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Curiosity kills the cat – does
it kill the class dynamic too?
by Joanne Mitten (Director of Studies - ATC Dublin)
During a recent observation of an experienced teacher
with exceptional feedback, I wrote “tough crowd” in my
note margins. I jotted down possible warmer exercises
and mingle activities that might have motivated the
students and brought them out of themselves, as the class
were extremely quiet, unresponsive and reluctant of offer
answers and opinions. However, as the lesson progressed
I saw that the teacher was implementing movement in the
classroom, group and pair work, using visuals and realia,
demonstrating excellent elicitation and had created
original activities to encourage maximum communication.
She was pulling out all the stops in order to create a dynamic, lively class, but the students Schrödinger’s cat which
seemed to have other ideas; it just wasn’t working. I’ll digress slightly here to mention that the pioneering quantum
I’ve always viewed myself as quite an approachable, friendly and laid back person. So it
physicist used to
came as a jolt when, during this observation, a student pivoted slowly in his seat, the
whites of his eyes glinting with fear, and croaked “You’re making me nervous.” It was half explain how more than
explanation and half accusation; I realised that the problem was me, the observer. During one outcome could
feedback the teacher and I discussed the stilted dynamics within the lesson and she exist until the moment
pointed out that this is usually her liveliest and chattiest group of students who are easily that you made the
malleable when it comes to innovative task setting. But that day they weren’t giving her
observation. Until the
much to work with.
On other occasions I have observed experienced and popular teachers whose group of moment that you open
students respond extremely well to the tasks set, but unfortunately the teachers themselves the box to see the cat is
have been nervous, unsure and prone to stumbling over presentations. As their year round both alive and dead as
academic manager I know that this is not a true reflection, but the observation form needs result of the random
to be filled in objectively and according to what I saw on the day. Is this fair? I’ve discussed
triggering of the
the occurrence of less successful observations with teachers in my current school, and
we’ve all come to a similar conclusion, which is related to a cat, a box and some poisonous cyanide gas.
gas.
Schrödinger’s Cat is the theory that the very act of measuring or observing a reaction Pic by Anarkman
alters the outcome or the result. Schrödinger’s experiment (I have to give Einstein some
credit here too, except he preferred the method of gun powder) was that if you place a cat
in a box with poisonous gas that has a 50% chance of killing it, the very act of opening the box and observing the cat
forces the hand of nature and the outcome of the experiment. So, by observing our teachers (and their students) are
academic managers really getting a true measurement of their performance? Or,
as Shrödinger believes, are we signing the class dynamic’s death warrant with our
curiosity? As I discovered during the observation previously described, the very
fact that the lesson was being observed changed the results of the observation.
The more uncomfortable the students became, the less they gave the teacher,
which resulted in putting this usually confident teacher on edge. Another
interesting aspect of observations is what is commonly known as The Hawthorne
Effect. Between 1924 and 1932 an experiment was conducted in the Hawthorne
Works Electric Company to determine whether varying working environments had
an effect on productivity. Productivity of workers did in fact increase when the
work environment was altered, however productivity then decreased once the
experiment was over. This led to the theory that when under scrutiny, participants
of experiments and observations will perform better than usual. Whether this is a
conscious or subconscious act is another matter altogether. But I have, on very
rare occasions, observed lessons in which the students seemed unused to the
methodology introduced. One could argue the fact that a new, more dynamic
approach is being adopted by the teacher specifically for observational purposes.
Whatever the reason, a true reflection of the students, teachers and the day to
day dynamic of the class is not being presented. And this is what needs to
change.
Perhaps I’m giving the impression I don’t enjoy observing or being observed, which not the case at all. My
experience of being observed is very much like everyone else’s: rigorous and numerous observations during teacher
training, and scheduled CPD observations throughout the teaching year. I always enjoyed being observed within the

“a student
pivoted slowly
in his seat, the
whites of his
eyes glinting
with fear, and
croaked ‘You’re
making me’”
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ELT industry and the
feedback I have received
has stayed with me and
influenced my teaching in
both the private and state
sectors throughout my
c a r e e r. O b s e r v a t i o n s
serve to give teachers
explicit goals to work
towards and also provide
much needed validation
of their hard work and
achievements. It can be
extremely satisfying to
display your talents in front of a colleague, be it a teaching partner or an academic The Hawthorne factory
manager.
where it was noticed
In a recent discussion with one teacher, she used the phrase “you can’t be a teacher that studies on worker
within four walls” and discussed the fact that when approached positively and in a
productivity were being
constructive way, observations provide essential objectivity to teachers. This particular
teacher also felt that the observations within the school created a sense of community and skewed by the
facilitated an open flow of ideas and feedback. From discussions with other academic observation
managers within ATC, and within the state school system, I’ve found that most agree that themselves.
observing lessons is usually a positive and rewarding experience. Teachers are given an
opportunity to do what they do best in front of a colleague and the observer not only
provides positive and constructive feedback, but also has the opportunity to see new and Pic by Wikimedia
innovative techniques that can be passed on to others. Teachers can also use the
opportunity to demonstrate that they are ready to be mentors or teacher trainers.
Of course I, like many other teachers, have had negative observational experiences when it felt like anything that
could go wrong did go wrong, regardless of the amount of preparation I put in. These observations and their
accompanying feedback left me with a deep sense of frustration, and questioning why, on the day of the observation,
could I not pull it off? It also left me wondering how effective and accurate observations really are when sometimes
they just don’t reflect a teacher’s real potential. We accept the fact that in order to measure performance and provide
useful feedback to colleagues, observations are an important part of the job, for both teachers and academic
managers. But what can we do to eliminate the Schrödinger effect and make observations more successful and
effective?
I feel that in order not to do our teachers a disservice, a different approach must be taken to create a more natural
environment in which observations occur. An open line of communication with the students themselves is a step
towards balancing the classroom dynamic during observations. They should be made aware that observations will
occur throughout the year as standard practice at the school. In order to encourage students not to focus on the
observer, they should be told in advance that an observer will be present in the next lesson to see what the lessons
are like. Not to specifically measure the performance of the teacher or the students, but to get a feel for how the
lessons run every day. This level of honesty should help to not only prepare the students but also put them at ease. I
realise that this may not necessarily be an approach suitable for young learners, but certainly adult students should
respond well to it.
Criteria must always be set out for teachers as it is when we assess students. If teachers have the observation form
used to measure performance in front of them when planning, it will give them clear objectives and guidelines as to
what is expected during an observation. However, why not go further than this? Just as we prepare our students for
assessments and exams, teachers should be prepared for internal and external observations through CPD seminars.
These seminars could cover common issues that every teacher experiences during observations and lead to
equipping the teachers with the tools to overcome them. Tools such as how to veer off the lesson plan if something
isn’t working, how to energise and motivate students and how good practice (the kind they want to display in
observations) should be implemented year round to avoid students reacting awkwardly to new and innovative tasks.
And by being more open about both the positive aspects and limitations of observations, we can further cement that
sense of community within schools and emphasise that sharing experiences, triumphs and struggles, helps everyone
improve.
Observations will always be a tool of measurement within the educational sector. We need to be aware that if not
managed correctly, classroom dynamic and teacher confidence will in fact be killed by our curiosity, much like the
poor old cat in a box. It’s how we approach observations and deal with them on a long term basis that will determine
how successful and effective they are.
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