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Abstract

:

Peer observation of teaching has been adopted as a method to improve the quality of teaching. It involves observers providing descriptive feedback to their peers on learning and teaching practices. However, although extensively described in the literature in the education field, its use as a tool for development beyond teaching skills has not been explored deeply, nor the best practices described. Therefore, the objective of this study was to compare quantitative with qualitative peer observation, as well as to investigate the role of interdisciplinarity in the observation process. The present study results from experimental observation work carried out by four professors of higher education. Veterinary science, social work, pharmaceutical sciences, and education, the disciplinary areas of origin of the teachers, were the ecosystems in which the initial observation techniques were explored and applied, and the intention was to share good practices and pedagogical improvements through peer support. This study reports the experience of building an observation grid and its application, as well as the lessons learned during the observation experience. The aim was to evaluate whether the constructive criticism was focused on the pedagogical practices rather than on the content, which can be useful in understanding if the learning objectives are being attained, from the teacher’s point of view. As such, we employed and assessed peer observation as a constructive, developmental process for higher education teachers from different fields of knowledge. The study concludes that feedback by peers is essential for the development of professional practice in higher education teaching, with the experience of qualitative observation being a fundamental path for teacher self-reflection in the search for their own authenticity. It further supports the notion that interdisciplinary differences, methodologies, styles, contexts, and practices can be used in a constructive way to improve course content and delivery, and, ultimately, to reinforce good teaching.
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1. Introduction


The quality of higher education and its premises have become increasingly relevant, especially since the beginning of the 21st century. The debate on its importance, as well as its social, economic, and political position, is ongoing. Furthermore, the impact of higher education on the training of citizens and the professionalization of its teachers regarding a general qualification in this area is increasing [1,2,3,4]. In fact, on 11 November 1997, UNESCO issued the Recommendation on the Statute of Teaching Staff in Higher Education, which is a founding declaration that seeks to guarantee quality principles in higher education systems [5]. It states that advances in higher education are based on the qualifications and knowledge of higher education teachers, as well as on their human, pedagogical and technical qualities, supported by academic freedom, professional responsibility, collegiality, and institutional autonomy [5]. As such, the investigation around the pedagogical training of teachers in higher education institutions has become not only understandable, but also fundamental [6] to the aim of responding to the current pedagogical challenges and curricular transformations (either suggested or imposed) with feasible and relevant changes, as well as with the mastery of pedagogical skills [7]. Subsequently, the training of higher education teachers emerged as an institutional concern [8,9], as was seen in different organizational modalities around the globe: postgraduate training, integrated or not in basic training; optional or compulsory training; training specifically focused on pedagogical aspects or evenly distributed by topics such as management, evaluation, and policies; frameworks of key competences for teachers; the granting of awards; and quality assurance and institutional certification strategies. These modalities are found in different countries and were developed to meet the growing need to operationalize professional teacher development [3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10]. Several explorations have been carried out to affirm pedagogy in higher education, with empirical studies emerging on the importance of professional teacher development [11,12,13,14,15,16,17,18]. As such, in addition to formal training, higher education teachers have participated in, and reflected on, non-formal training [19].



Emerging peer observation programs are among the most important programs for professional teacher development [20,21,22,23]. Observation consists of a data collection technique and assumes the main role in the experimental methodology. According to Estrela [24], naturalistic observation, when applied systematically to a field of pedagogy, allows for the collection of different information from that obtained through other techniques. This is because the intensity and detail of the “observed” attitude are concerns in the initial collection phase. Peer observation, in particular, is a collaborative model where peers come together to observe each other’s practice, and where the meeting is not an end in itself, but the scenario where ideas can be expressed and a reflective dialogue is stimulated [25]. In Portugal, professional development methods, like peer observation, have also been adopted with documented success [26,27,28,29], as shown in a study with high school teachers [30], showing that an interdisciplinary model improves teachers’ self-reflection as an effect of observing the process. It further supports teachers’ community enhancement as they evolve with their peers.



There are two types of observation: quantitative observation, in which an observation grid is made; and qualitative observation, carried out through field notes. Despite the type of observation, all observation techniques consist of registering interaction units in a well-defined social situation based on what the observer sees and hears [31]. Thus, the observation practice plays a central role in any experimental methodology, making the observation process the first stage of more general scientific training. Consequently, it must be the primary step of a well-grounded pedagogical intervention [24]. Observation between peers, as a particular aspect of this research methodology, allows both the teacher who observes and the observed teacher increased perception regarding their practices, as it enables an exchange of information, questioning, suggestions or encouragement through a dialogue that is hoped is fruitful. This is, therefore, a beneficial practice for stimulating teacher professional development, allowing reflection and feedback [20,21,32].



Nevertheless, observation is a complex and multifaceted process, while at the same time, selective and contextualized. We observe only from a point of view, just a frame of reference, a moment, a time, a place, as in a living photograph. However, what we observe has considerable reality. It includes what the other is, what we are, and what we want to see. In the words of Sanger [33] (p. 4): “doing observation for professional purposes is not as easy as it first appears. Far from being the first line of defense in the search for objectivity, it can be a leaky, permeable membrane. One which allows as much to issue from the observer as hits her wall of consciousness from the outside with that satisfying but deceptive thump of factuality. The key motif in much art and philosophy, not to mention psychology, is that of the observer seeking and discovering aspects of the self in the Other. By Other, I mean that which is outside, novel, strange or unknown”.



Peer observation in higher education, in particular, benefits from contextual understanding, and the resulting professional teacher development can be explained by the cognitive influence that leads to choices supported by practices, as explained by the field of psychology [34]. This practice reveals the power of behavioral contagion, due to the human tendency to mimic behaviors deemed positive. Several studies have updated this topic, revealing that peer observation is a valid methodology, not only in several teaching cycles [35] but also, most importantly, in different disciplinary areas [36,37] and latitudes [38,39,40]. It has been reported that the success of the observational experience relies on elements such as session time, confidentiality, and clear and constructive feedback on what was observed [41], or even the reciprocity, inclusion, and operability of the observation [42]. Importantly, it should also be noted that this professional exercise should focus less on the observed and more on the observer’s active self-development [43].



In line with other similar studies, the reflection on conceptions and practices consists as an opportunity for interdisciplinary experience, through peer observation [22,44]. Unlike multidisciplinarity, which is additive, interdisciplinarity is integrative, and this means that knowledge of different disciplines is contrasted and changed by integration [45]. Indeed, the plurality of technical and practical views enriches opinions and allows a discussion of the results with different and complementary contributions. This kind of integration or synthesis of knowledge is seen as the defining characteristic of interdisciplinarity [46], and, consequently, the ability to synthesize or integrate is considered as a beneficial learning outcome of interdisciplinary higher education. Additionally, observations in different disciplines may favor constructive and critical feedback, not only by helping lecturers to escape the constraints raised by a fear of prejudice of personal relationships, but also by reducing the focus on the contents being taught, as stated in previous experiences [29,47,48].



In this study, we aimed to compare quantitative with qualitative peer observation techniques and to perceive the contributions of the areas of veterinary science, social work, pharmaceutical sciences, and education, i.e., the role of interdisciplinarity in peer observation. Therefore, not only was reciprocal pair work considered, whereby two teachers pair up to study and observe each other as a rich form of professional development [18], but the observation methodology herein applied also included a new dimension, as it was enriched by its interdisciplinary character. As such, this work sought to promote a reflection on pedagogical practices by exploring the role of the professor as a subject capable of developing self and hetero-observation practices, thus improving their teaching and assessment methods. Ultimately, this study aimed for the development of the skills of observation of classes and a critical analysis of the different dimensions that contribute to the understanding of teaching–learning situations, namely in terms of the pedagogical relationship and communication in learning environments; selection, proposition, and development of teaching–learning strategies and activities; and support, assessment, and feedback strategies in the classroom.




2. Materials and Methods


The context for the present study arose as part of the professional practice development training of four higher education teachers within the frame of a postgraduate course on Pedagogy in Higher Education, from the University of Lisbon, Portugal, during the 2020/2021academic year, i.e., during the COVID-19 pandemic. It was carried out by four professors randomly selected to form a group for applying and developing peer observation methodologies. The four professors, female and 38–48 years of age, all taught in either public or private universities, with 3–10 years of teaching experience in the fields of veterinary science, social work, pharmaceutical sciences, or education.



The research design consisted of the peer observation of at least one of all the other participant teachers’ lectures, i.e., each of the four teachers individually observed a lecture/class of the other three, as shown in Figure 1. The lectures consisted of online (via the Zoom platform) theoretical and practical classes from different cycles and years of study, with different ECTSs (European Credit Transfer System) and students, as referred to in Figure 2 and Table 1. The observation of all classes was done with the aid of both quantitative (Figure 2) and qualitative (Table 1) observational grids designed for this purpose. The observation was performed in two distinct and sequential moments: in the first moment, the observation was performed resorting to the quantitative grid; and in the second moment, the qualitative grid was used for the peer observation. In both moments, all four teachers observed and were observed by each other (Figure 1).



According to Wragg [49], there are two traditions in observation-based studies. The quantitative, which involves the systematic measurement and careful control of conditions under which the observations take place, is based on counting and recording individual events. The qualitative style of observation tries to look behind and beneath the mere frequencies. Influenced by the work of cultural and social anthropologists, this style of observation searches for the significance, meaning, impact, and individual and collective interpretation of events, aligning different perceptions of what is happening in the classroom.



The design of the grids was inspired by the pedagogical triangle of Jean Houssaye, which considers the three pillars of the educational process, i.e., the teacher, the student, and the knowledge [50]. Therefore, covering the most important topics in the pedagogical space: teaching, learning, and training, as follows. In sum, besides the identification of the class (name of the teacher, disciplinary area, course year, and cycle), the grids requested the observation of parameters related to the teachers, their students, and class structure and organization (Figure 2). As such, regarding the teacher’s proficiency, the observer was requested to analyze the teacher’s communication skills, behavior engagement, time management skills, and their focus on the students. Regarding the students’ behavior, the grid considered the students’ engagement (whether their cameras were turned on or off, or whether they looked attentive), their active and constructive participation in class, their initiative to pose relevant questions (if any), and if they felt at ease within the classroom (in presential lectures). Finally, observers were also asked to analyze the curricular content of the class, focusing on whether the learning objectives were clearly stated, the logical structure of the class syllabus, the existence and pertinence of active learning strategies, and if the content of the class was sufficiently summarized at the end.




3. Results


Observation constitutes a work tool that allows operation in a new pedagogical perspective. For this reason, it is assumed by many that the observation of educational situations remains one of the pillars of teacher training [24]. As such, this work consisted of a case study based on the application of the peer observational method for the improvement in the pedagogical skills of higher education teachers, considering all four teachers simultaneously in the observed and observer role. We sought to combine conceptual lines from higher education pedagogy, analyzing and reflecting on teacher development in the university context. Additionally, inter-peer observation from such diverse scientific areas is key to contributing distinct teaching methodologies, as well as personal and professional development, as each teacher allows themselves to reflect on the teaching process from a foreign perspective.



3.1. From Drawing an Observation Grid to Peer Feedback


To guarantee that all the observations were performed under the same circumstances, and therefore not biased by the nature of the different classes (in person, video-recorded, online, or video-recorded online classes), this study only included the observation of video-recorded online (Zoom) classes. Moreover, the same grids were used by the four teachers to guarantee that the same topics were observed. Two grids were designed, a quantitative grid and a qualitative grid (Figure 2 and Table 1). However, both grids evaluated the same parameters that were selected according to the pedagogical triangle of Jean Houssaye [50], which considers the three pillars of the educational process, i.e., the teacher, the student, and the knowledge. The model proposed by Houssaye promotes the observation of the pedagogical relationship as it views pedagogy as a process, that is, a stable, organized, and dynamic structure that is included in a situation. This pedagogical situation articulates three vertices—teacher, knowledge, and students—linked together through procedural dynamics, namely: the teaching process (relationship between knowledge and teacher), the training process (relationship between teacher and student), and the learning process (relationship between student and knowledge) [50].



The first observation exercise revealed that the presence of a quantitative scale (Figure 2) influenced the peers’ observation, resulting mostly in a quantitative classification rather than in qualitative comments. The grid was designed for a quantitative assessment, although reserving specific spots for optional comments (Figure 2). The grid was relatively intuitive to fill in, highlighting the aspects that the observer needed to pay attention to. As such, it proved to be easy and quick to fill in. However, when analyzing the peers’ observation comments, it became evident that, although straightforward to interpret, the quantitative grid lacked information, and revealed itself as an incomplete tool to truly assess peer teaching methods (supplementary data, Tables S1–S5). Moreover, most parameters were considered as revealing “strong evidence”, which leaves little room for improvement. Indeed, an observation focusing solely on the quantification of the number of student–teacher interactions or on the number of times that each student intervenes does not completely reflect the whole teaching–learning process and its complex nature. Interestingly, perhaps influenced by its field of knowledge and sensitivity to pedagogical evaluations, the observations performed by the teacher from the education sciences had more frequent optional comments attached justifying the quantitative score and better enabling a self-reflective process by the observed. Therefore, these results suggested the need to rethink and design a new grid. The observation process should serve to reflect more on the educational situation and is more useful when focusing on the “hows” rather than the “whys”. Feedback from peers must be formative, problematizing, and enhancing mutual learning, thus contributing to individual reflection, and enabling each teacher to further analyze their methodologies.



The second observation exercise was then based on a more qualitative grid (Table 1) that included more space for comments, demonstrating greater qualitative sensitivity, in line with the seminal work on observation in the teacher training context of Postic and Malaret [51].



As such, the transition from a quantitative to a qualitative observational model (Table 1) allowed the participants to focus on relevant aspects of the teaching–learning process, which serve as indicators of the teaching alliance in the classroom context, such as the identification of students’ proactivity, time management within the class, coherence, clarity of speech, and the confidence with which the classroom space is used.




3.2. Recasting Concepts and Practices


To accommodate the above-mentioned reflections, a second observation exercise was set up using a reformulated grid (Table 1). This grid stimulated more accurate feedback and constructive criticism that could be beneficial, not only to the observed teacher, but also as an initiator of parallelisms in the observer/observed classes with consequent more robust integration of interdisciplinary pedagogical practices. The reformulation of this grid was, in itself, an important part of the self-reflection exercise of each teacher. The first inter-peer observation and its analysis were performed in naïve individuals. However, this first observation exercise enable to comprehend, mature concepts and expectations, thus allowing for a more effective and complete preparation for the second round of inter-peer observations. As mentioned above, as a direct result of the first analysis, the second grid included more space dedicated to the actual observation in which the “observer” learns and collaborates with the “observed”, removing any quantitative or adjective components. Table 1 shows the results of all the observations produced during this work, using the upgraded observational qualitative grid.
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Table 1. Summary of the results obtained with the second peer observation exercise using a qualitative grid (Ed, education; Vt, veterinary; Ph, pharmaceutical sciences; SW, social work; ECTS, European Credit Transfer System).






Table 1. Summary of the results obtained with the second peer observation exercise using a qualitative grid (Ed, education; Vt, veterinary; Ph, pharmaceutical sciences; SW, social work; ECTS, European Credit Transfer System).





	
Students Rating

(Posture, Attitude, Comprehension, Interaction)

	
Peer Rating

(Posture, Assurance, Awareness, Proficiency, Organization)

	
Curricula Content

(Suitability, Organization, Structure)






	
Social Work (SW) (1st Cycle/2nd Year/online theoretical lesson/5 ECTSs/29 students)




	

	-

	
Very few students (about 1/5) with the camera off and muted




	-

	
Seemingly focused (Ed, Vt)




	-

	
Some student–teacher interactions (Ed)




	-

	
Interactive and interrogative (Ph)




	-

	
Comfortable with Zoom technology (Ed)




	-

	
Participative and comfortable within the class (Ph)




	-

	
Shy students with few interactions, not clear if comfortable with Zoom technology/online classes (Vt)







	

	-

	
Focus on students learning




	-

	
Reveals proficiency and kindness




	-

	
Use of pauses, question making, and feedback strategies to promote teacher–student interaction




	-

	
Comfortable with Zoom technology (Ed, Vt)




	-

	
Fluent, clear, and communication with camera eye contact (as if it was live) (Vt, Ph)







	

	-

	
Use of examples as a teaching strategy




	-

	
Use of active learning strategies (breakout rooms)




	-

	
Concepts sequentially and deeply approached




	-

	
Theoretical explanation, using expositive teaching method and resorting to data show (Vt)










	
Veterinary (Vt) (1st Cycle/2nd Year/regular presential practical lecture/6 ECTSs/25 students)




	

	-

	
High level of commitment in learning with several interactive moments




	-

	
Informal environment (Ed, Ph)




	-

	
The physical distance between students compromises the observation (SW)







	

	-

	
Use of “question making” and feedback strategies to promote teacher–student interaction




	-

	
Friendly and dynamic posture




	-

	
Informal posture (Ph)




	-

	
Resorts to body language (Ph, SW)




	-

	
Detailed learning objectives (Ed)




	-

	
Use of practical examples as a teaching strategy (Ed)







	

	-

	
Mostly expositive teaching method (Ed, Ph)




	-

	
Practical class resorting to live video to decrease the impact of student–teacher physical distance (SW)




	-

	
Coherently structured content (Ed, SW)




	-

	
Objectives managed from a higher level to a lower level, with practical examples (Ed, Ph)










	
Pharmaceutical sciences (Ph) (1st Cycle/2nd Year/online theoretical lesson/5 ECTSs/20 students)




	

	-

	
Comfortable with Zoom technology




	-

	
Most students with the camera off and muted




	-

	
Answering questions, revealing commitment and learning







	

	-

	
Comfortable with Zoom technology (Ed)




	-

	
Focus on teaching and students despite some technical issues (Ed)




	-

	
Reveals proficiency and kindness (Ed)




	-

	
Dynamic and friendly communication (Ed)




	-

	
Use of pauses, question making, and feedback strategies to promote teacher–student interaction




	-

	
Reveals proficiency in the field and commitment in teaching (SW, Vt)




	-

	
Clear and dynamic communication to keep the students focused: different voice tones and use of body language enables emphasizing some subjects (SW, Vt)




	-

	
Tics in oral communication (SW)




	-

	
-







	

	-

	
Learning objectives presented (Ed, Vt)




	-

	
Very well-planned structure (Vt)




	-

	
Concepts clearly and well organized and approached




	-

	
Expositive teaching method (Ed, Vt)




	-

	
Spiral approach progression in teaching (Ed)




	-

	
The use of examples as a teaching strategy further promoting student–teacher interactions (Ed, SW)




	-

	
The use of online pointer helping communication (SW)










	
Education (Ed) (3rd Cycle/2nd Year/online theoretical lesson/5 ECTS/20 students)




	

	-

	
Comfortable with Zoom technology




	-

	
Committed and active students: with the camera on, asking and answering questions







	

	-

	
Comfortable with Zoom technology




	-

	
Reveals proficiency and kindness




	-

	
Use of intentional pauses, namely strategically stopping the screen share, question making, and feedback strategies to promote teacher–student interaction.




	-

	
Friendly and paused communication (SW)




	-

	
Focus on students, dedicating time to solve some of the problems students may face (Vt)




	-

	
Last part of the lecture dedicated to clarifying concepts (Ph)







	

	-

	
Expositive teaching method




	-

	
Very well-planned structure (Ph)




	-

	
Learning objectives presented (Ph, Vt)




	-

	
Concepts clearly and well organized (SW, Ph)




	-

	
Key questions for validating the acquisition of concepts (Ph)




	-

	
Great focus on guaranteeing students’ learning (Vt)















The revised observational guide helped to focus the observation on key points of the class. Most comments were common to all observers, further supporting the notion that the interdisciplinary observation was indeed more focused on the attitudes of the observed rather than on the content of the classes. Furthermore, some observers pointed out different aspects of the same class, thus enriching the overall peer feedback of the observed teacher.



In addition, it is important to highlight that the distinct contexts, methods, and disciplinary practices of each field enriched the experience. Some aspects were only highlighted because the observers were from different fields and because, with the new observation grid, it became possible to include more reflexive comments. It is therefore highly beneficial to use the interdisciplinary observation process to learn about other pedagogical practices, through examples, to reflect and build new practices from an open and comprehensive observation [52].





4. Discussion


Given the current social context and the changes to higher education with online lectures becoming more prevalent, it is important to acquire new and improved tools to monitor and upgrade lectures, guaranteeing useful and constructive feedback. Thus, herein, we aimed to evaluate if constructive criticism focused on the pedagogical practices, rather than on content, can be useful in ascertaining if learning objectives are being attained, from the teacher’s point of view. Constructive criticism provides a path to improvement through feedback, while highlighting the interplay of emotions and learning [53]. In the present study, constructive criticism has been used as a means to consider both competencies and deficiencies in the peer feedback emerging from the observation experience. Moreover, understanding how the observation technique of an impartial observer, from a different field of knowledge (i.e., without an in-depth knowledge of curricular content), could improve both the observer and the observed’ s pedagogical skills is also desired. Indeed, a similar study [54] states that reviewed teachers gain confidence, anticipate improvement in teaching, and tend to discuss their teaching strategies more readily with peers.



According to Wragg [49], there are differences between participant and non-participant observers. In the author’s words, insiders can sometimes find it difficult to detach themselves from prior knowledge, beliefs, commitments, and prejudices about a place they know very well and have seen every day for years (p. 15). Therefore, one of the advantages of this experience was that all the participating teachers observed unknown contexts, thus having a natural propensity for an emotional withdrawal and a rationalization of the observed events. This distance was also underlined by the fact that the observation was made through a video recording, due to the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions. On the other hand, the disadvantages included a loss of spatial assessment, as well as difficulty in obtaining a comprehensive notion of the felt environment, including a full perception of the students’ expressions and reactions.



After the application of the second observational grid by the four teachers, it was possible to carry out a joint reflection to share the observations and their results. It was agreed that this experience emphasized the strengths and weaknesses of pedagogical practices that, without this exercise, would not have been revealed. The sensitivity acquired by the experience led to a subsequent self-reflection and consequent improvement in practices and strategies. This was the case, not only for aspects pointed out by peers, but also especially for those recognized by the subject himself, and which resulted from the mirror provided by the practical exercise. In a previous study [55], some disadvantages of peer observation were pointed out, emphasizing that when peers are known and from the same area, teachers tend not to consider peer feedback as very relevant. As a result, this mindset created widespread resistance and conflict towards the peer observation of teaching program initiatives, and was counterproductive to improving one’s own pedagogy [55]. It is important to highlight that these observations, due to the interdisciplinary nature of the experience, gave a transforming meaning to the teaching practice, empowering the participants and potentially contributing to the quality of teaching. According to Carroll and O’Loughlin [56], successful peer observation should be voluntary, particularly for first-time participants, involving peer self-selection and mutual trust and collaboration between the participants. Furthermore, as described previously, teaching peer observation was an effective activity that encouraged reflection regarding teaching approaches that further resulted in conceptual expansion and in changes concerning teaching strategies [57].



The most relevant statements regarding student observation (attitude, understanding, and interaction) demonstrated common aspects in the students’ behavior, regardless of the subject area in which they were proficient, i.e., there are different learning styles, participation behavior, and interaction in the various subjects. Students can be more or less motivated, participative, or active, and need more or less direct support from the teacher, but students’ learning results are interconnected with the quality of the teachers [4]. Thus, it is important to use different strategies (which different teachers use according to their own experience and personality) for pedagogical differentiation and the personalization of learning. Different exercises, the introduction of active methods, and attention to the difficulties of each student must be observed by each teacher, as well as specific stimuli to enhance the dynamics of the class. This can have a significant impact on the learning environment that may become more cooperative and participative. According to Bozkurt, awareness by the teachers arising from peer observation impacts their support of students’ skill development, such as self-regulation, critical thinking, and decision-making [58].



As for the observation of the peer (posture, security, awareness, proficiency, and organization), it was possible to understand several issues that are more related to pedagogical style, but which can result when incorporated into pedagogical practices in different contexts. In effect, documenting teaching behavior with an observation instrument could support the observer and the observed lecturer by providing a common language regarding teaching behavior [59]. For example, a greater awareness of language and communication effectiveness allowed for a significant improvement between the first and second observations. In addition, the way in which each teacher dominated the space, intervened in the management of the classroom, or took breaks for student intervention were aspects that stood out in the observation and can easily be applied transversally. A previous study [60] showed that, for teachers not trained in pedagogical skills, the observation program was a good strategy to ascertain their needs. The main objective, outlined in this study, was for teachers to be able to improve pedagogical strategies, upskill and reskill their competencies, and be able to create a conducive and meaningful learning environment for the future generation.



Regarding the observation of the curriculum in action (adaptation, organization, and structure), the structuring of classes significantly improved when wrapping-up strategies were adopted at the beginning and end of sessions, as well as the introduction of practical exercises in theoretical classes or theorization in practical classes, leading to improved teaching strategies. The empowerment of students in understanding the curricular material from more immediate application exercises also proved to be an important strategy that can be used in different subject areas. Importantly, despite their foundation, all scientific areas seek students with a critical and interventionist attitude within their field of action. Contributions from each of the distinct areas have the potential to transform and broaden the participants’ understanding, beyond the disciplinary content, enabling a broader discussion based on educational inquiry.



Finally, it is worth mentioning that, in line with the literature review [41,42,43], this observation experience proved to have a greater impact on the teachers playing the role of observer—in a strange environment and having the opportunity to absorb different pedagogical practices—rather than as the subject of observation, despite peer feedback. Nevertheless, a recent survey-based study that used a similar approach revealed that faculty members value the qualities of good teaching, agree that the peer review process should be required, and agree that peer reviewers should have several years of teaching experience [54]. These findings may provide clues to improve the peer observation experience.



In a recent testimony aired by the OECD Education and Skills Today channel [61], it was stated that the idea behind this is that good learning is not about copying and pasting solutions from other places, but about looking seriously and dispassionately at good practice in our own countries and elsewhere to become knowledgeable about what works in which contexts, and applying it consciously.



At the same time, and according to previous studies [56], to achieve the full value of peer observation, the key is that participants should provide full, impartial, and constructive criticism, as only focusing on the positive did not yield insights into how the teaching performance could be enhanced. Indeed, teacher observation is most beneficial when the lead teacher seeks out and invites a diverse group of peers who both share his or her desire to improve teaching practice and represent a wide range of backgrounds and experiences [62]. Therefore, the immersive experience proved to be a strategy that induced self-reflection, precisely due to the opportunity to contrast several pedagogical situations in a real environment. As stated in a recent study [4]: “when peer observation of teaching is incorporated into the practice and culture of the university and it is carried out in a mutually respectful and supportive way, it has the potential to facilitate a reflective change and teacher growth.” This also means that peer feedback is a powerful tool that can be used to strengthen professional development and improve teaching practices [63], and which also reveals an improvement in trust in collaborative settings [64].




5. Conclusions


This work aimed to deepen the reflection on the role of the current pedagogical practices in higher education teaching and to raise awareness among teachers about their performance in order to improve it. The data gathered during the interdisciplinary observations were presented and discussed here. Moreover, this study showed that qualitative peer observation resulted in more constructive criticism, thus promoting teacher development. The fact that individuals from different disciplinary areas found coherence and a solid structure in all classes demonstrates the quality of the classes and constitutes a strong basis for improving them further. It showed that the interdisciplinary observation was indeed more focused on the attitudes of the observed rather than on the content of the classes. The different approaches to class planning and the student–faculty dynamics allowed the observers to see an “out-of-the-box” approach to their classes, thus revealing new paths for their own positive evolution. This was also a result of interdisciplinary peer observation.



Overall, interdisciplinary and qualitative peer observation has proven to be a path to mutual enrichment, not only because it recognizes that the strategies used by others can be transposed to our own fields, but also because it makes it easier to recognize our own weaknesses and strengths. It results in the opportunity to (de)construct and consolidate pedagogical methods and the possibility to reformulate them, as the peer perspective is an important strategy to help and motivate. Thus, interdisciplinary feedback is a fundamental way to facilitate self-reflection in higher education teachers in their search for authenticity, considering the differences in methodologies, styles, contexts, and practices. We conclude that interdisciplinary relationships, together with qualitative assessments based on peer observation, positively contribute to the teaching–learning process, adding to the empowerment of the participants and to a continuous improvement in their pedagogical practices.
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Figure 1. Schematic representation of the observation dynamics by peers. 
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Figure 2. First observation grid used in quantitative peer observation. 
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