Assessment

Organizing for Observation of Students


Marie Clay says that “insert quote”  We have talked about the importance of observing student behavior, and then using those observations to guide instruction for students.  This will make our instruction more powerful and effective.  It is important that we figure out a way to write down our observations, rather than simply trying to store the information in our minds.  Though we sometimes think we can hold important information in our minds, there are so many other things striving for our attention.


Though we know that these observations are important, it is sometimes difficult to think about HOW to organize ourselves so that we make sure that we write down observations, keep track of students observed, and organize the information so that we can find it as we need it.  We need to figure out a way that will work for us.  Just as each person will not organize their classroom in the same way, each person will find a way to organize their record-keeping in a way that makes sense for that person.  Even though each system will be somewhat different there are some things that will be the same.


The first thing to think about is where to store the records you choose to keep.  Many teachers find that a three-holed binder is convenient for storing records.  Observation sheets can then be stored alphabetically by student, or alphabetically by topic.  It may also be convenient to store records in some file folder organizer.  These may also be organized by student name, or by topic.  Whatever the system you choose, think about easy accessibility and portability.  Would your records travel home easily, if you wanted to work or plan there?


After you’ve decided on a storage system, you need to decide how you will determine which students to observe each day.  You may wish to choose one or two students to focus on each day, and observe them in depth.  A teacher with 20 students could then observe each of her students once every two weeks.


It is important to come up with a system that will enable you to see at a glance which students you have observed, and how frequently.  An easy way to do this would be to type up a class list, and put it in the front of your observation notebook.  As you have the opportunity to observe each student, you can then highlight or cross off the name of each student.  Once you have moved through your entire class list, you can begin the process again.


Once you have chosen your focus student for the day, you can use one of the observation sheets included to record your observations.  Each of the observation sheets is organized so that you can record student behaviors during each of the elements of the balanced literacy framework.  There is also a section for a running record of the child’s reading.  You will have to make a conscious effort to notice your focus student as you go through your day, and teach each of the elements of the framework.  It is best to record observations throughout the day, rather than waiting for the end of the day.


It can sometimes be difficult in a busy day to remember to make the time to write down those important observations.  One thing that may help is your organization of your day.  Try to schedule your day so that you have a group element, like read-aloud or shared reading, followed by an independent element, like independent reading.  This way, as the students move towards independent practice, you can jot down your observations from the group element, and then watch the child again during the independent element to see if anything you have taught is being transferred.  The child’s behaviors during the group element are then fresh in your mind, and you can use them to perhaps assist the child as he/she practices during the independent practice time.


A clipboard is handy tool for carrying around observation sheets.  Using a bright color to copy these observation sheets is also a good idea; as you move around, you may lay your clipboard down, and it would be easy to glance around your room and locate your clipboard with the bright yellow papers.


The types of things you choose to record about children are crucial.  Try to notice and record specific behaviors that will actually tell you something about the child.  If your observations consist of things like “Fooling around” or Not paying attention” you need to look a little more intently and sensitively.  Does the child tend to enjoy one type of story more than another during read-aloud?  Does he/she enjoy stories with sound effects?  Does the child join in with the reading during refrains?  Does the child offer any type of question or response that shows their engagement with the book?  Can the child attend to shorter stories, but lose interest during longer books?  Does the child smile or laugh at appropriate places?  These are only some of the many things you can notice about a child’s behavior only during the element of read-aloud.  Practice looking for specific behaviors, and you will find that you will notice more and more each time.


While you choose to concentrate on one or two students a day, you don’t want to just ignore other students.  Having some other simple system where you can record observations would also be helpful.  Having a sheet with a list of student names is useful.  You can choose an element, such as “independent reading” and use the sheet as a place for weekly observations, that are shorter.  This way you will have the opportunity to write down something about each student each week.


As you look for growth in particular elements, such as independent writing, you may choose to create a sheet that meets your particular needs.  Perhaps you want to get a class profile of competencies.  One teacher designed a checklist for independent writing.  She listed each child’s name, and then wrote categories across the top to describe the different developmental stages of spelling.  On a bi-weekly basis, she examined her students’ work and marked it according to the rubric she had designed.  This helped her notice trends in student understanding.  She was then able to use that information when planning instruction in other elements.


Collecting student work samples is another way you can monitor student progress.  Some teachers collect samples according to a time schedule, for example, one writing sample every two weeks.  Other teachers may look for writing samples that show evidence of change or growth for a particular child.  Whatever your decision, it is important to store the samples in a place that is readily accessible, such as a filing cabinet.


As you can see, there are many different things to consider when deciding how to organize yourself for making observations. The important thing is to choose an observation system, and begin writing down your student observations.  As the process becomes more familiar, you will be able to add different components to your system, and make changes as needs develop.

