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Teaching universities, while claiming to value good teaching, do little to help individual faculty members
improve learning in their classrooms. One effective way to help teachers reflect on their teaching and improve
their teaching skills is to have a colleague observe and discuss the teaching episode, yet these dialogues seem
to be rare. Visits to the classroom, if they occur at all, are usually summative, with little or no discussion, and
typically used for the purposes of evaluation. The formative dialogues program, however, provides opportunities
for faculty members to request a collegial, nonthreatening observation and discussion of a teaching session.
The program is easy to administer and promises to provide opportunities to enhance the learning environment
of the health professional classroom.. (J Chiropr Educ 2012;26(1):62–67)
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INTRODUCTION

Higher education faculty members are evalu-
ated by their research productivity, their teaching
effectiveness, and their service to the community.1

Summative reports about these areas of productivity
are applied to various decisions, including salary,
rank and tenure, continuation of annual contracts,
and so forth.2 Unfortunately, the only classroom
visit faculty members typically receive is one that is
required for the purpose of placing a record in their
file, not one which is designed to provide formative
feedback for the purpose of reflecting on teaching
and learning.3,4

The Center for Teaching Excellence at the Indiana
University of Pennsylvania (IUP) provides a descrip-
tion of a summative evaluation, shown in Figure 1.5

In contrast, the formative review of teaching is
more of a partnership between colleagues where a
supportive, nonjudgmental conversation can occur in
a collaborative and reflective environment.6,7

Formative Dialogues in Teaching (FD), a form of
peer coaching originally developed at IUP, provides
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a formalized approach to peer coaching, allowing
faculty members the voluntary opportunity to request
to have a supportive colleague observe them in a
teaching role and discuss their observations. In my
faculty development leadership position at Loma
Linda University (LLU), I was looking for a way
to move beyond classroom visits that were merely
summative to a more formative approach when
I learned about the program at IUP. Members
of the faculty development committee at Loma
Linda University embraced the idea of the formative
dialogues and decided to adapt it for their own use.

PROCESS OF FORMATIVE DIALOGUES

In contrast to a summative evaluation, the FD
program at LLU works as in the following manner.8

First, all faculty members receive an e-mail message,
inviting them to request a FD and the list of certi-
fied colleagues is included in the message. Next, an
individual faculty member decides that he or she
wishes to have feedback on teaching and contacts
a colleague and sets up an appointment to begin
the process. The faculty member and colleague
then schedule a preliminary discussion and sign
the confidentiality agreement (Appendix A) and





Improving discussion

Enhancing motivation

Improving use of time in class and getting students back from breaks

Developing small group activities

Re-evaluating assignments

Selecting content for the teaching session

Deciding on teaching methods

Creating grading rubrics

Providing helpful feedback

Managing the difficult students in the back of the classroom

Reducing reliance on reading PowerPoint slides

Figure 2. Potential goals for a formative dialogue observation.

faculty members who request a peer counseling
experience. The certification workshop takes approx-
imately 3 hours and provides a clear idea of the
difference between summative and formative eval-
uation and how to conduct a formative dialogue.
Colleagues are expected to keep simple records and
to remain a part of the FD community. This includes
regular posting on the FD campus website and
attending meetings and ongoing faculty development
events. Campuses can celebrate their colleagues with
various types of honors, including a medal to be
worn at graduation, provision of certificates, or
listing of names on plaques. Noting one’s involve-
ment in the FD program may be appropriate in
one’s curriculum vita. Colleagues are not paid for
their services, but provide them out of their love of
teaching and learning and service to their institution.



a faculty member in one of the other schools on
campus. The two of them got together later that
week to talk about the upcoming observation. The
next week Sheila observed Brittany’s class and then
discussed the class session afterward. Shortly there-
after, Brittany wrote some reflective notes on how
she could improve several aspects of her teaching,
from which she later prepared a report that she used
for her rank and tenure review to support what she
was doing to improve her teaching.

The following are some sample points from Brit-
tany’s report:

On October 23, I had a formative dialogue
with a certified colleague of the Formative
Dialogues in Teaching program. My colleague
discussed my teaching with me after viewing a
class session in my course. I experienced the
following benefits from the conversation:

ž Improving my “set”––I learned that the begin-
ning of my classes needs to be shorter, more
focused, and more interesting. Now I try to
always start class with an activity that will
heighten interest in my topic.
ž More active learning––I discovered that I was
expecting students to sit and listen without any
active learning breaks for 30-minute stretches,



education faculty member looking for new and more
effective ways to enhance learning.
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� Allow the instructor to set the direction of the
dialogue.

� Maintain the focus of the dialogue on the instruc-
tor’s interests and goals.

� Keep the dialogue open-ended.
� Do not overload the instructor–maintain a manage-

able focus.
� Provide opinions and suggestions only when asked.
� Be positive and encouraging.
� Work with the instructor to form future goals and

strategies.
� Do not make judgments of the instructor’s teaching.
� Do not tell the instructor what she/he should do.
� Do not talk about or compare the instructor to other

instructors.
� Allow the nature and/or occurrence of a follow-up

to be a shared decision.
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