
Welcome! 
While you are getting settled, briefly share 

features of classroom observations or 
learning walks you have conducted. 

Consider affordances and challenges of the 
approach(es) you have used. 
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Who is Here Today?

■ Undergraduates?
■ Credential Students?
■ Elementary Teachers?
■Middle School Teachers?
■ High School Teachers?
■ University faculty?
■ Teacher Leaders?
■ Others?



Session Agenda
• Why use Affirming Learning Walks?
• What are features of Affirming Learning 

Walks?
• What do teachers take away from 

Affirming Learning Walks?
• How do I get started/What questions do 

you have?



Features of ‘Typical’ Learning Walks
• conducted by small groups of teachers and 

administrators, 
• incorporate ‘focus’ practices, a guiding question, or 

theme
• include visits to multiple classrooms for 5-15 minutes 

each, and 
• provide time for debriefs within the small group. 
• learning-walk team often develops a summary of 

appropriate practices and areas for growth that is 
presented to the entire staff (Fisher & Frey, 2014). 



Affordances of Learning Walks
Potential to 

• reduce professional isolation, 

• increase teachers’ willingness to try new teaching 
strategies, 

• increase opportunities for reflective dialogue, and

• increase collaboration (Allen & Topolka-Jorissen, 2014). 



Challenges of Learning Walks

• implementation requires teachers to be open to 
sharing their instruction in the first place (Steiny, 
2009) 

• when teachers feel judged and criticized, they often 
close the door to learning, both physically and 
metaphorically. 



Features of Affirming Learning Walks
• solely focus on productive practices that were observed, 

rather than on areas for improvement. 

• debrief includes sharing productive practices observed 
and why the practices are important for students’ 
learning. 

• MTFs (in our work) debrief with the teachers who were 
observed rather than debriefing with the entire staff. 



Briefly Discuss

Why might teacher leaders and 
administrators focus only on positive 

practices? What benefits might accrue?



Discuss: Why might teacher leaders and 
administrators focus only on positive practices?

• Provides an opportunity to build relationships and trust 
that are critical to supporting growth,

• Highlighting productive practices and sharing why those 
practices are important for students’ learning encourages 
teachers to continue to do them, 

• When teachers visit many classrooms during the 
learning walks, they have an opportunity to observe 
many productive practices in action, hear through 
debriefs why they are important, and see a model of how 
teachers enact the practices. 

(Adapted from Joseph Johnson, personal communication, Nov 16, 2021)



Prior to the Affirming Learning Walks
• Master Teaching Fellows (MTFs) learned about 8 

teaching practices from America’s Best Urban Schools 
(Johnson et al., 2017)

• We shared our protocol and orientation toward 
identifying positive practices, then practiced using the 
protocol by viewing videos of classrooms. 

Johnson, J. F., Uline, C. L., & Perez, L. G. (2019). Teaching Practices from 
America's Best Urban Schools: A Guide for School and Classroom 
Leaders. Eye on Education.



Prior to the Affirming Learning Walks
• The host MTF sought out 2-4 math or science teachers 

who were willing to be observed for 10-15 minutes and 
developed a schedule for a 2.5 hour visit to the site, and 
communicated with the school principal about our visit.

• Scheduled Walks on 6 days (about one per month), 

• Traveled to 2 of the MTFs’ schools each day

• 4 MTFs and 2-3 Project Leaders attended each day



Day-of Affirming Learning Walks 
• Each MTF hosted 2-3 Project Leaders and 3 other MTFs 

at their school site.

• Met briefly to review observation forms, and to learn 
about the school from the MTF (& sometimes principal) 

• And…



Day-of Affirming Learning Walks (cont)
• We began our cycle

– Observed MTF for 10-15 minutes
– Debriefed for 15-20 minutes, solely focusing on 

evidence of practices (not lack) and why those 
practices are important

– Observed a STEM teacher for 10-15 minutes
– Debriefed (without the STEM teacher) for 15-20 

minutes while MTF takes notes (designed to support 
MTF debrief with colleague)

– Observed next STEM teacher (and so on)



Our Approach After the Affirming Learning Walk

• MTFs conducted debriefs with observed teachers within 
2 days of the observation
– Focused on practices observed and why they are 

important for students’ learning
– No time spent on what could be improved. Why? A 

major goal is to establish trust between colleagues 
and to form collegial relationships. We want teachers 
to want to be observed. 

• MTFs and Teachers responded to surveys about the 
experience.  



Reflections from MTFs
• As a visitor, the most impactful thing for me was the 

feeling of positivity, joy, and affirmation that I felt after 
spending the day observing and giving feedback on the 
best practices. Everyone in attendance - from observers 
and participating teachers - taught me something that 
day – Sofia

• The biggest takeaway is that this experience was a very 
positive experience that left me with more ideas and 
motivation to continue to grow as a teacher - Dana 



Reflections from (non-MTF) Teachers
• The debrief was actually the best debrief I have ever 

experienced!  - Jane

• The debrief was great. I felt so flattered by the things that 
the other teachers noticed and I honestly didn't think of 
half of the things that were brought up. - Kate 



Reflections from (non-MTF) Teachers

• I am open to being evaluated this way more often. I think 
that after a few of these confidence-boosting debriefs, I 
would want to request the same group observe me and 
tell me what I could improve upon. If I build a relationship 
with a group of observers that have first recognized my 
good teaching habits, I'd be more willing to accept 
feedback about what I could do better.– Jane



What is one Take-Away or 
Question you have? 



Two Suggestions
• Design on Observation Protocol with best 

practices of interest for your group.
• Clarify goals and then practice observing 

and debriefing. As a reminder, the goals 
are to understand the best practices and 
to focus solely on the positive 
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Teaching Practices from America’s 
Best Urban Schools (Author, 2019)

Please write down any noticings you have related to the selected teaching 
practice(s). Be objective, avoid evaluative language, and cite as much 
observational evidence as possible. We are only observing for about 10 
minutes, so you will not have comments for every practice. 

Observations of students. What are 
students doing and/or saying that 
relates to this practice?

Observations of the teacher. What is 
the teacher doing and/or saying that 
relates to this practice?

1. Making students feel valued and 
capable

2. Focusing on understanding & 
mastery

3. Promoting clarity

4. Ensuring culturally, socially and 
personally responsive teaching

5. Checking for understanding, 
providing feedback and adapting 
instruction

6. Building fluency with gatekeeper 
vocabulary

7. Promoting successful practices

8. Leading students to love 
learning

Post-Observation Meeting Notes:



Directions on Observation Form
• Please write down any noticings you have related to the 

selected teaching practice(s). Be objective, avoid 
evaluative language, and cite as much observational 
evidence as possible. We are only observing for about 
10 minutes, so you will not have comments for every 
practice. 

• Observations of students. What are students doing 
and/or saying that relates to this practice?

• Observations of the teacher. What is the teacher doing 
and/or saying that relates to this practice?


