
 

 
 

 

 
  

 

                                                   
  

 
 

 

 

MENTOR-COACH MANUAL Unit 2: Observation of Staff and Analysis 

MODULE 3 

MAKING SENSE OF OBSERVATION DATA: 
POST-OBSERVATION ANALYSIS 

…It is tempting to provide immediate feedback at the  
conclusion of the observation; however, taking the time to 
analyze observational data and to think about the conference 
that is to follow increases the success and the power of 
the…cycle. 

—J. Caruso and T. Fawcett (1999) 

CONTEXT 

The third step of the Professional Conferencing Process is post-observation 
analysis. In this step, both the Mentor-Coach and the protégé have a chance to 
reflect on what happened during the observation and to prepare for the upcoming 
reflective conference. The insights that they gain from this analysis sets the stage 
for rich conversations about the protégé’s practice. It informs decisions that the 
Mentor-Coach and the protégé make about follow-up steps.  

In this module, you will learn new techniques to enhance your analysis skills. You 
also have an opportunity to practice these skills through case studies.  
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MENTOR-COACH MANUAL Unit 2: Observation of Staff and Analysis 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

By completing this module, you will: 

• 	 Understand the importance of reflecting on observation data for both you 
and the protégé 

• 	 Learn new techniques to review and reflect on observation data 

• 	 Learn and practice how to use information gathered from a formal 

observation tool. 
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MENTOR-COACH MANUAL Unit 2: Observation of Staff and Analysis 

INTRODUCTION TO THE MODULE  

In today’s session, you will be exploring ways to analyze, or “make sense”, of 
what you see and hear during a classroom observation. 

• 	 The thought of analyzing something may make you and your protégés 
nervous. The word analysis reminds many people of anxiety-producing 
experiences, such as tests. 

• 	 In Steps to Success, analysis simply means thinking about what you 
heard, saw, and experienced, and breaking that information into 
understandable parts. Then a you and your protégé can begin a 
discussion. 

• 	 As a Mentor-Coach you need to analyze observation data whether you 
use a formal tool or conduct an open type of observation. 

M-3 



 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

  
 

    ___ _____ _____

________________________________________  

        

        

 
  

  

MENTOR-COACH MANUAL Unit 2: Observation of Staff and Analysis 

MAKING SENSE OF INFORMATION FROM OBSERVATIONS 

Allowing Time for Reflection 

Responding to a protégé’s eagerness to receive immediate feedback after an 
observation can present a dilemma to Mentor-Coaches. Some Mentor-Coaches 
meet with protégés right after the observation. Others share the completed 
observation tool or their notes with their protégés right away. Although these 
approaches may seem more responsive to staff members, Mentor-Coaches need 
time to reflect on what they saw and heard and about ways to support protégés 
in changing their teaching practice. Protégés need time to think about what 
occurred during the observation and what they need from Mentor-Coaches.  

Providing instant feedback can overwhelm protégés who are insecure in their 
practice. It may also prompt protégés to make a quick fix that they don’t 
understand. For example, it may not help protégés to simply tell them to put more 
books in their classroom. It is more important to explore with them why having 
more books is important and how they can use them effectively with children. 

Rather than struggling to provide instant feedback, it is better to set aside time 
between the observation and the reflective conference. To help ease their 
concerns, tell protégés how much you enjoyed the observation and hearing their 
thoughts about it. Tell them you need time to reflect and that you want the 
protégés to have time to think about their questions and insights. Although it is 
important to allow time for reflection, Mentor-Coaches also need to be sure to 
schedule the conference while it is still fresh. 

What Mentor-Coaches 
Can Do:  
• 	 Reflect on what they 

saw and heard. 
• Think about ways to 

support protégés. 

What Protégés Can Do: 
• 	 Think about what 

happened during the 
observation. 

• 	 Think about what they 
need from Mentor-

Coaches.

Discussion Questions

1. How do you encourage protégés to reflect on their 
observation experience?

 	

2. What strategies have you used to ease protégés’ 
anxiety between the observation and the reflective 
conference? 
 

M-4 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
________________________________ 

________________________________ 
       
________________________________ 
       
________________________________ 
       
________________________________ 
       
________________________________ 
 

 

      
 _______________________________ 

 
 

 

 
 

 

  

MENTOR-COACH MANUAL Unit 2: Observation of Staff and Analysis 

Using Critical Incidents 

In analyzing information about an observation, a Mentor-Coach can use the 
objective notes that include what she or he saw and heard, along with questions 
and comments that came to mind. Videotapes of the observation can also be 
very helpful. (Unit 4 provides information on videotaping a classroom 
observation.) 

When reviewing observation notes, a Mentor-Coach needs to ask herself what 
she learned about the protégé’s teaching and the children’s learning related to 
the goal of the observation. By focusing on the interactions between the protégé 
and children, and not on children alone, a Mentor-Coach can learn about the 
protégé’s strengths and areas needing improvement.  

Important moments in the protégé’s teaching, called critical incidents, often 
give a Mentor-Coach insights about the protégé’s work and clues about that 
protégé’s knowledge and understanding. 

A critical incident can be an example of a major improvement in a protégé’s 
practice. Or, it can represent a challenge for the protégé. Frequently, critical 
incidents take the form of missed opportunities. 

Mentor-Coaches can identify 
critical incidents by asking:   

• 	 Is this incident consistent with other 
events I observed? If not, are there 
factors that may have contributed to 
this particular incident? 

• 	 What did I see that makes me think 
that the protégé understands an 
aspect of language and literacy?  

• 	 What did I see that makes me think 
that the protégé is struggling with an 
aspect of language and literacy? 

• 	 Did one incident stand out? If yes, 
what did it tell me?   

•		 What did I not see that I want to 
bring to the protégé’s attention? 

Record some of your thoughts about 
critical incidents: 
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MENTOR-COACH MANUAL Unit 2: Observation of Staff and Analysis 

Discussion Questions  

1. What examples of critical incidents have you observed in your own work?  

2. How did these important moments shape your feedback to your protégé? 
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2. How did these practices  shape your 

feedback to your protégé?
 
     

     

      

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

MENTOR-COACH MANUAL Unit 2: Observation of Staff and Analysis 

Looking at Patterns of Behavior 

Patterns in a protégé’s behavior provide clues about her or his understanding of 
effective practice. Notes about repeated or similar actions during the observation 
can help a Mentor-Coach gather clues about what the protégé thinks is important 
or a challenge. For example, a protégé who always labels preschool children’s 
drawings with their names in upper case letters demonstrates understanding of 
the importance of labeling. He or she might not, however, understand that 
children need to see their names as they typically appear in print—with an initial 
upper case letter followed by lower case letters.  

Once they have identified critical incidents, missed opportunities and patterns of 
behavior, Mentor-Coaches can list topics that they want to explore during the 
reflective conference with the protégé. 

Discussion Questions  

Patterns of behavior: 1. What examples of behavior patterns have 
you observed? 

• Can provide clues about   
protégés’ knowledge and 
understanding 

• 	 Can be identified by 
reviewing observation 
notes for repeated or 
similar actions 

• 	 Can be identified by 
organizing observation 
notes into broad 
categories (e.g., 
conversations with 
children). 
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MENTOR-COACH MANUAL Unit 2: Observation of Staff and Analysis 

EXERCISE 1: CASE STUDY ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

DIRECTIONS: This exercise provides an opportunity to apply what you have 
learned about analysis of observation data. Select either the case study about 
Keesha, a teacher in a toddler classroom, or about Marie, a preschool teacher.  

Case Study 1: KEESHA 
Get acquainted with Keesha and the goals for improving language and literacy in 
her classroom by reading the following: 

Keesha started volunteering in her daughter’s Head Start preschool classroom 
six years ago. She found out that she loved to work with children. The next year, 
she was hired as an assistant teacher. During the next four years, she earned 
an Associate’s Degree in early childhood education. 

Last year, the program added Early Head Start (EHS) services in the center 
where Keesha works. There were few trained infant-toddler teachers in the 
community. So, the program sponsored a course on infant-toddler development 
for EHS staff. Keesha enrolled in these classes and became a teacher in one of 
the new toddler classrooms. When she volunteered to take on the classroom, 
she said to the EHS manager, “I am not sure that I will be comfortable working 
with infants. But, I’m sure that a lot of what I know about preschoolers applies to 
toddlers as well.” 

After six months in the toddler room, Keesha doubts her decision. She has 
asked her Mentor-Coach to help her support the toddlers’ language and literacy 
development. “I don’t feel like I’m teaching the children anything,” Keesha 
lamented. “Once we get through all the routines of the day, there is very little 
time left for literacy!” 

The Mentor-Coach engages Keesha in a conversation about what she does to 
support her goals for the toddlers’ language and literacy development. Keesha 
says that she doesn’t know which of her current activities are actually preparing 
the children to read. Sensing Keesha’s frustration, the Mentor-Coach offers to 
conduct a formal observation in her classroom, “I’ve found that an observation 
provides both me and the teacher with insights about new directions to take.” 
She and Keesha agree that conducting an observation using the sections of the 
ITERS related to the environment and activities would be a good next step. 

Now, turn to STEP-Doc 2.3a. Review the notes that Keesha’s Mentor-Coach 
prepared as she observed Keesha’s classroom using selected items on the 
Infant-Toddler Environmental Rating Scale (ITERS). Think about what the notes 
tell you about Keesha’s practice and analyze the data using the Observation 
Data Analysis Guide.    
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MENTOR-COACH MANUAL Unit 2: Observation of Staff and Analysis 

Case Study 2: ANN MARIE 

Get acquainted with Ann Marie and her goals for improving language and literacy 
in her classroom by reading the following. 

Ann Marie is a veteran teacher who is near retirement. In her career, her program 
has changed its philosophy about the preschool experience. When she began 
teaching in Head Start, socialization and play were the core of XYZ’s Head Start 
curriculum. Ann Marie has a CDA and a number of college credits that she could 
use towards an Associate’s Degree. She says that she is not interested in 
completing the degree because she hopes to retire in the next two years. Through 
her years of experience, Ann Marie has developed classroom management 
practices that allow the day to flow smoothly. Focusing on language and literacy 
practices is new for her.  

In a recent conversation, her Mentor-Coach asked about specific strategies that 
Ann Marie uses to promote early writing and alphabet knowledge. She replied 
that she has always provided markers and crayons in the art area and gives 
children pencils when the class is working on special projects. She also 
mentioned a “letter of the week” approach that she uses with the children. Ann 
Marie and her Mentor-Coach agreed that an observation of her classroom using 
sections of the ELLCO related to the contents of the classroom, opportunities for 
children’s choice and initiative, classroom climate, and approaches to children’s 
writing would be the next step in their work together. 

Now, turn to STEP-Doc 2.3b. Review the notes that Ann Marie’s Mentor-Coach 
prepared as she observed her classroom using four sections of the ELLCO. 
Think about what the notes tell you about Ann Marie’s practice. Begin to analyze 
the data using the Observation  Data Analysis Guide provided. 
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MENTOR-COACH MANUAL Unit 2: Observation of Staff and Analysis 

1. 	 Was the data analysis exercise you chose difficult? If so, what aspect did you 
find most challenging? 

2. Did your conclusions differ from those of others in your group? How? 

3. 	 Analyzing case study information can be considerably different from analyzing 
information from classroom observations. What factors will you think about as 
you are making sense of information from your own observations? 
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MENTOR-COACH MANUAL Unit 2: Observation of Staff and Analysis 

EXERCISE 2:  PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PLAN 

Think back on the information in this module: 

• 	 Understanding about the importance of the observation for both the 
Mentor-Coach and the protégé. 

• 	 Learning about new techniques to review and reflect on observation data. 

• 	 Learning and practicing how to use information collected from a formal 
observation tool. 

Take a few moments to reflect on these questions: 

1. 	 What did you learn about your knowledge and skills in analyzing observation 
data? 

2. What are some skills you would like to practice? What additional knowledge 
do you want to acquire? 

3. How will this information influence your work as a Mentor-Coach? 

Based on your reflections, revisit your Professional Development Plan and make 
any necessary updates. 
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MENTOR-COACH MANUAL Unit 2: Observation of Staff and Analysis 

WRAP-UP 

• 	 Continue on to the next module in the unit (Unit 2, Module 4). Complete 
the exercises alone or with a colleague. 

• 	 Before the next facilitated session, be sure to complete Module 1 in Unit 3. 

• 	 Note the time and location of the next Steps to Success session (Unit 3, 
Module 2). 
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STEP-Doc 2.3a: Notes from Keesha’s Classroom 

Review the modified ITERS Score Sheet and the ITERS explanation pages that 
follow. 
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Observer: ELMC    Observer Code: ___  ___   ___ Date of Observation: _0   __   2      ___/_ 1   __    4   ___/  X___    X ___ 
                   m     m  d d    y     y   

 

   

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

    

  
   

 
 

 N Y   Y N  Y N  Y  N NA 
 1.1 �  5         3.1  5 �  5.1 � 5      7.1 � 5 
 1.2 �  5         3.2 �      7.2 

	 

5  5.2 � 5 � 5 
         5.3 � 5      7.3 � 5 

    5.4        7.4       5� �5�
 

 

 NOTES  :  
• 	 The classroom contained some   colorful pictures at children’s eye-level. 
• 	 Photographs of children and their families were too high  for toddlers to  

see. 
• 	 An alphabet chart containing  upper- and lower-case letters was displaye  d  next to   the bookshelf in the cozy area. 
• 	 Heavy emphasis on letters and numbers in the materials displayed. 
• 	 All items in the room are labeled.  Keesha  was observed talking to a child  

who was looking at a pict  ure of a truck th  at hung  near the block area. 
Instea  d of engaging  child  in discussion about the truck, Keesha pointed 
out that the word “truck”  was printed underneath the picture and she 
spelled  out each letter. 

MODIFIED SCORE SHEET 


Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale – Revised Edition 


Thelma Harms, Debby Cryer, and Richard M. Clifford (2002)* 


Center/School: XYZ Head Start  Center Code: ___ ___ ___ Number of children identified with disabilities: ___  ___ 
Room: Toddler Room #2  Room Code: ___ ___ ___ Check type(s) of disability:   5 physical/sensory 5 cognitive/language 
             � social/emotional � other: ___  __ 

Teacher(s)  Keesha 2 Teacher Code: ___ ___ ___ 

Number of staff present: ___  ___       Ages of children enrolled: 24 months  
Number of children enrolle      1 0 d in class: ________                      36 months
Highest number center allows in class at one time:       1 0 	________ 	  Tim  e observation began:       9:30   _____________5 AM � PM 

Highest number of children present during observation:     1 0 	   ________  Time observa      tion ended: 1 1:3 0 _____________5 AM � PM 

5. Display for children 1    2 3 4 5 6       7  

Excerpted from Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scales—Revised Edition by Thelma Harms, Debby Cryer, and Richard M. Clifford. Copyright 2003 by 
Thelma Harms, Debby Cryer, and Richard M. Clifford. Used by permission of the publisher, Teachers College Press, and the authors. 
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15. Fine Motor 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 NOTES: 

• Fine-motor materials are stored in separate bins on a low shelf next to a rug. 
Y N Y N Y N Y N Children have access to these materials throughout the day. 

1.1 � 5  3.1 5�  5.1 �5      7.1 5� • 	 Materials included: large stringing beads, large interlocking blocks, alphabet 1.2 � 5  3.2 5�  5.2 5�      7.2 �5  blocks, large pegs and pegboard, and plastic alphabet letters. 
3.3  5�  

• 	 When asked about other fine-motor materials, Keesha replied that she rotates 
the materials about every two weeks to keep the children’s interest.  

• 	 Crayons and large pencils were stored on a high shelf out of the children’s 
reach. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 NA  NOTES: 31. Group Play Activities 

Y N Y N Y N Y N NA •		 A daily schedule is posted in the classroom. The schedule includes a full-
group circle time right before lunch and a small group activity mid-morning. 1.1 5�  3.1 �5  5.1 �5      7.1 �5 

1.2 5�  3.2 �5  5.2 �5      7.2 �5 • Keesha selected four children to participate in the small-group activity. One 
1.3 	 �5  3.3 5�  5.3 �5  child refused to join the group, saying “Don’t want to” and returning to the 

cozy area. Keesha assured him that he could go right back to his play after he 
participated in the activity with the other children. 

• 	 Keesha gave the four children paper, crayons, and large pencils and asked 
them to” write or draw something.” When a child indicated that he/she had 
finished, Keesha asked questions about what they had drawn and wrote the 
child’s responses on their papers. She then printed the child’s name on the 
paper, noting each letter. 

• 	 The full-group circle time began with the children singing the alphabet song. 
Keesha then began to read the book A Snowy Day to the entire group. After 
the first three pages of the book, some of the children got up and left the 
group. The teacher assistant made repeated attempts to get the children to 
rejoin the group, but many refused. Keesha was unable to finish reading the 
entire book and told the children that they would look at it again tomorrow. 

Excerpted from Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scales—Revised Edition by Thelma Harms, Debby Cryer, and Richard M. Clifford. Copyright 2003 by 
Thelma Harms, Debby Cryer, and Richard M. Clifford. Used by permission of the publisher, Teachers College Press, and the authors. 
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MENTOR-COACH MANUAL Unit 2: Observation of Staff and Analysis 

ITERS Explanation for Section 5: Display for Children 

Excerpted from Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scales—Revised Edition by Thelma Harms, Debby 
Cryer, and Richard M. Clifford. Copyright 2003 by Thelma Harms, Debby Cryer, and Richard M. Clifford. 
Used by permission of the publisher, Teachers College Press, and the authors. 
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ITERS Explanation for Section 15: Fine Motor 

Excerpted from Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scales—Revised Edition by Thelma Harms, Debby 
Cryer, and Richard M. Clifford. Copyright 2003 by Thelma Harms, Debby Cryer, and Richard M. Clifford. 
Used by permission of the publisher, Teachers College Press, and the authors. 
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Excerpted from Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scales Revised Edition by Thelma Harms, 
Debby Cryer, and Richard M. Clifford. Copyright 2003 by Thelma Harms, Debby Cryer, and  
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ITERS Explanation for Section 31: Group Play Activities 

—
 

Excerpted from Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scales—Revised Edition by Thelma Harms, Debby 
Cryer, and Richard M. Clifford. Copyright 2003 by Thelma Harms, Debby Cryer, and Richard M. Clifford. 
Used by permission of the publisher, Teachers College Press, and the authors. 
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Observation Data Analysis Guide 

TEACHER’S NAME 

TEACHER’S 
CLASSROOM  
LITERACY GOALS 

AGREED-ON  
FOCUS AREA FOR  
OBSERVATION 

DESCRIBE THE  
CRITICAL EVENTS  
THE OBSERVER 
NOTED 

DESCRIBE ANY 
EVIDENT  
PATTERNS 

LIST POINTS 
TO DISCUSS IN 
POST-OBSERVATION 
CONFERENCE 
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STEP-Doc 2.3b:
 
Notes from Ann Marie’s Classroom 


NOTES FROM ELLCO OBSERVATION 

Contents of the Classroom 

• 	 Ann Marie developed most of the classroom materials on display. Most coordinate 
with the “letter of the week.” 

• 	 There were few examples of children’s work. Some completed workbook pages 
from a packaged literacy curriculum were hung near the book area; art projects 
from the previous week (children’s drawings of their families) were hung near the 
art area. 

Opportunities for Child Choice and Initiative 

• 	 Following circle time, children could choose to go to the dramatic play area, the 
block area, the art area, or to play with puzzles. Areas seemed to have materials 
that had been there for a while. Children did not rush to the centers. In a 
subsequent interview with Ann Marie, she said that she refreshes the materials in 
the areas when children seem to be getting bored.  

• 	 During the free-choice period, Ann Marie spent most of her time in the art area 
helping children with an activity in which they pasted leaves on a piece of colored 
paper. They also wrote the letter “L” for leaves on the page. When one group of 
children finished a project, Ann Marie or her assistant selected children from the 
other classroom areas to join the art area. Some children wandered between areas 
seemingly without a purpose. 

Classroom Climate 

• 	 Conversation with children during book reading at circle time did not flow freely. 
From time to time, Ann Marie stopped reading and asked children to identify letters 
of key words.  

• 	 When singing an alphabet song with Ann Marie during circle time, children didn’t 
smile but seemed to be concentrating on getting the words right. 

• 	 Ann Marie’s tone of voice when talking to children was generally positive. However, 
most of her interactions with children involved giving directions. She missed 
several opportunities to engage children in conversation. For example, she went to 
talk to three boys who were building a structure in the block area. But instead of 
asking about the tower, she reminded them that they had five minutes to finish up 
and put the blocks away before circle time. 
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Approaches to Writing 
 
• 	 The alphabet is hung in the corner of the classroom used for circle time. 

• 	 Letter of the week is prominently displayed. 

• 	 Some children had written their names on the workbook pages hung near the book 
area. 

• 	 A desk was labeled as a writing area, but no writing materials were apparent, nor 
were there any in the classroom centers. 

• 	 Art area had a few crayons and markers with a limited supply of paper accessible 
to children. 

• 	 Ann Marie and an assistant wrote children’s names on art work but did not invite 
children to try to write their own names. They did help children write the letter “L” 
on the leaf project they created. 
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ELLCO Section 2: Contents of the Classroom 

Excerpted by permission from Early Language & Literacy Classroom Observation (ELLCO) 
Toolkit, Research Edition by M.W. Smith, with David K. Dickinson, A. Sangeorge, and L. 
Anastasopoulos. Copyright 2002 by Education Development Center, Inc., Newton, MA. Do not 
reproduce without permission of Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co. (1-800-638-3775; 
www.brookespublishing.com). 
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ELLCO Section 4: Opportunities for Child Choice and Initiative  
 

Excerpted by permission from Early Language & Literacy Classroom Observation (ELLCO) 
Toolkit, Research Edition by M.W. Smith, with David K. Dickinson, A. Sangeorge, and L. 
Anastasopoulos. Copyright 2002 by Education Development Center, Inc., Newton, MA. Do not 
reproduce without permission of Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co. (1-800-638-3775; 
www.brookespublishing.com). 
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ELLCO Section 6: Classroom Climate 

Excerpted by permission from Early Language & Literacy Classroom Observation (ELLCO) 
Toolkit, Research Edition by M.W. Smith, with A. Sangeorge & L. Anastasopoulos. Copyright 
2002 by Education Development Center, Inc., Newton, MA. Do not reproduce without permission 
of Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co. (1-800-638-3775; www.brookespublishing.com). 
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ELLCO Section 10: Approaches to Children’s Writing 

Excerpted by permission from Early Language & Literacy Classroom Observation (ELLCO) 
Toolkit, Research Edition by M.W. Smith, with David K. Dickinson, A. Sangeorge, and L. 
Anastasopoulos. Copyright 2002 by Education Development Center, Inc., Newton, MA. Do not 
reproduce without permission of Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co. (1-800-638-3775; 
www.brookespublishing.com). 
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Observation Data Analysis Guide 

TEACHER’S NAME 

TEACHER’S 
CLASSROOM  
LITERACY GOALS 

AGREED-ON  
FOCUS AREA FOR  
OBSERVATION 

DESCRIBE THE  
CRITICAL EVENTS  
THE OBSERVER 
NOTED 

DESCRIBE ANY 
EVIDENT  
PATTERNS 

LIST POINTS 
TO DISCUSS IN 
POST-OBSERVATION 
CONFERENCE 
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