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About Peer Partnerships
RMIT Peer Par tnerships is sustainable, school-based professional
development involving peer observation of teaching.

The RMIT

Peer Partnerships model encourages teaching staff to voluntarily take
a critically reflective approach to their teaching practice for developmental
purposes. Through a process of confidential peer exchange, staff work
toward enhancing the quality of their teaching practice.
RMIT Peer Partnerships has been specifically devised for implementation
within the local context of a school. Schools are the fundamental
organising unit at RMIT University and as such are the ideal environment for
continuing professional development. The program is open to all teaching
staff and caters for early, mid and experienced professional development
needs. The RMIT Peer Partnerships model is based on research into best
practice in professional development and uses an action learning methodology.
It is guided by the principles of adult learning to maximise the efficacy of sustained,
individual and community learning about teaching.
Research on RMIT Peer Partnerships shows that participation builds
relationships, enhances confidence and can impact positively on student
perceptions of teaching. RMIT Peer Partnerships provides opportunities for
tertiary educators to evidence their teaching through critical reflection.
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Peer Partnerships Principles
Builds Relationships
Aligned with Adult Learning

RMIT Peer Partnerships

Principles*

- Builds inter-disciplinary school-based relationships

- Aligns observations and reflections with personal
		 learning and career goals

PRINCIPLES & MODEL

- Fosters a sense of belonging and identity

Ensures Confidentiality

- Enhances the learning process through supportive
Learning is supported and facilitated
through peer collaboration

Builds Relationships

Fosters Learning
- Fosters meaningful learning about teaching

		 power relationships
- Respects the vulnerability of participation

- Focuses on process rather than content
Learning is practical, applied
and collaborative

Fosters Learning

Encourages Reciprocity

Learning values and brings life experience
and knowledge into play

- Aligns learning about teaching with career
		 development and university systems of rewards

- Ensures participants own the focus of learning

		 and recognition

- Enables self-directed/just-in-time/just-for-me learning
- Ensures school owns the development of

Encourages Reciprocity
Values Voluntary Participation

Learning is internally motivated and directed
(intrinsic motivation)

Respects Ownership

- Builds collegiality
- Encourages reciprocity of knowledge exchange

		Peer Partnerships in own context
- Requires senior management support
		 (owned and valued by senior management)

		 based on life/teaching experience
Ensures Confidentiality

Learning is private and respected

- Supports learning communities
- Provides support that reduces the fear of judgement
		 during learning

Respects Ownership

Learning is realistic and relevant to short and
long term teaching needs and aspirations

Enhances Quality
- Supports continuous improvement in tertiary
		 teaching practice
- Strategically embeds Peer Partnerships in the

Values Voluntary Participation

		 university’s professional development strategy

- Respects appropriate timing for learning
Enhances Quality

Learning supports best practice,
is evidenced and goal oriented

- Builds a sustainable culture of reflective practice

*Adapted from Speck, M. “Best Practice in Professional Development for
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Sustained Educational Change.” ERS Spectrum Spring 1996: 33-41
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Peer Partnerships model
PRINCIPELS & MODEL
PRINCIPLES

RMIT Peer Partnerships is a cyclical process with four action learning stages: focus, observe, reflect/set
goals and implement/evaluate as illustrated by the diagram above. The spiralling metaphor of mountain
climbing symbolises that the process of learning about teaching is a continuous journey. Like the
mountaineer who observes the landscape from increasingly higher perspectives, the teacher reflects upon
their approach to teaching with a wider lens and a broader perspective. For the mountaineer such work is
best done for safety with a partner where trust is paramount, so too for the teacher, the work of reflection
is best done with a trusted colleague who can over time provide honest and supportive feedback on
teaching practice. RMIT Peer Partnerships provides a collegiate framework within which teachers thrive.
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Peer Partnerships Model
RMIT Peer Partnerships is based on research into best practice in professional development and uses an
action learning methodology. To get started, you need a school-based leader and a minimum of two Peer
Partner participants.
PRINCIPLES & MODEL

The Peer Partnerships cycle has four recurring stages as described below.

Stage One: Focus

Stage Three: Reflect/Set Goals

The first stage of the Peer Partnerships process involves finding a focus for observation. This may involve

The third stage of the Peer Partnerships process is about reflecting upon the oral and written

observing your partner teach but it can also be observing your partner’s teaching materials, blackboard

feedback from your partner and then setting goals for future implementation in your teaching.

discussions, podcasts, course guides, assessment tasks or any other teaching related activity. This stage

In this stage we encourage you to articulate, based on the feedback you have received from

involves a facilitated introductory workshop which provides opportunities for you and your partner to:

your Peer Partner, the three most important reflections you have made about your teaching

- discuss the Peer Partnerships model;
- clarify a focus for your observations of one another’s teaching or teaching materials;
- access appropriate documents
e.g. access to myRMIT studies sites, assessment tools, etc.;
- engage with guidelines for observing a colleague;
- practise giving constructive feedback on teaching or teaching materials.
When this stage reoccurs in the Peer Partnerships cycle the focus stage becomes self-directed rather than
group facilitated. However, some schools may wish to formalise this process into an ongoing community

practice. We encourage you to use these reflections to set at least one goal to work towards
in your teaching. This goal might involve trialling a new technique, building your skills or
knowledge in a particular area, and/or seeking more information from students or other staff.

Stage Four: Implement/Evaluate
The fourth stage of the Peer Partnerships process is about implementing and evaluating your
set goals. In this stage we encourage you to consciously try something new in your teaching
and then evaluate how effective this change has been for both you and your students. It is
important to be realistic about the level of change you and your students are able to cope with.
It is better to make small, incremental and achievable changes over time rather than making
large and stressful changes to every aspect of your curriculum.

of practice.

Stage Two: Observe
The second stage of the Peer Partnerships process involves observing your partner teaching or by engaging
with some of their teaching materials and providing them with some feedback. It might be helpful to
take notes during your observations sessions. Once this has occurred, meet with your partner to discuss
your observations and provide feedback. We recommend that this meeting be held face-to-face and is
supplemented by some written feedback.
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Recognising Participation of
Peer Partnerships in the RMIT Workplan

Giving and Receiving Feedback
Giving feedback on teaching means describing what you see, hear and sense happening in the
teaching situation or in the curriculum or other documentation, as well as how that fits with

be included in your workplan. The following may guide your discussion of this professional

your understanding of learning and teaching. It is a constructive comment. To offer another

development activity with your line manager and provide a useful example of how to describe

person feedback about their work indicates that you care enough about them to spend your

the work in your workplan.

time considering their situation and that their work is worthy of your attention.

Higher Education or VET Workplan – Professional Development Category

There is broad consensus in the literature on Peer Partnerships that feedback is optimised when:

PARTICIPANT TOOL KIT

If you have agreed to participate in RMIT Peer Partnerships in your school, this work should

- it is descriptive and evidence-based. Give specific examples of what you observed;

Objective:
Develop and demonstrate reflective practice and continuous improvement of teaching through
RMIT Peer Partnerships.

- the spirit of feedback is honest, collegial, collaborative and developmental. The purpose
of feedback is to assist with the improvement of teaching;
- it is focused on the goals and objectives set by the teacher and explained/discussed

Performance Indicator:
Engage in eight hours of professional development through the four stage RMIT Peer Partnerships
program including an introductory workshop, class observations, peer feedback and debrief sessions.

with the partner;
- verbal feedback is supported by written feedback. Written feedback provides substantial
information for reflection before and/or after the verbal feedback session;

Optional Performance Indicators:
Reflect and set goals for future implementation in teaching based on feedback received as part of
the RMIT Peer Partnerships process. Implement and evaluate changes that have been made to
teaching practice in the form of a report, case study or journal article.

- it is appropriate to the skill level of the teacher. Early career academics might find
feedback on practical skills useful. Experienced academics can find feedback useful if it
challenges them to articulate the reasons behind their effective practice;
- it is timely. Feedback is more effective when it is given as soon as possible after
the review, when the setting is neutral and where confidentiality is assured.

TIME COMMITMENT
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Week

Activity

Hours

0-2

Introductory workshop

2

3 - 10

Observation

2

11 - 13

Feedback coffee/lunch

2

14 - 17

Group debrief

2

TOTAL

8
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Giving Feedback

Receiving Feedback

There are many characteristics of worthwhile feedback but the most important is the way in

There is no point in asking others to give you feedback unless you are prepared to be

which it is given. Helpful feedback makes a conscious distinction between the person, who is

open to it and to consider comments which differ from your own perceptions.

always valued, and particular acts or specific work, which may be subject to critical comment.

As giver:

As receiver:

Be realistic

Be consciously non-judgemental

Be explicit

Be silent

Direct your comments towards matters on which the person

Offer your personal view, do not act as an authority

Make it clear what kind of feedback you are seeking. If

Refrain from making a response. Don’t begin to frame

can act. Don’t make suggestions which are entirely outside

even if you may be one elsewhere. Give your personal

necessary indicate what kinds you do not want to receive.

a response in your own mind until you have listened

the scope of what the person can do. Constructive comments

reactions

can be helpful so long as they respect the other person’s

statements. One way of doing this is to use comments

Be attentive

the implications. Don’t use the excuse of correcting

individual way of doing things.

of the type ‘I feel ... when you ...’.

Concentrate fully on what is being said. Focus on what

factual errors to avoid hearing and resonating with the

the person wants you to know, not on what you would

substance of what has been said. Don’t be distracted by

like to hear.

the need to explain: if you continue to feel that you need

Be specific
Base

your
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The tone, the style and the content should be consistent and supportive.

and

feelings

rather

than

value-laden

Don’t compare
comments

on

concrete

carefully to what has been said and have considered

observable

Be cautious about giving feedback in a context in which

behaviour or materials and provide specific examples.

the comments which you give one person will be compared

Be aware

session) once you are sure you have attended to all that

The person should be given sufficient information to

with those of another.

Notice your own reactions, both intellectual and

has been said.

pinpoint the areas to which you are referring and

to give an explanation (do it later after the feedback

emotional. Particularly notice any reactions of rejection

have a clear idea of what is being said about those

Be diligent

or censorship on your part. If the viewpoint from which

specific areas.

Check your response. Is it an accurate reflection of what

the other is speaking is at variance with your own,

you want to express? Have you accurately perceived

do not dismiss it: it can be important to realise the

the given contribution?

misapprehensions of others. Some people find it useful

Be sensitive to the goals of the person
Link your comments to your partner’s goals; listen carefully
to what they wanted to achieve in the session.
Be timely

to partially dissociate or distance themselves in this
Be direct

situation and act as if they were witnessing feedback

Say what you mean. Don’t wrap it up in fancy words or

being given to someone else.

abstract language.

Respond promptly when your feedback is requested.
Feedback is most effective when it happens soon

Be positive

after the event.

Say what you appreciate. However, try to find something
which is genuinely felt, rather than being positive

Be descriptive

because you feel it is required.

Describe your views and give specific examples of what
you observed.

Be aware
Note your own emotional state before you give feedback.
If you are anxious or defensive you may well distort
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otherwise helpful comments.

Source: Boud, D. 2010 Assessment Futures Retrieved 11/05/11, 2011,
from http://www.iml.uts.edu.au/assessment-futures/elements/Giving-and-Receiving-Feedback.pdf
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Suggested Teaching Activities for
Peer Observation
Once you have formed a Peer Partnership you will need to decide on the teaching activity you would
following teaching activities:

Once you have decided on the teaching activity you would like your Peer Partner to observe, you
may like to use the following dimensions of teaching practice to help you find a specific focus

PARTICIPANT TOOL KIT

like your partner to observe. You may like to ask your Peer Partner to observe one or more of the

Finding a Focus:
Dimensions of Teaching to be Observed
for your teaching observation sessions. We suggest that you choose one or two dimensions only
as the focus for your first Peer Partnership observation.

- face-to-face teaching (delivery of a lecture, tutorial, workshop or studio class);
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- course materials
(curriculum design, course guides, assessment tasks, assessment matrix/rubric,
use of research etc.);

Dimension 1:

Ensuring students are actively engaged in learning

Dimension 2:

Building upon students’ prior knowledge and experience

➢

- the use of a new teaching space;

Dimension 3:

Designing learning activities that cater for student diversity

➢

- the use of online technologies in a course (blackboard, wikis, blogs etc.);

Dimension 4:

Encouraging students to develop and/or transform conceptual understanding

➢

- samples of written feedback you give to students;

Dimension 5:

Making key learning outcomes explicit

➢

- the WIL component of your course;

Dimension 6:

Encouraging students to make links between disciplinary and/or

➢

- the internationalisation of your curriculum;

		

inter-disciplinary theory and practice

➢

- how the course caters for diversity of student cohorts/locations.

Dimension 7:

Making appropriate use of learning environments, resources and technologies

Dimension 8:

Presenting material in an appropriately structured manner

Dimension 9:

Seeking feedback on students’ understanding and acting on this accordingly

Dimension 10:

Providing timely feedback on student work and/or progress

Dimension 11:

Communicating high expectations

Dimension 12:

Encouraging imagination, innovation and creativity
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Stage 2: Observe Template

The purpose of this template is to help guide the first stage in the Peer Partnership cycle.

The purpose of this template is to help guide the second stage in the Peer Partnership

It is an opportunity to clarify your own focus and it will provide important information for your

process - observe. As well as talking with your partner over coffee, it is important to provide

partner. You should give a copy of this completed template to your partner in preparation

some written feedback. This template may help you to synthesise your feedback into a form

for the observation.

that will be useful for your partner.

Your partner will look at the course guide prior to the observation.
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Stage 1: Focus Template

Teacher:
Peer Partner:

Name of Teacher:
Name of Partner:
Course Name/Code:

Class Observed:

Partner focus:
Feedback:

Year Level:
Day, time and location of class
(for face-to-face observations):

Relevant context for your partner:
(e.g. information about courses, students, teaching team, etc)

Focus of the observation
On what aspect of your teaching do you particularly want feedback? We recommend you
identify one or two aspects of your teaching to focus on e.g. my engagement with international
students, my posts on the discussion board, my use of questions. For a comprehensive list of
focus options, see the Peer Partnerships website: www.rmit.edu.au/teaching/peerpartnerships

Focus 1:

Other feedback:

Focus 2:
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Stage 3: Reflect & set goals Template

Stage 3: Reflect & set goals Cont...

The purpose of this template is to help guide the third stage in the Peer Partnership cycle –

As a result of these reflections, what changes do you plan to make? We encourage you to

reflection and goal setting. Thinking about the oral and written feedback from your partner and

articulate at least one goal to work towards in your teaching.

your own experience, what are the three most important reflections you have made about your
The best way to achieve goals is to make sure they are S M A R T .

Reflection 1:

S Specific
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teaching as a result of the Peer Partnerships process?

What are you going to do? How are you going to do it?

M Measurable Choose a goal that has measurable outcomes so you can note your progress.

Reflection 2:

		

How will you know when you have attained your goal? See the Peer

		

Partnerships website for suggested ways to measure your goals.

A Attainable

A goal should be achievable, but challenging.

R Realistic

Do you have the skills and resources to achieve your goal? If not, your goal

		

in the first instance may be to acquire these skills and resources.

T Timely

Set a time frame. This gives you a clear target to work towards. You may

		

plan to make changes this semester or next time you teach the course.

My teaching goal is:

My stratergy for achieving this goal is:

Reflection 3:
My time frame is:
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Stage 4: Implement|| & evaluate Template
The purpose of this template is to help guide the fourth stage of the Peer Partnerships cycle –

Learning about Peer Partnerships:
what the literature says

implementation and evaluation. In this stage you are encouraged to consciously try something
new in your teaching and then evaluate how effective this change has been for you and your
to cope with. It is better to make small, incremental and achievable changes over time rather
than making large and stressful changes to every aspect of your curriculum.

The goal I implemented was:
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students. It is important to be realistic about the level of change you and your students are able
Bell, M. (2005). Peer observation in higher education. Milperra, NSW:
Higher Education Research and Development Society of Australasia (HERDSA).
Bell, M. (2012). Peer observation of teaching in Australia (2nd ed.). Milperra, NSW:
Higher Education Research and Development Society of Australasia (HERDSA).
Bell, M. & Mladenovic, R. (2008). The benefits of peer observation and feedback for
academic teaching development. Higher Education, 55, 735-752. doi:
10.007/s10734-007-9093-1
Chester, A., Clarke, A., Wingrove, D. & Denny, B. (2013). Talking about teaching:
Empowering staff through Peer Partnerships. Paper presented at the Enhancement
and Innovation in Higher Education Conference, Glasgow, Scotland.

I can measure the achievement of my goal by:
Donnelly, R. (2007). Perceived impact of peer observation of teaching in higher
education. International Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher
Education, 19(2), 5-14.
Hammersley-Fletcher, L. & Orsmond, P. (2005). Reflecting on reflective
practices within peer observation. Studies in Higher Education, 30(2), 213-224.
Speck, M. (1996). Best practice in professional development for sustained educational
change. ERS Spectrum, Spring, 33-41.

I know I have attained my goal because:
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Contact Details
If you have any questions about RMIT Peer Partnerships
please contact one of the following project leaders:

Angela Clarke
Senior Research Fellow
DSC College
+ (61 3) 9925 2400
angela.clarke@rmit.edu.au

Dallas Wingrove
Senior Research Fellow
DSC College
+ (61 3) 9925 9064
dallas.wingrove@rmit.edu.au

Associate Professor Andrea Chester
Deputy PVC Leaning and Teaching
DSC College
+ (61 3) 9925 3150
andrea.chester@rmit.edu.au

You may also like to visit our website:
www.rmit.edu.au/teaching/peerpartnerships
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