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October 7, 2010

Instructional leadership is central to improving 
student achievement. Good schools have good 
principals, and good principals practice instruc-
tional leadership in all of their actions. One essen-
tial strategy for practicing instructional leadership 
is to conduct regular and systematic walk-throughs 
of each classroom to observe instruction and stu-
dent learning. I am pleased to share with you this 
collection of resources, Principal Walk-throughs: A 
Tool for Alaska Instructional Leaders, produced by 
Education Northwest through the Alaska Com-
prehensive Center in a partnership with the Alaska 
Department of Education & Early Development 
(EED). 

This DVD and the accompanying materials 

provide the tools necessary to develop understand-
ing of the purpose of a walk-through, and some 
essentials necessary to conduct walk-throughs. The 
DVD may be used by principals during a profes-
sional learning community discussion on walk-
throughs, or it might be used by principals to show 
their staff the purpose of the walk-throughs. The 
DVD was specifically designed for Alaska, and 
includes four Alaska principals who were willing 
to share their practice with others.

Good instruction can be enhanced by quality 
instructional leadership and staff collaboration. 
In this DVD and the accompanying materials I 
believe you will find tools you can use to promote 
effective instructional practices in your schools. 

Les Morse
Deputy Commissioner
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Introduction to the Principal Walk-Through Video

Produced by Education Northwest through 
the Alaska Comprehensive Center for the 
Alaska Department of Education & Early 

Development (EED), this 15-minute video looks 
at how four principals carry out “walk-throughs” in 
their schools. Walk-throughs—sometimes called 
learning walks or data walks—are quick class-
room visits that can help principals systematically 
gather data on instructional practices. Alaska EED 
is particularly interested in using this strategy 
to ensure that teachers are aligning their lessons 
to specific grade-level expectations (or GLEs). 
The four Alaska principals profiled in this video 
demonstrate that walk-throughs may look differ-
ent from one school to another. Also, how often 
the principal conducts walk-throughs can depend 
on the size of the school, instructional needs, and 
other issues unique to the school. 

Tips for Walk-Throughs
The walk-through serves many purposes, the 
most important of which is to provide a format 
for the principal to make frequent and informal 
visits to the classroom. When used consistently, 
walk-throughs ensure that the principal will see 
teachers teaching on a regular basis—sometimes as 
often as multiple times during a week—and get a 
first-hand view of instructional issues and pat-
terns. Walk-throughs should not be confused with 
formal evaluative visits to classrooms, but a way 
for principals to demonstrate their interest in and 

knowledge of the teaching and learning process. 
Though walk-throughs typically take only 5–15 
minutes per classroom, when conducted frequently 
they can provide a structure for dialogue between 
the principal and teacher about what goes on in 
the classroom to help all students achieve and 
exceed grade-level expectations.

There’s no one “right way” to achieve the goal of 
the walk-through. However, principals should keep 
these guidelines in mind:
1.	 Be clear about the purpose of the walk-through. 

Your staff needs to know beforehand why you’re 
doing walk-throughs. If staff members under-
stand that you are looking at certain aspects of 
what is occurring in the classroom such as stu-
dent responses or teacher questioning, they are 
more apt to view the walk-throughs as mutually 
beneficial.

2.	 Create staff buy-in and build a climate of 
trust. Teachers should be reassured that walk-
throughs are not part of the formal evaluation 
process, but a way to provide helpful feedback 
that can increase student learning. Transpar-
ency about the format or protocol used for 
walk-throughs can help teachers accept the 
process. Positive things you see in the classroom 
should be shared, as well as things that need 
improvement. 

3.	 Keep a record of your visits so you can track 
the frequency and make sure you’re spending 

Janelle Vanasse, Bethel Regional High School

Herman Gerving, Manokotak School
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Introduction to the Principal Walk-Through Video

time in all classrooms. You may want to keep 
a spreadsheet of informal walk-throughs and 
formal evaluation classroom visits to ensure that 
you are covering all classrooms, grade levels, and 
content areas.

4.	 Give feedback that’s timely and that impacts 
instruction. Feedback can range from a brief in-
formal conversation to a sticky note, or a written 
report that both parties discuss together. It is 
desirable to generate feedback within 24 hours 
of your visit. If you use a checklist, make sure 
that the items are familiar to all staff members 
and/or reflect staff input.

Although the walk-through can be an effective 
strategy to increase principal instructional lead-
ership, it can also be employed as a tool to pro-
mote teacher leadership and to build professional 
learning communities. Regardless of its structure 
or purpose, the walk-through must be purpose-
ful and focused; it must be done consistently and 
with a high degree of accountability. The effective 

walk-through results in increased dialogue and 
reflection about teaching practice on the part of 
both teacher and principal. And, most important, 
the walk-through supports improved teaching and 
increased student achievement.

Questions To Consider
As you view this video, here are some questions 
you may want to think about:
1.	 Mark Vingoe and other principals say that one 

of the first things they look for is a “bell proce-
dure.” What are the signs that such a procedure 
is in place?

2.	 In Manokotak, Principal Herman Gerving says 
he carries a binder with GLEs on his rounds. 
Would having such a document help you deter-
mine if the teacher being observed is aligning 
his/her instruction with the GLEs? What other 
tools might you use?

3.	 At Palmer Junior Middle School, Principal 
Gene Stone uses a checklist that was developed 
jointly by teachers and administrators (see p. 
11). What do you think is the advantage to this? 
How might you replicate this process in your 
own school?

4.	 Principal Janelle Vanasse of Bethel Regional 
High School provides feedback via a short 
note that discusses how she observed one of 
the standards listed on the school’s evaluation 
form. Would this work in your school? What 
other ways might you offer feedback after the 
walk-through?

Gene Stone, Palmer Junior Middle School

Mark Vingoe, Big Lake Elementary School
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What the Research Says: Why Walk-Throughs Are  
an important Tool for Instructional Leaders

As teaching has become a more public prac-
tice, teachers who traditionally worked in 
relative isolation find their doors opening 

to principals, other instructional leaders, and peers. 
Walk-throughs provide a model for adult-to-adult 
discourse that involves professional conversation 
about practice (Downey, Steffy, English, Frase, & 
Poston, 2004). And, walk-throughs support teach-
ers working collaboratively in professional learning 
communities to systematically analyze and share 
their instructional practices to determine how 
they can maximize the learning of every student 
(Kachur, Stout, & Edwards, 2010). 

Walk-throughs are not intended to evaluate 
individual teachers or principals or even to identify 
them by name in postobservation reports. Walk-
throughs are intended to serve many other pur-
poses, the most important of which is to provide 
a format for the principal to make frequent and 
informal visits to the classroom to help adminis-
trators and teachers learn more about instruction 
and to identify what training and support teachers 
need (David, 2007/2008).

Although research on walk-throughs is limited, 
available studies reveal wide variation in their 
usefulness and effects. One mixed-method study 
(Wolfrom, 2010) explored the enactment of walk-
throughs and their impact on teachers’ needs for 
attention, recognition, feelings of success, and pro-
fessional growth. The study found that principals 
used two types of walk-throughs: a formal visit 
that required prior scheduling with the teacher and 

written feedback that became part of the record, 
and an informal walk-through that required little 
planning and provided informal and verbal feed-
back. Because formal walk-throughs were time 
consuming to organize they were not used as 
frequently as informal walk-throughs and accom-
panying feedback conversations. Findings suggest 
that informal walk-throughs offer a manageable 
approach to formative supervision, and that this 
approach increases principal awareness, provides 
legitimate and helpful feedback, meets teachers’ 
needs for recognition, and promotes the profes-
sional growth of teachers in all career stages. 

In another study of one large urban district 
(Supovitz & Weathers, 2004), district leaders and 
principals in a sample of schools reported that 
the data from walk-throughs gave them a better 
understanding of how well teachers were able to 
identify and move students in and out of support 
programs. The data from these visits led them to 
make adjustments in the professional development 
they provided. Other studies (Coburn, Honig, & 
Stein, in press) point to the value of school- and 
district-designed walk-throughs in developing 
shared understandings of high-quality practice. 
Training in the use of valid and reliable data-
collection instruments and clear rubrics play an 
important role in creating a common language 
|and communicating district priorities. 

The research also shows that walk-throughs can 
carry some degree of risk. When the purpose is 
not clear or when trust among teachers, princi-
pals, and central-office staff is low, walk-throughs 
are likely to be perceived as compliance checks, 
increasing distrust and tension. Valli and Buese 
(2007) describe increased teacher anxiety in their 
four-year study of 150 teachers in a district that 
instituted walk-throughs. Convincing participants 
that the results will not be used to evaluate indi-
vidual teachers or principals is a tall order for most 
districts (Supovitz & Weathers, 2004).

Kerr and colleagues (2006) found that district 
leaders are able to communicate sincerely about 
the constructive intent of walk-throughs in several 
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ways. One way is to focus walk-throughs on areas 
where teachers and site leaders have ample pro-
fessional development opportunities and support 
to implement changes. When walk-throughs are 
disconnected from larger improvement efforts, 
teachers tend to dismiss them as “drive-bys” or 
“gotchas.” Leaders can also communicate good 
intentions by using high-quality data-collection 
instruments and by training walk-through observ-
ers in their use. If teachers and principals perceive 
the data collection as superficial or invalid, they 
lose confidence in its purpose and value.

Although the walk-through can be an effective 
strategy to increase principal instructional leader-
ship, it can also be employed as a tool to promote 
teacher self-evaluation and can provide the impe-
tus for professional learning communities focused 
on problems of practice. Regardless of its structure 
or purpose, the walk-through must be purpose-
ful and focused; it must be done consistently and 
with a high degree of feedback and open com-
munication. The effective walk-through results in 

increased dialogue and reflection about teaching 
practice on the part of both teacher and principal. 
And, most important, the walk-through provides a 
tool for instructional leaders that supports teaching 
and increased student achievement.
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Getting Started: Walk-Through Steps and Strategies

Now, more than ever, principals are being 
called on to exercise strong instructional 
leadership in their schools. They are ex-

pected to coach, mentor, and support teachers as 
they approach the difficult task of promoting high 
levels of student achievement in a standards-based, 
accountability-oriented environment. The research 
suggests that walk-throughs are a promising strat-
egy for providing this leadership. 

Steps for Starting a Walk-Through 
Process at Your School
A walk-through is an important leadership tool for 
instructional improvement. By focusing on specific 
aspects of instruction, school leaders or teams of 
teachers can identify topics for professional devel-
opment, faculty support, and mentoring. Skretta 
and Fisher (2002) provide the following plan for 
walk-throughs that can help principals show that 

instruction is the core function of the school and 
that they are devoting their attention and energy 
to this vital activity.

Step 1: Develop and use a common language for 
quality instruction. Work with faculty to iden-
tify key descriptors for the quality components 
of instruction and assessment. These descriptors 
may come from the state’s grade-level expectations 
(GLEs), or from content-area disciplines such 
as reading and mathematics. Staff meetings and 
professional development sessions offer the best 
opportunities to establish a set of common expec-
tations for instruction that can then be used as the 
basis for walk-throughs.

Step 2: Establish clear and consistent ex-
pectations for the administrator’s presence in 
classrooms and communicate these to your staff 
members and school community. The principal, 
as instructional leader of the school, must model 
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Getting Started: Walk-Through Steps and Strategies

expectations for the rest of the staff. Within the 
first week of school, the principal should visit every 
teacher’s classroom and conduct short visits to help 
staff get used to the administrator’s presence in the 
classroom. Create and use a walk-through form to 
expedite the process. 

Step 3: Schedule informal walk-through obser-
vations as you would any other important item on 
your calendar. Establish a daily commitment to 
being a visible presence in classrooms. Make the 
walk-through part of the daily and weekly calen-
dar, and incorporate it into your leadership routine. 
Even devoting 30 minutes on a regular basis sends 
a message about the importance of being in class-
rooms and participating in their daily routines.

Step 4: Use walk-throughs to promote dialogue 
with teachers. Walk-throughs are not just about 
validating or challenging instructional practices. 
They provide the opportunity to pose challenging 
questions to teachers based on what you see  
in classrooms and promote reflection on best re-
search-based practices and/or ways to take a good 
learning environment and make it a great learning 
environment. Decide ahead of time how you will 
provide feedback and how quickly you will do so—
don’t set up expectations you cannot live up to. 

Step 5: Share anecdotal feedback from walk-
throughs with your faculty. Anecdotal feedback 
can inform faculty meetings, professional develop-
ment, or instructional council meetings. Letting 
staff know that the principal understands the daily 
challenges and successes within classrooms forms 
the foundation of the professional learning com-
munity the principal builds with the faculty.

Protocols and Follow-Up 
Strategies 
Walk-throughs are all about teachers and prin-
cipals working together to reflect on teaching 
practices. The walk-through provides principals 
with information about teacher behavior, student 
behavior, and overall classroom climate. This infor-
mation is key to the principal’s role as an instruc-
tional leader. 

Before conducting the walk-through the princi-
pal should decide on a form to collect information 
and how feedback will be provided to teachers. 
Asking staff members for their input, or even ask-
ing them to collaboratively create a tool will build 
buy-in and support for conducting walk-throughs.

Follow-up strategies can vary from a sticky note 
with a positive comment and a brief conversa-
tion about areas of concern, to a copy of the form 
left in the teachers’ mail box with a short personal 
note. Another technique might include leaving 
teachers with a written observation and a ques-
tion to encourage thoughtful dialogue and deeper 
thinking about lessons, curriculum, and teaching 
strategies (Hopkins, 2009). Ongoing, informal 
dialogue between school leaders and teachers can 
be the best tool for promoting reflection that leads 
to improved practice (Danielson, 2009), so prin-
cipals should be clear and intentional about how 
feedback will occur.

As a result of conducting walk-throughs, prin-
cipals may become more aware of what types of 
instruction are occurring and how professional 
development and better communication about 
teaching expectations can support teachers.  
By carefully aligning what is observed with the 
school’s goals, walk-throughs can be an important 
tool to promote teacher professional growth and 
student achievement.

Following are tools that can be modified to your 
school’s needs. However, any tool created by you 
and understood by teachers, or developed as part 
of a principal/staff collaboration, can be effective in 
enhancing your role as an instructional leader.
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Walk-Through Observation Tool

Teacher ________________________________   Time in classroom ___________   Date ____________

Activity/lesson focus _______________________________________

Student Actions

Number of students _______________                 Estimate of students on task _ _____________________

How are students grouped? Check all that apply.
 Working independently
 Working in pairs 
 Working in small groups 
 Whole group  

What activities are students expected to be doing?
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

Teacher Actions                                                                                                                                         

Where is the teacher? Check all that apply.
 With individual students
 With a small group
 In front of entire class
 At desk

What instructional techniques is the teacher using?
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

Comments
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

Reflection question
____________________________________________________________________________________
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Walk-Through Observation Tool for Alaska schools

Teacher ______________________________________________   Date __________________________

Lesson _______________________________________________ Start/end time ___________________

Curriculum Observed Not 
observed Additional information/comment

Objectives of the lesson are clearly posted

Lesson objectives are aligned with the GLEs

Lesson plans and actual lessons are linked to 
the GLEs

Instruction Observed Not 
observed Additional information/comment

Instruction is differentiated to meet varied 
student needs

What differentiation technique(s) are used?

Teacher uses a variety of instructional 
strategies

Which strategies are in use?

Students receive timely individual support 
from the teacher or other adult

Directions and explanations are given  
verbally and in writing

Students are grouped in ways that promote 
maximized learning

Circle grouping in use:  
pairs, small group, whole group 

English language learners are productively 
engaged in learning activities

Students with disabilities are productively 
engaged in learning activities

Teacher questioning leads to higher order 
thinking

Question example:

Students can explain what they are expected 
to be doing and why

continued on reverse
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Assessment Observed Not 
observed Additional information/comment

Progress monitoring assessments are used in 
this classroom

Which assessments are used multiple 
times a year to monitor student progress?

Formative assessments are used by the 
teacher to inform instruction

How do teachers formatively assess 
students? 

Teacher closely monitors student work 

Supportive learning environment Observed Not 
observed Additional information/comment

Time is maximized for learning through the 
use of regular routines and procedures

Classroom management strategies 
observed: 

The noise level allows students to be 
productive

Students and teacher are respectful of one 
another

The classroom appears to be hazard-free

Evidence of high-quality student work is 
posted in the classroom

Note: This Walk-Through Observation Tool for Alaska is adapted from the Alaska Instructional Audit Classroom 
Observation Protocol, published by EED & the Alaska Comprehensive Center and from the Data-in-a-Day 
(DIAD) booklet in Listening to Student Voices: Self-Study Toolkit from the Laboratory Network Program, 
Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory (now known as Education Northwest), 2000.

Comments
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

Question for teacher
____________________________________________________________________________________ 	

Walk-Through Observation Tool for Alaska, cont’d.
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Informal Classroom Observation

Teacher ______________________________________________   Date __________________________

1.	 Clear objective:   Yes   /   No

2.	 GLEs are visible:   Yes   /   No

3.	 Relevant vocabulary is identified and shared with students:   Yes   /   No   /   NA

4.	 Classroom is organized and conducive to learning:   Yes   /   No   /   NA

5.	 Students are engaged:   All   /   Most   /   Some   /   Very few   /   NA

6.	 Students know how they will be assessed:   Yes   /   No   /   Unclear   /   NA

7.	 Marzano Instructional strategies used (Check all that apply): 

	 Identifying similarities and differences

	 Summarizing and note taking

	 Reinforcing effort and providing recognition

	 Homework and independent practice

	 Nonlinguistic representations/graphic displays

	 Cooperative learning

	 Setting objectives and providing feedback

	 Generating and testing hypotheses

	 Questions, cues, and advance organizers

Comments
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

This form was created collaboratively by staff at Palmer Junior Middle School, Palmer, Alaska.
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Principal walk-throughs help 
Alaska schools focus on 
effective teaching tied to  
grade-level standards.
Story by Rhonda Barton
Photos by Matt Cassens 

The Power of

Photo by Palmer Junior Middle School; image © Elena Lishanskaya/iStockphoto

Observation
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PALMER, Alaska—The bell rings and John Gardner’s seventh-grade 
math class wastes no time getting down to business. Students 
bend over their desks, using data sets to create frequency tables 
and “stem and leaf plots”—a warm-up activity that’s projected 
onto the white board at the front of the room. Also clearly writ-
ten on the board is the Alaska grade-level expectation (or GLE) 
that’s connected to the activity.

While Gardner paces up and down the aisles, occasionally 
stopping to answer a student’s question, Principal Gene Stone 
observes quietly in the background. Stone jots notes on his 
clipboard and checks off items on a list. When Stone arrived 
at Palmer Junior Middle School four years ago, the school—
in the Mat-Su Valley just outside Anchorage—was not mak-
ing adequate yearly progress. Only about two-thirds of the 
students, 10 percent of whom are Alaska Natives, scored pro-
ficient on the state mathematics assessment. That’s no longer 
the case. One reason may be the informal classroom observa-
tions and feedback that have helped teachers hone instruction 
throughout the building.

Using Principal Walk-Throughs
The practice of observing classrooms firsthand has gained trac-
tion as a tool in school improvement efforts nationwide. These 
unannounced, quick visits—whether they’re called learn-
ing walks, data walks, or walk-throughs—can help principals 

Photo by Palmer Junior Middle School; image © Elena Lishanskaya/iStockphoto

Observation

Reprinted from Education Northwest Magazine, spring-
summer 2010/volume 15, number 3, 

pages 14–17
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systematically gather data on instructional practices. The 
principal can then share with teachers areas to focus on, espe-
cially when targeting state standards. 

Walk-throughs are not typically part of the formal teach-
er evaluation process. Instead, they provide a platform for 
principals and teachers to communicate about classroom 
instruction on an ongoing basis. And, they can help pin-
point what training and support teachers need to be more 
effective.

 Although studies on walk-throughs are limited and some-
times contradictory, Jane David, director of the Bay Area 

Research Group, says the research suggests walk-throughs 
are constructive “when districts make their purpose clear 
and carry them out in a climate of trust.” Writing in Edu-
cational Leadership, David notes, “[It’s] important to ensure 
that everyone understands how it connects to improvement 
efforts. This connection should be reflected in the specific 
data that observers collect, the thoughtfulness and quality of 
the protocols, and the way results are used.” 

 Alaska’s Department of Education & Early Development 
(EED) has become an enthusiastic proponent of principal 
walk-throughs, especially for ensuring that the “intended 
curriculum” (what should be taught) is the “implemented 
curriculum” (what actually is taught). Les Morse, EED’s dep-
uty commissioner, says, “I think there was a time when good 
principals always wandered in and out of classrooms, but 
the walk-throughs give a framework for what to do when 
you walk in and out of that classroom and how you provide 
feedback that actually impacts instructional changes that 
improve student achievement.” Alaska plans to offer train-
ing in walk-throughs this summer at an institute for school 
leadership teams.

Reflecting Best Practices
At Palmer, developing the walk-through protocol was a col-
laborative effort. Stone convened a focus learning team of 
two dozen teachers and administrators that met regularly 
to comb the research for effective classroom practices. They 
chose the nine strategies from Classroom Instruction That 
Works by Marzano, Pickering, and Pollock to form the back-
bone of the walk-through checklist. When Stone or Assis-
tant Principal Geoff Penrose visit a classroom, they look for 
evidence that the teacher has:
•	 Identified similarities and differences
•	 Discussed summarizing and note taking
•	 Reinforced effort and provided recognition
•	 Used homework and practice
•	 Shared nonlinguistic representations
•	 Used cooperative learning
•	 Set objectives and provided feedback
•	 Discussed generating and testing hypotheses
•	 Used cues, questions, and advance organizers

Beyond these strategies, Stone says he’s checking for “an 
environment where learning can take place.” That would in-
clude everything from the arrangement of the room to order 
and organization. “I start looking at what are some visual 
cues for students: Are classroom expectations visible so all 
students can see them? Is there a procedure in place for a bell 
assignment so that as soon as students come in they become 
productive? Beyond that, I start looking at transition time, 
what’s going to come next,” he reports.   

Palmer Junior Middle School Informal 
Classroom Observations
Gene Stone, Principal; Geoff Penrose, Assistant Principal

Date: ___________________________

Teacher Observed: _______________________________

1.	 Clear objective:  Yes/No

2.	 GLEs are visible:  Yes/No

3.	 Relevant vocabulary is identified and shared with 
students:  Yes/No/NA

4.	 Classroom is organized and conducive to learning:   
Yes/No/NA

5.	 Students engaged:  All/Most/Some/Very few/NA

6.	 Students know how they will be assessed:   
Yes/No/Unclear/NA

7.	 Marzano Instructional Strategies used: 

	 Identifying similarities and differences

	 Summarizing and note taking

	 Reinforcing effort and providing recognition

	 Homework and practice

	 Nonlinguistic representations

	 Cooperative learning

	 Setting objectives and providing feedback

	 Generating and testing hypotheses

	 Questions, cues, and advance organizers

Comments: ________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
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Focusing on Instruction
Veteran language arts teacher Debbie Niekamp was part 
of Palmer’s focus learning team and says the walk-through 
process that grew out of it has made her a stronger teacher. 
“The walk-throughs give us feedback as well as accountabil-
ity. I have become a better teacher in the last three years than 
I have been in 20 years because [my instruction] is more fo-
cused and I know what I’m doing and why I’m doing it,” she 
says. “I think I was doing some of those things before, but I 
hadn’t defined them.”

When Stone visits Niekamp’s eighth-grade class on an un-
seasonably warm October day, he observes a lesson tied to a 
GLE on the ability to evaluate writing in cooperative groups 
for the trait of voice. As in Gardner’s class, Niekamp displays 
the standard on the board, specifies a warm-up activity, and 
spells out the rest of the activities for the period. She asks a 
student in the front row to read the day’s objectives “nice and 
loud,” and then informs students that the state assessment 
will ask them to write samples using both informal and for-
mal voice. “How would you do that?” she asks. “What kinds 
of voice have we already studied and how do we score for 
voice?” After setting the context, she breaks the class into 
groups with a leader, monitor, recorder, and spokesperson 
to discuss and report back on how they define and recognize 
an author’s voice.

Later that day Niekamp and Stone gather on opposite 
ends of a small conference table in the principal’s office. 
Stone asks Niekamp if she has any questions about the walk-
through and if she had a chance to read a copy of the check-
list that he left in her mailbox. In the amiable discussion that 
follows, they talk about the importance of having clear ob-
jectives and sharing them with students. 

Not all walk-throughs result in such a debriefing. Unless 
Stone or his assistant observe a cause for concern, they’ll 
provide feedback through the checklist report or a quick 
chat in the hallway or faculty lounge. With a staff of 42 

teachers, Stone tries to write up two visits for each teacher 
during each semester. But, with walk-throughs as part of the 
daily routine, he or Geoff Penrose make a quick appearance 
in all teachers’ classrooms about once a week.

Gaining Trust
For staff members not accustomed to such scrutiny, a prin-
cipal’s visit could set off alarms and provoke defensiveness. 
But, Stone says that gaining buy-in early on can mitigate that 
problem. “We started with our data and said we’ve got to do 
some things differently,” he recalls. “You have to create that 
buy-in with your group by having clear objectives and an 
agreement that that’s how we’re going to proceed from here.”

Science teacher Sarah Hughes, who’s relatively new to 
the school, confirms that being clear about the purpose of 
walk-throughs helps defuse a lot of anxiety. “They have to 
let everyone know this is a tool—not a formal, in-paper re-
cord as to the good things and bad things you’re doing, but 
something they can use to help you and help them,” she says. 
“Teachers are always scared when the principal walks in the 
room, and so are students, but when he’s in there regularly 
checking on things, it’s just business as usual and there are 
no scare tactics involved.”

Deputy Commissioner Morse compares the potential 
benefits of walk-throughs to those gained from drilling 
down with data. “Instead of just seeing whether the student 
is getting an A or a B or a C, we want to see if this teacher 
is teaching to the standards,” he says. “Is it evident to stu-
dents what they’re learning and why they’re learning it? And, 
when there are issues that are challenging, can the principal 
help diagnose and get spot on, what is it? Where did things 
go wrong? Where do you need to change your instruction?”

By using walk-throughs to know what’s going on behind 
classroom doors, principals may be better able to determine 
what teachers’ strengths are and what supports can help 
them be even more effective in meeting all students’ needs. n

the power of observation

Principal Gene Stone meets with science teacher Sarah Hughes to discuss his observations in her classroom. During his walk-throughs, Stone 
uses a checklist that was developed by a team of teachers and administrators who looked at research on effective instructional strategies.
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