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Those	of	us	involved	in	the	rapidly-changing	Texas	Tech	University	first-year	writing	
program	are	hurrying	to	find	ways	to	improve	the	quality	of	English	1301	and	1302,	
whether	through	curricular	changes,	modes	of	instruction,	teacher	training,	student	
assessment,	teacher	assessment,	new	lesson	and	teaching	support	materials,	or	
technologies.	In	this	report,	I	focus	on	the	feasibility	of	instituting	peer	teaching	
observation	teams	at	Texas	Tech	to	help	provide	support	to	teachers	and	feedback	to	
administrators	about	the	state	of	the	writing	program.		
	
In	peer	teaching	observation	teams,	teachers	form	groups	and	then	perform	in-class	
observations	of	each	others’	teaching.	Afterward,	the	teachers	give	each	other	feedback	and	
share	effective	teaching	practices.	Research	in	the	education	field	has	shown	that	peer	
teaching	observations	increase	student	learning	and	“have	a	positive	effect	on	instructional	
practices	by	encouraging	self-reflection	in	participants”	(Amrein-Beardsley	&	Popp,	2011,	
p.	7-8).		However,	the	effects	of	peer	observations	have	not	been	studied	in	depth	by	college	
composition	scholars.	To	understand	the	benefits	of	peer	teaching	observation	teams	and	
the	factors	that	lead	to	participation	and	success,	we	must	look	to	scholarship	in	general	
education	and	take	the	time	to	get	feedback	from	composition	teachers	participating	in	
peer	observations	at	our	own	institutions.	In	effect,	we	must	create	the	research	ourselves.	
In	this	context,	Texas	Tech	University’s	first-year	writing	program	is	well	positioned	to	
provide	some	much-needed	insights	for	the	field.	
	
To	determine	the	potential	benefits	and	the	feasibility	of	instituting	peer	teaching	
observation	teams	in	Texas	Tech’s	first-year	writing	program,	I	reviewed	existing	literature	
about	peer	teaching	observation,	interviewed	current	first-year	writing	instructors	at	
Texas	Tech,	and	consulted	with	two	of	Texas	Tech’s	writing	program	administrators.	My	
research	revealed,	first	of	all,	that	Texas	Tech	is	already	planning	to	institute	a	“peer	
mentor”	program	for	first-year	writing	teachers	that	very	closely	resembles	one	common	
model	for	peer	teaching	observation	teams.	In	light	of	this	forthcoming	program,	I	hope	the	
findings	from	my	interviews	and	the	inspection	of	recent	scholarship	in	this	area	will	
provide	guidance	as	TTU	program	administrators	refine	the	details	of	the	peer	mentor	
program	over	the	summer	of	2018.	Peer	teaching	observation	teams	have	the	potential	to	
increase	the	quality	of	teaching	in	our	program,	but	several	factors	could	bely	our	well-
meaning	efforts.	The	insights	shared	from	teachers	of	all	levels	of	experience	are	what	we	
need	to	shape	an	observation	plan	that	will	truly	improve	the	quality	of	first-year	writing	
instruction	at	Texas	Tech.	
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Literature	Review	
Not	much	scholarship	exists	on	peer	teaching	observation	teams,	and	what	does	exist	
mostly	lies	within	education	scholarship.	1	The	practice	has	many	names	and	acronyms	
(e.g.,	peer	review	of	teaching/PRoT,	peer	observation	of	teaching/PoT,	reformed	
observation	teacher	protocol/RTOP,	partnerships	that	enhance	practice/PET),	but	overall	
findings	are	consistent.	
● Peer	observations	work	better	in	groups	of	three	or	more	(rather	than	groups	of	

two)	(Grainger	et	al.,	2015,	p.	22).	
● The	observer	tends	to	get	as	many	benefits	at	those	being	observed	(Grainger	et	al.,	

p.	5).	
● Four	stages	are	involved	in	effective	observation/review	processes:	pre-

observation/discussion,	observation,	feedback,	reflection	(Grainger	et	al.,	2015,	p.	5;	
Sullivan,	2012,	p.	2).	Some	separate	pre-observation	from	discussion	and	some	
combine	feedback	with	reflection,	but	the	general	process	is	the	same.		

● Most	peer	observation	programs	are	voluntary	(Grainger	et	al.,	2015,	p.	8),	but	there	
is	no	data	saying	whether	mandatory	or	voluntary	programs	yield	better	results.	In	
fact,	most	articles	mention	overall	low	participation	rates	in	the	peer	observation	
programs.		

	
Research	in	this	area	is	spotty,	but	one	article	with	a	lot	of	inherent	applicability	to	Texas	
Tech’s	first-year	writing	program	is:	“Working	in	triads:	A	case	study	of	a	peer	review	
process”	(2015)	by	Peter	Grainger,	Martin	Bridgstock,	Todd	Houston,	and	Steve	Drew.	This	
study	reviews	a	number	of	peer	teacher	observation	teams	in	university	institutions	
throughout	Australia.	Wide-scale	conclusions	cannot	be	drawn	from	this	one	study,	but	it	
does	offer	some	very	salient	insights.	
● For	instance,	related	to	the	final	bullet	point	above,	Grainger	et	al.	suggest	that	

mandatory	programs	can	yield	the	same	benefits	as	voluntary	programs	and	have	
higher	participation	rates,	provided	the	peer	review	process	is	strongly	
communicated	as	a	quality	improvement	and	professional	development	opportunity,	
rather	than	as	a	compulsory	assessment	with	potentially	punitive	consequences.	If	a	
program	seems	like	surveillance	or	like	a	cursory	routine,	many	teachers	will	resent	
it,	and	the	effectiveness	will	be	compromised.	Many	institutions	make	their	
programs	voluntary	to	avoid	resentment	among	participants,	which	does	tend	to	
yield	more	positive	team	interactions	(p.	9),	but	it	also	results	in	lower	overall	
participation.	Basically,	mandatory	programs	can	work,	but	they	need	careful	
framing	to	be	successful	long-term.	

● Contingent	workers	should	be	included	in	peer	review	programs	(p.7).	This	is	
standard	procedure	in	Australia	(where	contingent	workers	are	referred	to	as	
sessional	staff).	To	exclude	adjuncts	or	contract	workers	from	programs	can	create	
resentment	among	people	with	many	years	of	experience	and/or	who	desire	

																																																								
1	Noteably,	the	medical	community	also	seems	actively	engaged	in	peer	observation	
activities.	Outside	of	education,	most	articles	on	peer	observations	seem	to	come	from	
medical	publications,	but	the	total	number	of	relevant	article	is	small	even	in	that	field.		
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professional	development	opportunities.	This	was	cited	as	a	major	criterion	for	
success	in	many	programs	studied	by	the	researchers.		

● If	the	relationships	between	reviewers	and	reviewees	are	not	mutual	and	formative	
a	power	differential	can	be	created—one	that	can	undermine	the	degree	of	honesty	
in	the	group	and	change	working	relationships	(p.	21).	To	avoid	this,	all	members	of	
the	teaching	team	should	review	each	other,	and	they	should	do	so	with	the	
expectation	of	reviewing	each	other	again	and	improving	over	time.	

● Peer	observations	should	occur	not	only	in	the	classroom,	but	also	in	tutoring	
situations,	during	curriculum	creation,	in	grading/assessment,	and	in	other	
instances	where	the	participants	work	with	students	or	their	work	(p.	9).	This	way,	
the	opportunities	for	feedback	and	participation	increase.	People	who	might	not	
have	time	to	do	in-class	observations	may	be	able	to	exchange	and	offer	feedback	on	
team	members’	class	materials.	

● A	key	success	factor	is	including	one	“stranger”	in	the	group—someone	from	
another	discipline	who	is	unknown	to	the	other	two	(or	more)	members	of	the	
group	(p.	18).	This	added	perspective	was	mentioned	many	times	as	a	major	help	to	
people	who	had	been	taught	certain	things	within	their	discipline	and	who	had	not	
encountered	norms	from	outside	that	field.	In	addition,	having	someone	who	was	
not	a	colleague	on	the	team	allowed	a	different	degree	of	freedom,	since	the	
consequences	of	that	relationship	were	lower	than	those	between	people	who	
worked	in	the	same	department.	(This	study	refers	to	disciplines	as	varied	as	
Biology,	Engineering,	Sociology,	and	English,	not	just	different	disciplines	within	
English.)	

	
Interestingly,	none	of	the	articles	I	found	address	compensation	in	depth.	Most	of	the	
articles	are	studies,	in	which	participation	was	strictly	voluntary	and	no	monetary	
compensation	was	involved.	The	Grainger	et	al.	article	briefly	addresses	compensation	
concerns,	particularly	with	contingent	staff	who	might	have	union	regulations	or	other	
contractual	obligations	surrounding	any	work	they	do	beyond	actual	teaching.	Grainger	et	
al.	found	that	most	programs	were	voluntary,	and	if	any	compensation	was	involved,	it	was	
usually	in	the	form	of	additional	opportunities	for	promotion	and	career	advancement.	This	
does	not	mean	compensation	might	not	be	beneficial	or	even	necessary.	Again,	all	studies	
found	that	participation	in	voluntary	peer	observation	programs	is	low,	and	if	an	
institution	makes	the	observation	program	mandatory,	the	one	of	the	only	ways	to	keep	it	
from	being	an	extra	burden	may	be	compensate	employees	monetarily.	The	literature	
mentioned	offering	promotional	opportunities	and	other	incentives,	but	it	was	not	
particularly	revealing	about	the	success	of	such	incentives.	
	
Findings	from	the	Texas	Tech	Community	
To	learn	how	interested	instructors	at	Texas	Tech	would	be	in	participating	in	peer	
teaching	teams,	I	interviewed	five	first-year	master’s	students	(as	a	focus	group),	four	PhD	
students	with	more	than	two	years	of	teaching	experience,	two	instructors	with	more	than	
10	years	of	experience,	and	two	Texas	Tech	writing	program	administrators.		
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Although	I	did	ask	each	interviewee	for	their	idea	of	what	an	ideal	peer	teaching	
observation	program	would	look	like,	I	would	always	eventually	ask	them	what	they	
thought	of	a	program	that	included	the	following	characteristics:	
● Teams	would	consist	of	three	to	four	instructors,	with	at	least	one	instructor	having	

at	least	four	years	of	teaching	experience	(with	at	least	one	of	those	years	at	Texas	
Tech).	

● Teams	would	meet	as	a	full	team	at	least	once	per	semester	(to	set	expectations	for	
the	observations	and	how	they	want	to	handle	things)	but	could	choose	to	meet	
more	often	if	the	team	desired.	

● An	administrator	would	select	the	teams;	they	would	not	be	self-selected.	
● Every	person	on	the	team	would	be	required	to	observe	every	other	person	on	the	

team	at	least	once	during	a	semester,	ideally	twice	(once	in	the	first	half	of	the	
semester	and	once	in	the	second	half).		

● After	observations,	team	members	would	meet	one-on-one	(or	as	groups)	with	each	
other	or	at	least	exchange	emails,	giving	each	other	feedback.	The	particulars	of	the	
feedback	would	be	up	to	the	teams	to	decide.	

● During	the	one-on-one	exchanges,	team	members	would	decide	if	anything	came	up	
during	the	observation	or	debriefing	that	they	want	to	report	to	the	Texas	Tech	
writing	program	administrator,	such	as	lesson	plans	(effective	or	ineffective),	
technical	issues,	student	feedback,	classroom	issues,	curriculum	changes,	or	
classroom	approaches	(effective	or	ineffective).	Each	team	is	supplied	with	forms	
that	they	can	complete	together	and	anonymously	deliver	to	the	writing	program	
administrator.	

	
I	did	not	define	the	mandatory	or	voluntary	nature	of	these	activities,	instead	letting	the	
interviewees	give	feedback	on	which	they	would	prefer.	I	also	asked	them	about	changes	
they	would	make	to	this	structure	or	if	any	other	tools	might	help	them	improve	their	work	
in	the	classroom.	I	asked	how	they	felt	about	giving	feedback	to	the	writing	program	
administrator	and	if	they	felt	additional	compensation	should	be	given	to	program	
participants.	In	these	interviews,	I	received	very	thoughtful	feedback,	plenty	of	ideas,	and	
clear	opinions	about	what	they	felt	would	work	for	them	and	what	would	not.	
	
Important	note:	Every	person	I	interviewed	reacted	with	delight	at	the	prospect	of	peer	
teaching	teams.	However,	once	we	talked	about	the	details	together,	every	interviewee	
except	for	three	of	the	first-year	graduate	students	started	qualifying	their	support	for	the	
program.	The	reality	of	the	time	required	for	such	a	program	is	a	major	factor	in	eliciting	
participation.	Below,	I	describe	the	particular	feedback	from	each	group	I	met	with.	
	
First-year	master’s	degree	students	
The	first-year	master’s	students	displayed	the	most	enthusiasm	for	the	program.	In	fact,	
three	of	the	students	reported	that	they	were	already	performing	observations	of	each	
other	and	PhD	students	in	addition	to	sitting	in	on	the	mega-lecture	sessions	with	
permanent	faculty.	All	the	master’s	students	I	interviewed	were	teaching	English	1301	as	
discussion	group	leaders	whose	classes	were	linked	to	weekly	lectures	with	a	permanent	
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faculty	instructor.	Two	of	these	master’s	students	had	taught	before	at	the	high	school	
level.	I	spoke	to	all	five	master’s	students	together	in	a	single	focus	group	session.	
	
Participation	
When	asked	whether	the	observation	program	should	be	mandatory	or	voluntary,	most	
said	voluntary,	but	one	student	mentioned	that	some	of	the	instructors	who	needed	peer	
feedback	the	most	might	be	the	least	likely	to	volunteer.	In	her	view,	perhaps	the	program	
should	be	mandatory	at	least	for	first-year	instructors.		
	
As	stated	before,	many	of	these	students	were	already	conducting	their	own	peer	
observations	outside	of	a	structured	program.	Their	enthusiasm	for	learning	and	receiving	
feedback	may	not	be	representative	of	the	entire	first-year	master’s	student	population.	
Those	who	deeply	want	an	observation	program	may	not	see	the	need	for	it	to	be	
mandatory,	in	that	they	might	assume	other	people	would	be	as	excited	about	the	program	
as	they	are.	
	
When	presented	with	the	possibility	for	additional	compensation	for	participating	in	the	
program,	none	of	the	first-year	instructors	said	they	needed	compensation,	even	if	the	
program	required	1-2	hours	per	week	of	additional	work.		
	
One	first-year	instructor	expressed	concern	about	the	extra	time	required	and	advocated	
that	the	program	be	voluntary.	She	said	additional	compensation	would	not	affect	her	
willingness	to	participate,	but	she	was	unsure	whether	or	not	she	would	choose	to	
participate	if	it	was	not	mandatory.	Notably,	this	is	the	only	first-year	master’s	student	I	
talked	to	who	mentioned	specific	family	obligations	as	a	reason	additional	time	
commitments	might	not	be	possible.	The	other	first-year	instructors	did	not	mention	
outside	commitments	that	might	interfere.	All	were	under	the	age	of	30.	
	
Number	of	meetings	and	observations	
At	first,	these	instructors	said	they	would	want	at	least	three	observations	per	semester.	
Some	said	they	would	like	one	every	month.	When	I	reminded	them	that	they	would	be	in	
team	of	three	or	four,	meaning	they	would	have	to	conduct	at	least	two	observations	for	
every	one	they	received,	they	backed	off	and	requested	two	observations	per	semester—
more	only	if	the	team	decided	they	wanted	to	perform	more.		
	
First-year	instructors	said	they	wouldn’t	mind	meeting	once	per	week	with	their	team.	
Every	other	week	would	be	fine	as	well.	They	currently	meet	regularly	with	their	mega-
section	instructor	and	said	they	could	potentially	meet	after	that	meeting	or	somehow	
integrate	it	with	the	meetings	they	currently	have.	
	
Reporting	to	the	writing	program	administrator	
First-year	graduate	students	were	not	phased	by	the	idea	of	reporting	information	to	the	
writing	program	administrator.	They	liked	the	idea	that	the	teams	could	mutually	decide	
what	to	report,	but	it	didn’t	seem	like	a	major	concern	to	them	even	if	every	observation	
had	to	include	a	report	sent	back	to	the	administrator.	They	would	be	willing	to	provide	
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feedback	and	were	not	concerned	about	repercussions	from	giving	or	getting	negative	
feedback.	They	were	very	focused	on	the	potential	positive	aspects	of	such	a	program.		
	
Alternatives	
All	first-time	instructors	expressed	interest	in	having	an	easy-to-access	list	of	instructors	
who	would	be	willing	to	be	observed,	along	with	a	list	of	instructors	willing	to	perform	
observations	and	give	feedback.	They	suggested	this	list	should	include	how	many	years	
each	instructor	has	taught	(outside	and	inside	of	Texas	Tech)	and	which	classes	they	have	
taught.	Those	who	were	already	performing	their	own	observations	responded	favorably	
to	a	tool	that	would	help	them	find	new	people	to	observe	and	get	ideas	from.	
	
These	instructors	very	emphatically	recommended	we	create	a	central	repository	for	
lesson	plans.	One	interviewee	commented	that	she	had	never	actually	seen	a	real	lesson	
plan.	This	is	troubling,	considering	that	she	was	almost	at	the	end	of	her	first	semester	
teaching	when	we	had	this	conversation.	For	these	instructors,	the	lack	of	sample	lesson	
plans	is	a	major	detriment.	They	crave	lesson	ideas	and	any	knowledge	about	how	other	
people	teach	that	they	can	get.		
	
Other	Notes	
This	is	not	related	to	the	idea	of	peer	teaching	teams,	but	it	was	important	feedback	I	
received.	The	first-time	instructors	highly	recommended	having	an	extended	workshop	
with	their	specific	mega-section	instructor	and	all	the	instructors	with	discussion	groups	
linked	to	that	mega-section	at	the	beginning	of	the	semester.	In	addition	to	the	general	
teacher	training	first-year	graduate	students	already	receive,	they	wished	they	had	gotten	
to	ask	questions	and	give	feedback	on	the	syllabus	for	their	specific	lecture	sections	before	
the	class	started.	They	would	have	liked	a	better	opportunity	to	coordinate	what	would	be	
covered	in	the	large	lecture	each	week	to	help	plan	what	they	would	do	in	their	discussion	
groups.	They	wanted	to	hear	ideas	from	other	instructors	early	on	and	make	sure	everyone	
was	on	the	same	page	with	assignments,	due	dates,	and	weekly	topics.	They	said	this	could	
be	included	as	part	of	the	initial	training,	or	the	teams	could	coordinate	it	with	each	other	
before	the	start	of	the	semester.			
	
Moderately	experienced	PhD	students	
I	interviewed	two	PhD	students	as	a	pair	and	then	one	additional	PhD	student	in	informal,	
individual	interview	settings.	I	got	the	most	resistance	to	peer	teaching	observations	from	
this	group—not	that	they	felt	peer	observations	would	be	unhelpful,	but	that	they	were	
overwhelmed	by	the	idea	of	taking	on	another	time-consuming	responsibility.	Overall,	PhD	
students	responded	the	most	positively	to	a	highly	voluntary,	ad	hoc,	free-form	program	
that	left	room	for	creativity	and	a	team-designed	structure.		
	
Participation	
All	PhD	students	interviewed	insisted	that	the	program	be	voluntary.	They	also	said	that	if	
the	program	required	an	hour	or	more	of	work	extra	per	week,	participants	should	receive	
compensation.	If	time	requirements	were	lower,	it	is	possible	that	compensation	would	not	
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be	needed,	but	they	would	certainly	prefer	it	and	might	not	sign	up	without	a	monetary	
incentive.		
	
They	agreed	that	peer	observation	could	be	incredibly	helpful.	Two	had	conducted	peer	
observations	at	previous	institutions.	But	they	were	concerned	about	the	time	required	and	
wanted	to	figure	out	ways	to	get	the	benefits	of	observation	and	feedback	with	the	most	
minimal	time	requirement	possible.	
	
Two	of	these	interviewees	mentioned	that	they	would	like	to	observe	online	classes	in	
particular,	since	they	had	little	experience	with	that	mode	of	instruction.		
	
Number	of	meetings	and	observations	
The	PhD	students	advocated	for	one	team	meeting	at	the	beginning	of	the	semester	and	
then	one	or	two	observations	for	each	team	member	during	the	semester.	They	would	
prefer	one	observation,	but	they	understood	how	it	could	be	helpful	to	do	one	at	the	
beginning	of	the	semester	and	one	at	the	end.	More	than	two	seemed	onerous.		
	
They	also	were	not	interested	in	meeting	on	a	weekly	or	every-other-week	basis	with	their	
teams.	They	felt	meeting	requirements	should	be	decided	on	by	the	teams,	and	members	
should	not	be	required	to	participate	in	frequent	meetings.	They	saw	the	value	of	one-on-
one	debriefings	but	felt	these	could	be	handled	over	the	phone,	by	email,	or	in	
conveniently-scheduled	face-to-face	meetings.		
	
Reporting	to	the	writing	program	administrator	
The	PhD	students	had	a	better	appreciation	of	the	need	to	give	the	writing	program	
administrator	feedback.	They	supported	the	idea	of	anonymous	feedback	forms,	containing	
content	decided	on	by	the	individual	teams.	They	liked	the	idea	of	being	observed	by	
people	other	than	the	writing	program	administrator.	They	did	have	more	concerns	about	
having	control	over	the	information	given	back	to	the	administration.	They	worried	that	if	
unedited	feedback	reports	were	given	to	administration,	the	program	would	feel	like	
surveillance	and	something	that	could	potentially	be	used	for	punitive	purposes.	Basically,	
the	freer	and	less	constraining	the	program,	the	more	positively	the	PhD	students	
responded	to	it.			
	
Alternatives		
My	interview	with	two	PhD	students	was	the	first	place	the	idea	for	having	a	centralized	list	
of	observation-available	instructors	surfaced.	I	proposed	this	option	as	a	way	to	allow	the	
instructors	discretion	regarding	their	level	of	participation.	All	PhD	students	were	
incredibly	enthusiastic	about	this	option.	Most	of	them	mentioned	that	they	would	happily	
add	their	name	to	such	a	list.	They	would	be	glad	to	help	out,	and	being	contacted	from	the	
list	would	mean	they	could	decide	if	they	had	enough	time	to	participate	whenever	
someone	contacted	them	rather	than	trying	to	predict	how	much	time	they	would	have	at	
the	beginning	of	the	semester.	They	said	they	sometimes	wanted	observation	and	feedback,	
and	with	a	list	they	could	meet	different	instructors	and	get	feedback	when	they	really	
needed	it	from	people	other	than	the	writing	program	administrators.	
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Teachers	with	10+	years	of	experience	
I	interviewed	two	adjunct	instructors	who	have	more	than	10	years	of	experience	teaching	
at	the	college	level.	One	teacher	has	been	with	Texas	Tech	for	more	than	15	years,	the	other	
less	than	five.	Both	instructors	had	positive	feelings	about	the	possibilities	of	a	peer	
observation	program	but	had	concerns	about	the	time	required	to	participate.	Although	
observation	programs	help	teachers	at	all	levels,	this	group	could	easily	perceive	that	they	
have	the	least	to	gain	from	the	observation	process.	Even	so,	these	two	instructors	
expressed	a	happy	willingness	to	participate,	but	they	wanted	to	make	sure	they	would	be	
compensated	fairly	for	their	time.	
	
Participation	
This	group	said	they	would	participate	in	a	peer	observation	program	as	long	as	it	did	not	
require	more	than	one	hour	per	week.	Beyond	that,	they	said	compensation	would	be	
expected.		
	
The	instructors	I	interviewed	want	to	be	involved	in	a	peer	observation	program	and	want	
to	be	viewed	as	experts.	The	particular	individuals	I	interviewed	are	clearly	invested	in	the	
TTU	writing	program,	considering	their	willingness	to	volunteer	for	interviews.	However,	
most	of	the	adjunct	staff	did	not	volunteer	for	interviews	with	me,	so	my	small	sample	size	
of	interviews	for	this	demographic	is	clearly	skewed.	Based	on	the	low	level	of	
participation	in	my	research	and	low	level	of	participation	in	previous	professional	
development	programs	(discussed	in	more	detail	in	the	writing	program	administrator	
section),	some	conclusions	can	be	drawn	about	the	willingness	of	adjunct	staff	to	volunteer	
for	any	program	without	compensation	(i.e.,	that	it	is	difficult	to	get	contingent	staff	to	be	
involved).	Nonetheless,	the	teachers	I	talked	to	want	to	be	more	included,	so	my	
assumptions	about	adjunct	motivation	for	involvement	could	be	wrong,	or	at	least	
exaggerated.	Perhaps	if	we	offered	a	professional	development	program	that	allowed	
contingent	staff	to	function	as	experts	rather	than	learners	only,	they	would	feel	more	
motivated	to	participate.	A	peer	observation	program	would	allow	them	to	take	both	
roles—teacher	and	learner.		
	
Number	of	meetings	and	observations	
Experienced	instructors	do	not	want	to	spend	more	than	an	hour	every	other	week	
conducting	observations,	debriefs,	or	meetings.	If	it	requires	work	equal	to	an	hour	a	week,	
they	would	prefer	to	be	compensated	monetarily.		
	
The	literature	suggests	that	opportunities	for	promotion,	prioritized	scheduling,	and	other	
perks	can	successfully	incentivize	contract	employees	to	participate,	but	neither	teacher	I	
interviewed	brought	up	these	options	as	valuable	incentives.	It’s	possible	they	don’t	think	
such	perks	are	available	at	Texas	Tech	or	that	monetary	compensation	is	a	motivator	that	
trumps	all	others.	
	
Reporting	to	the	writing	program	administrator	
No	one	seemed	concerned	about	sending	reports	to	the	writing	program	administrator.	
Only	the	extra	time	required	seemed	to	be	a	concern.	They	did	feel	anonymization	of	these	
reports	was	important,	though.		
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Alternatives		
They	readily	signed	onto	the	idea	of	a	list	of	people	willing	to	be	observed.	This	seemed	like	
a	low-risk	way	to	contribute	to	the	program	at	a	pace	that	made	sense	for	them.		
	
Other	notes	
These	instructors	told	me	about	a	mentoring	program	Texas	Tech	instituted	in	the	early	
2000s.	The	program	required	weekly	meetings	between	mentors	and	mentees,	was	
mandatory,	and	gave	extra	monetary	compensation	to	participating	mentors.	Despite	the	
additional	pay,	the	mentors	often	felt	taken	advantage	of.	The	weekly	meetings	became	a	
routine	nuisance	for	many	people.	The	regular	reviews	and	other	deliverables	that	were	
expected	from	the	program	took	time	to	complete.	It	ended	up	being	too	much	for	many	
mentors.	
	
Several	mentees	also	resented	the	program,	primarily	PhD	students	new	to	the	Texas	Tech	
program	but	not	new	to	teaching.	They	did	not	feel	they	needed	the	mentorship,	and	like	
the	mentors,	they	came	to	view	the	program	as	a	waste	of	time.	
	
In	light	of	pasts	attempts	at	peer	observation,	experienced	teachers	emphasized	the	need	to	
carefully	design	the	program	so	the	focus	is	on	quality	improvement	and	personalized	
professional	development.	In	their	view,	the	moment	the	program	feels	like	a	box	to	check,	
it	will	be	resented	and	rendered	ineffective.	Experienced	instructors	are	eager	to	help,	but	
they	want	their	time	to	be	valued	and	to	have	a	say	in	how	the	program	functions.	
	
Writing	program	administrators	
The	writing	program	administrators	at	Texas	Tech	like	the	idea	of	peer	observations.	They	
are	proponents	of	any	reasonable	effort	to	increase	teaching	quality	and	enhance	the	
experience	of	both	teachers	and	students.	Administrators	recognize	teachers’	need	for	
support.	However,	they	do	have	concerns	about	participation	rates	if	the	program	is	
voluntary.	Based	on	past	experience,	they	wonder	how	likely	anyone	would	be	to	volunteer	
for	a	peer	observation	program,	even	if	the	program	is	thoughtfully	designed.	
	
History	
Over	the	previous	decade,	writing	program	administration	activities	have	been	shared	
between	two	faculty	members,	each	allocated	50%	to	administration.	Funding	has	also	
traditionally	been	hard	to	come	by.	Despite	this	meager	allocation,	the	program	has	
attempted	several	professional	development	initiatives.	The	mentorship	program	
described	by	the	experienced	teachers	is	one	of	them.	Most	other	efforts	have	been	smaller	
in	scale,	due	to	the	resource	constraints.		
	
A	few	years	ago,	writing	program	administrators	started	a	shadow	program	where,	in	a	
graduate	student’s	second	semester	at	Texas	Tech,	they	would	shadow	a	more	experienced	
teacher	and	be	observed	three	times	per	semester.	Unfortunately,	the	program	had	low	
involvement	and	did	not	last	long.	Based	on	my	conversations	with	other	instructors,	the	
lack	of	success	may	have	been	due	to	the	time	required	to	complete	three	observations	and	
have	regular	interactions	between	the	experienced	teacher	and	the	first-year	student.	The	
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literature	suggests	that	a	group	approach,	rather	than	a	pair	approach,	is	more	engaging	for	
participants.		
	
The	writing	program	administrators	also	created	a	repository	of	lesson	plans	online	a	few	
years	ago.	The	repository	was	housed	on	the	first-year	composition	website.	However,	the	
first-year	composition	website	received	very	low	traffic,	and	the	administrators	often	
received	email	requests	for	lesson	plan	support,	despite	the	existence	of	resources	online.	
Most	teachers	never	accessed	those	materials.		
	
To	supplement	the	repository,	one	administrator	created	a	Google	site	for	teachers	of	
different	classes	to	share	lesson	materials.	Teachers	were	asked	to	upload	lesson	plans	and	
activities	to	the	site	throughout	the	semester.	No	one	uploaded	their	lesson	plans.	Of	
course,	uploading	was	not	required,	but	even	then,	program	administrators	were	shocked	
that	almost	no	one	shared	their	teaching	materials	on	the	site.	The	process	was	simple,	and	
no	one	was	aware	of	any	technical	difficulties.	
	
This	kind	of	low	involvement	is	typical	of	the	Texas	Tech	program.	Historically,	it	has	even	
been	difficult	to	get	teachers	to	attend	mandatory	training	meetings	and	workshops.	The	
writing	program	administrators	receive	pushback	from	experienced	teachers	and	PhD	
students	when	new	professional	development	activities	are	required.	Additional	
compensation	has	almost	always	been	necessary	to	get	threshold	levels	of	involvement	in	
new	programs	that	require	the	participation	of	experienced	teachers.		
	
The	writing	program	administrators	did	not	speculate	on	how	contingent	faculty’s	base	pay	
and	lack	of	job	security	may	be	affecting	their	willingness	to	participate,	although	they	did	
express	a	desire	for	fairness	in	compensation	and	participation	requirements	at	all	levels.	
They	did	mention	the	workloads	of	PhD	students	as	a	potential	inhibitor	of	participation	
but	again	did	not	speculate	on	whether	higher	stipends	might	increase	participation.	From	
what	I	could	tell,	the	administrators	were	doubtful	that	any	monetary	change	would	be	
enough	to	improve	participation.	Making	programs	mandatory	seemed	to	be	the	only	
solution	that	had	worked	in	the	past,	and	even	then,	the	programs	were	often	resented.		
	
Vision	
One	writing	program	administrator	described	her	ideal	professional	development	
environment	as	one	that	allows	teachers	of	all	experience	levels	and	disciplines	to	learn	
from	each	other.	Any	kind	of	teaching	team	should	try	to	mix	new	and	experienced	teachers	
as	well	as	teachers	with	a	variety	of	disciplinary	interests	(e.g.,	literature,	creative	writing,	
technical	communication,	sociology,	and	other	disciplines).	In	this	administrator’s	view,	
teachers	have	a	lot	to	learn	from	each	other,	particularly	those	with	different	backgrounds	
and	interests.	As	she	put	it,	teaching	is	like	writing.	It	is	a	life-long	learning	process	that	
requires	regular	practice	and	feedback	to	improve.	She	also	cited	a	professional	
development	program	instituted	at	Virginia	Tech	where	graduate	students	are	assigned	to	
multiple	professional	development-type	groups.	Students	belong	to	one	group	based	on	
semester	of	entry	into	the	program	as	well	as	at	least	one	group	that	is	intentionally	mixed,	
with	members	from	different	disciplines	and	at	different	points	in	their	graduate	studies.	
Although	the	program	lost	funding,	it	is	a	worthy	model	to	consider	emulating.	
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This	administrator	also	believes	that	the	best	writing	programs	have	as	many	support	
systems	as	possible	available	to	teachers.	Even	though	participation	levels	have	
traditionally	been	low,	there	are	teachers—particularly	first-year	teachers—who	crave	
support	and	ideas.	Because	every	teacher	in	the	program	is	very	different	in	personality,	
goals,	and	interests,	the	program	should	provide	many	different	avenues	for	teaching	
support.	She	is	saddened	by	the	low	levels	of	participation	but	will	continue	trying	new	
things.	
	
For	instance,	she	suggested	that	one	way	to	get	teachers	to	contribute	lesson	plans	and	
other	support	materials	would	be	to	require	every	teacher	to	submit	a	teaching	portfolio	at	
the	end	of	the	year	or	the	semester.	The	only	way	to	complete	this	portfolio	efficiently	
would	be	to	regularly	gather	teaching	materials.	According	to	the	writing	program	
administrator,	this	could	be	a	good	way	to	promote	more	sharing	and	regular	posting	of	
materials	throughout	the	year.	I,	too,	think	this	is	a	good	approach.	However,	I	wonder	if	
most	people	would	still	wait	until	the	end	of	the	year	to	post	all	of	their	materials	or	if	they	
will	see	the	portfolio	as	another	form	of	administrative	oversight.	On	the	other	hand,	the	
portfolios	would	be	online	and	accessible	year-round	after	they	have	been	completed,	so	
they	could	facilitate	more	sharing	year	round.	I	am	not	sure	how	many	people	would	
regularly	update	their	portfolios	or	if	they	would	be	required	to	regularly	do	so.	The	
administrator	clearly	has	a	vision	for	this,	though,	and	I	am	not	sure	of	all	the	details.		
	
Both	writing	program	administrators	are	open	to	having	a	list	of	people	available	for	
observation	online.	A	new	site	for	first-year	writing	instructors	is	being	created,	and	a	list	
could	be	placed	there.	
	
Neither	administrator	believed	that	peer	observations	could	entirely	replace	the	
observations	they	perform	throughout	the	year.	One	administrator	insisted	that	even	if	
there	were	peer	observation	teams,	she	would	still	want	to	observe	as	many	people	as	
possible.	Observations	are	her	way	of	staying	connected	to	the	program	and	understanding	
what	teachers	are	doing	in	their	classes.	Even	so,	the	administrators	agreed	that	even	one	
peer	observation	per	semester	would	be	helpful	to	both	the	teacher	being	observed	and	the	
person	doing	the	observing.		
	
Cautions	
Writing	program	administrators	had	the	same	experience	I	had	when	discussing	
professional	development	with	teachers.	When	introduced	to	new	professional	
development	programs,	teachers	are	enthusiastic	and	supportive	of	the	program—in	
theory.	When	confronted	with	the	actual	work	required	with	such	programs,	however,	
enthusiasm	and	participation	wanes.	This	is	why	making	programs	mandatory	has	been	
the	main	tactic	to	gain	participation.	
	
The	administrators	mentioned	to	me	that	the	teachers	who	really	want	peer	observation	
are	largely	already	doing	this	themselves	in	informal	groups	and	pairs.	Would	a	structured	
program	really	enhance	what	is	already	going	on?	Would	it	encourage	people	of	different	
personality	types—those	who	prefer	a	more	structured	approach—to	participate?	They	
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questioned	whether	a	voluntary	program	could	ever	sustain	itself.	Although	many	first-
year	teachers	might	sign	up,	experienced	teachers	may	not	volunteer	in	the	numbers	
necessary	to	sustain	the	program.	
	
The	administrators	also	emphasized	the	need	to	carefully	select	the	leaders	of	such	teams.	
In	my	vision	of	the	peer	observation	teams,	there	are	no	formal	“leaders”	of	each	team,	but	
naturally,	the	most	experienced	teacher	on	the	team	could	become	the	de	facto	leader.	
Administrators	mentioned	that	sometimes	the	most	experienced	teachers	are	not	the	most	
effective	teachers,	but	that	experienced	teachers	could	be	offended	if	they	are	not	placed	in	
a	position	of	authority	in	a	peer	observation	team.	Teams	run	the	risk	of	believing	a	certain	
experienced	or	outspoken	teacher	is	the	right	instructor	to	emulate,	even	if	that	teacher’s	
pedagogy	might	have	some	serious	problems.	It’s	also	possible	to	put	“leaders”	on	teams	
who	fizzle	out	and	stop	participating	halfway	through	the	semester.	The	less	experienced	
members	of	the	team	may	be	shortchanged.	
	
Such	concerns	are	highly	valid.	To	combat	imbalances	of	power	and	keep	tabs	on	team	
dynamics,	I	suggest	instituting	a	process	for	all	members	of	the	team	to	regularly	send	
feedback	back	to	the	administrator.	The	challenge	with	this,	however,	is	the	limited	time	
any	writing	program	administrator	would	have	to	carefully	look	over	team	feedback	forms.		
	
Plans	for	the	fall	
In	the	fall,	Texas	Tech	will	institute	a	peer	mentoring	program	that	closely	resembles	the	
peer	teaching	observation	model.	Both	administrators	are	excited	about	this	program.	The	
English	department	currently	has	a	very	active	chair	who	has	helped	secure	additional	
funding	for	the	first-year	writing	program.	This	funding	will	help	support	the	peer	
mentoring	program	and	has	also	enabled	the	department	to	hire	two	assistant	professors	
of	practice,	who	focus	largely	on	the	administration	of	first-year	writing.	
	
In	the	peer	mentoring	program,	mentors	will	be	given	an	extra	stipend	and	will	have	four	
to	five	teachers	on	their	mentoring	teams.	Team	members	must	observe	each	other	and	the	
mentor,	and	the	mentor	will	write	reports	and	give	feedback	to	each	mentee.	First-year	
master’s	students	will	be	mentored	by	an	assistant	professor	of	practice	or	a	writing	
program	administrator	and	will	meet	once	per	week.	First-year	PhD	students	will	be	
mentored	by	a	PhD	student	farther	along	in	the	program.	PhDs	will	meet	every	other	week	
for	the	first	semester	and	then	scale	down	the	reporting	and	meeting	in	the	second	
semester.		
	
Texas	Tech	is	also	adding	a	practicum	class	that	meets	one	hour	per	week.	Students	can	
take	this	class	every	semester	for	three	semesters,	although	PhD	students	may	only	take	it	
two	semesters.	The	current	composition	theory	class	(5360)	will	no	longer	be	a	required	
course.	The	practicum	will	be,	as	its	name	suggests,	extremely	practical,	and	will	offer	
lesson	planning	guidance,	some	grade	norming,	and	some	observations.	The	format	is	not	
fully	formed	yet,	but	it	could	be	another	way	to	make	peer	observations	part	of	the	Texas	
Tech	program.		
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Recommendations	
	
Based	on	my	interviews	with	people	throughout	the	Texas	Tech	first-year	writing	program,	
I	can	confidently	make	a	few	suggestions	and	list	some	cautions.	Certainly,	a	major	voice	
missing	from	my	research	is	more	contingent	faculty.	I	was	only	able	to	interview	two	
people	from	this	group,	and	I	imagine	there	are	many	perspectives	I	am	missing.	Still,	the	
information	I	gathered	can	inform	the	program’s	plans	for	next	year.	
	

1. Texas	Tech	should	not	institute	a	separate,	voluntary	peer	teaching	
observation	program.	Based	on	past	evidence	and	current	teacher	concerns,	
participation	would	be	too	low	to	justify	the	time	required	to	set	up	the	teams.	
Enthusiasm	would	likely	be	high	in	the	beginning,	but	past	evidence	shows	that	it	
would	wane	quickly.	Nonetheless,	many	elements	of	such	a	program	could	be	rolled	
into	the	peer	mentoring	program.	

2. We	should	maintain	an	easily	accessible	list	of	instructors	who	are	okay	with	
being	observed	and	a	list	of	instructors	who	are	open	to	observing	others	on	
the	first-year	composition	website.	The	lists	should	contain	contact	info,	class	
times	this	semester,	years	of	experience	teaching,	and	classes	taught	in	the	past.	
Every	person	I	interviewed	really	liked	this	option.	It	is	low	effort	and	can	be	
accessed	by	those	who	want	it.	It’s	an	easy	way	for	every	teacher	in	our	program	to	
be	involved	if	they	want	to.	The	list	should	be	located	on	a	central	first-year	writing	
website.	It	shouldn’t	live	on	its	own	site,	because	no	one	will	be	able	to	find	it.	It	
needs	to	be	on	a	central	first-year	writing	site	where	teachers	are	likely	to	run	
across	it.	

3. We	should	create	a	central	repository	of	lesson	plans	on	the	first-year	writing	
website.	Although	people	did	not	contribute	lesson	plans	to	the	Google	sites	set	up	
for	them	in	previous	years,	we	should	still	try	to	make	this	happen.	The	fact	that	a	
first-year	teacher	reported	that	she	has	never	seen	a	lesson	plan	is	disturbing.	I	
looked	at	the	old	first-year	writing	website	and	could	not	find	sample	lesson	plans.	
Right	now,	first-time	teachers	feel	like	they	have	nothing.	It	is	possible	that	with	the	
right	promotion,	particularly	within	the	new	practicum,	the	lesson	plans	would	be	
accessed	more	than	in	the	past.	Again,	the	lessons	need	to	be	on	the	central	first-
year	composition	website,	not	separate.	If	all	this	information	is	not	available	in	one	
place,	no	one	will	find	it.	Teachers	already	have	many	web-based	systems	they	have	
to	navigate.	We	cannot	give	them	three	more.	But	then	again,	how	do	we	get	
teachers	to	contribute	lesson	plans?	We	have	to	send	out	calls	for	lesson	plans	at	
least	twice	per	semester.	Based	on	my	research,	people	will	not	do	it	unless	
reminded.	We	also	need	to	make	it	easy.	Maybe	they	can	simply	email	them	to	an	
assistant	professor	of	practice,	who	then	uploads	it	for	them.	This	might	take	some	
of	the	burden	off	of	the	teachers	themselves.		

4. Allow	contingent	faculty	to	serve	as	mentors	in	the	peer	mentoring	program.	
By	limiting	the	peer	mentorship	program	to	students,	we	are	missing	out	on	an	
opportunity	to	engage	with	and	learn	from	adjunct	faculty,	some	who	have	many	
more	years	of	experience	teaching	in	different	environments	than	PhD	students.	If	
adjuncts	could	receive	an	additional	stipend	for	their	participation,	it	might	help	
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them	feel	more	valued	and	engaged.	The	literature	is	clear	that	excluding	part	of	the	
instructional	staff	from	peer	observations	is	unethical	and	detrimental	to	the	work	
satisfaction	of	the	excluded	group.	It	is	also	clear	that	contingent	staff	often	has	
much	to	teach	the	rest	of	the	teaching	staff.	A	peer	observation	program	would	offer	
adjuncts	the	ability	to	participate	as	both	mentors	and	mentees,	allowing	Texas	
Tech	to	improve	teaching	quality	as	a	whole.	And	where	better	to	improve	teaching	
quality	than	with	instructors	who	come	back	to	teach	year	after	year,	rather	than	
exclusively	with	graduate	students	who	may	only	teach	in	the	program	for	two	
years?	

5. Find	ways	to	focus	the	peer	mentoring	program	on	learning	from	peers	rather	
than	observing	experienced	teachers.	Although	observing	professors	of	practice	
and	other	experienced	teachers	has	major	benefits	for	new	teachers,	peer	
observation	teams	work	best	when	the	relationships	between	group	members	are	
reciprocal	and	mutually	negotiated.	Having	a	specified	“mentor”	leader	can	limit	the	
willingness	of	many	members	to	contribute	and	can	also	make	the	experienced	
teacher’s	approach	seem	like	the	only	“right”	way	to	do	things.	I	understand	the	
logic	behind	how	the	peer	mentoring	teams	are	being	structured,	but	there	are	
serious	drawbacks	to	having	a	single	experienced	teacher	on	a	team.	One	solution	
would	be	to	have	at	least	one	other	experienced	teacher	on	each	peer	mentoring	
team	in	addition	to	the	official	“mentor.”	This	could	be	a	contingent	faculty	member	
or	an	experienced	PhD	student.	Teams	should	have	more	than	one	experienced	
teacher	to	look	to	for	advice,	and	they	should	be	encouraged	to	find	things	that	
other,	less	experienced	team	members	are	doing	well.	Some	fantastic	innovations	
come	from	new	instructors.	However	the	teams	are	formed,	all	members	should	
have	to	observe	all	other	members	and	have	debriefing	sessions	afterwards	either	
one-on-one	or	with	the	group.		

6. Consider	mixing	PhD	and	master’s	students	together.	Related	to	the	previous	
recommendation,	teachers	get	more	benefits	from	teams	that	include	a	variety	of	
experience	levels	and	disciplines.	PhD	students	still	may	not	be	required	to	
participate	in	the	teams	as	much	as	master’s	students,	but	they	could	still	be	on	the	
same	teams.	Although	degree	type	might	be	one	way	to	classify	the	different	
teachers	in	our	program,	it	is	probably	not	the	most	revealing	in	terms	of	previous	
teaching	experience,	interests,	and	abilities.	Many	master’s	students	have	quite	a	
few	years	of	experience	teaching	and	a	serious	interest	in	improving	their	abilities	
and	sharing	what	they	know.	Years	of	teaching	experience	should	be	considered	
more	heavily	when	forming	teams	than	their	master’s/PhD	classification.	Perhaps	a	
survey	could	be	sent	out	to	incoming	instructors	to	help	determine	their	true	levels	
of	teaching	experience	and	disciplinary	interests	so	administrators	have	more	to	go	
on	when	forming	the	teams.		

7. Be	very	thoughtful	when	selecting	PhD	students	to	be	mentors.	This	group	was	
the	least	enthused	about	participating	in	a	peer	observation	program.	Make	sure	
those	selected	as	leaders	are	motivated,	and	be	aware	that	what	can	start	out	as	
enthusiasm	can	turn	into	apathy	as	the	workload	of	graduate	school	gets	heavier.	
Make	sure	PhD	participants	are	not	agreeing	to	be	mentors	just	because	they	feel	
like	they	have	to,	but	because	they	truly	want	to.		
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8. Explicitly	acknowledge	the	time	and	effort	observations	take.	Train	people	in	
how	to	1)	discuss	what	will	be	observed,	2)	observe	effectively,	3)	debrief,	and	4)	
reflect	on	their	experience	as	the	observed	or	the	observer.	Tell	participants	that	it	
will	take	extra	time,	but	that	the	time	is	worth	it.	Communicate	that	you	value	their	
time	and	effort,	not	just	through	a	stipend,	but	with	words	and	actions.		

9. Keep	all	communications	surrounding	the	peer	mentoring	program	focused	
on	quality	improvement,	not	on	assessment.	Make	sure	the	program	is	not	used	
as	a	punitive	measurement	tool.	People	do	not	like	being	surveilled,	nor	do	they	like	
busy	work.	If	observations	are	seen	as	just	another	requirement,	then	people	will	
begin	resenting	them.	If	they	are	seen	as	an	opportunity	for	community	and	quality	
improvement,	people	are	more	likely	to	stay	motivated.		

10. The	practicum	course	should	include	peer	observations.	The	practicum	is	
another	avenue	where	observations	would	be	extremely	helpful.	However,	if	
everyone	in	the	practicum	is	already	assigned	to	a	mentorship	group	where	they	are	
already	performing	observations,	then	the	additional	practicum	observation	
requirement	would	be	too	onerous.	Be	careful	that	the	practicum	does	not	overlap	
the	mentorship	and	cause	double	work.		

11. Think	about	coordinating	the	peer	mentorship	program	with	other	
departments	(e.g.,	sciences,	education,	business,	social	sciences,	math).	At	this	
point,	cross-departmental	coordination	is	likely	not	possible.	However,	it	could	be	a	
goal	for	the	future.	The	literature	reports	that	peer	observation	teams	learn	a	lot	
from	each	other,	regardless	of	the	discipline	taught.	In	fact,	some	teaching	
techniques	from	one	discipline	might	never	occur	to	a	teacher	in	a	different	
discipline.	If	our	program	is	ever	running	short	of	experienced	teachers	
(considering	they	are	the	most	difficult	group	to	keep	motivated	and	involved),	it	
might	be	good	to	reach	out	to	experienced	teachers	from	other	departments.	
Grainger	et	al.	noted	that	teams	were	more	effective	when	they	included	one	
“stranger”	(p.18).	Including	an	outsider	on	a	team	can	shift	team	dynamics	and	open	
new	doors	for	learning.		

	
Special	concern:	Reporting	to	the	writing	program	administrator	
None	of	the	people	I	interviewed	thought	much	about	giving	feedback	back	to	the	program.	
This	is	a	problem.	Peer	observations	provide	clear	benefits	to	the	instructors	and	their	
students,	and	it	seems	as	though	information	gleaned	through	peer	observations	could	be	
valuable	to	writing	program	administrators.	But	it	is	unclear	exactly	how	program	
administrators	could	obtain	this	information	without	damaging	the	effectiveness	of	the	
program.	Completing	feedback	forms	and	returning	them	to	the	administrator	could	easily	
turn	into	a	rote	task	that	is	seen	as	routine	and	meaningless—not	to	mention	intrusive	and	
micro-managerial.	Additionally,	writing	program	administrators	are	busy.	Would	they	have	
time	to	look	over	a	massive	number	of	feedback	forms	from	observation	groups?	It	seems	
unlikely.		
	
One	option	is	to	include	writing	program	administrators	on	teams	as	experienced	
participants	on	mentorship	or	observation	teams.	They	would	not	be	involved	in	more	than	
one	group.	They	would	be	observed	by	team	members	and	perform	observations	in	kind.	
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This	could	keep	administration	connected	to	the	state	of	the	mentorship	program	without	
requiring	feedback	to	be	sent	back	to	them.		
	
A	second	option	could	be	issuing	an	internal,	anonymous	survey	multiple	times	throughout	
the	semester.	It	could	ask	questions	about	how	well	the	observations	are	working,	if	there	
are	excellent	lessons	to	report,	if	programmatic	or	curricular	issues	are	surfacing,	and	if	
any	teams	have	had	any	specific	breakthroughs	or	insights	that	should	be	shared	program-
wide.	The	results	of	this	survey	could	be	saved	automatically	and	gone	through	at	the	
administrator’s	convenience	or	during	a	specific	time	of	year	designated	for	program	
review.	The	survey	should	be	short	(less	than	five	questions)	and	easy	for	the	
administrators	to	change	as	needed	over	time.		
	
Conclusion	
Peer	teaching	observation	teams	are	a	powerful	tool	for	improving	teaching	quality	and	
increasing	community	among	instructors.	Their	power	is	enhanced	by	deliberate	
inclusivity	and	more	thorough	procedures	for	observing,	debriefing,	and	reflecting.	Texas	
Tech’s	peer	mentorship	program	has	the	potential	to	give	teachers	access	to	the	benefits	of	
peer	observation,	but	the	nature	of	the	peer	teams	needs	to	be	scrutinized.	The	exclusion	of	
contingent	staff	is	worrying,	as	is	the	single	mentor	structure	and	homogenous	nature	of	
the	teams	(all	master’s	vs.	all	PhD).	By	deliberately	creating	groups	that	represent	a	variety	
of	experience	levels	and	disciplinary	interests,	and	insisting	that	both	observers	and	the	
observed	benefit	from	peer	observations,	administrators	could	enhance	the	effects	of	this	
program.	In	addition,	providing	low-cost	resources	like	a	list	of	people	willing	to	be	
observed	and	an	online	cache	of	lesson	plans	could	help	teachers	who	prefer	an	ad	hoc	
approach	to	professional	development.		
	
Texas	Tech’s	first-year	writing	program	is	positioned	to	do	some	great	and	innovative	
things.	This	report	is	not	intended	to	devalue	the	noteworthy	efforts	that	have	already	been	
put	into	designing	the	peer	mentorship	program.	Instead,	I	hope	these	recommendations	
will	be	used	to	help	make	the	program	more	supportive	of	the	entire	instructional	staff	and	
help	set	a	vision	for	the	future	of	the	mentorship	program	as	it	grows	and	matures	over	the	
next	few	years.	As	the	literature	reveals,	our	field	needs	more	research	into	the	qualities	of	
effective	peer	teaching	and	observation	teams.	Perhaps	Texas	Tech	can	be	the	locus	for	
some	in-depth	research	into	how	to	design	an	engaging	peer	teaching	support	system	for	
composition.		
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