the teacher will come to me, which is actually working out even better, because now the teacher sits with me and begins to reflect on the warm and cool feedback.
Albert Hernandez: Maybe a little more structured. Have a little bit more structure, the little loose ends would be tied.
Albert Castillo: And you think you can accomplish that by breaking them up into smaller groups?
Albert Hernandez: Absolutely.
Albert Castillo: I can think of specifically the six teachers that we let go, had they had the opportunity to go through the peer mentoring program, the way we set it up, I’m certain that we would have saved at least four of the six.

And I continue to see you grow, you know, over the period of time, which is great. And I’ve got to applaud you, taking a risk, especially on a day like today. That’s wild, that’s great. 
Albert Hernandez: Right. And I remember, one of our last conversations was about being risk takers, about being able to take risks, and I was like, this is perfect.
Albert Castillo: Good for you. Good for you.
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