
RTOP (Reform Teaching Observation Protocol)  

(Refinement from IU RTOP Assessment Community notes and subsequent papers from the authors of the 

RTOP – Sawada, D., Piburn, M., Falconer, K., Turley, J., Benford, R., and Bloom, I. 2000 revision as 

indicated in Technical Report No. IN00-1, Arizona Collaborative for Excellence in the Preparation of 

Teachers) 
 

▪ Only rate what is seen. Do not infer what might have happened prior to class or taping. 

▪ Documents that the students are using in class should be available to raters. 
▪ Ratings are 0-4; “0”=”never occurred” and “4” = “very descriptive” 

 

LESSON DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION 

 

1. The instructional strategies and activities respected students’ prior knowledge and the 

preconceptions inherent therein.  Was the lesson set up to build on prior knowledge?  The term 

respected is pivotal in this item because it suggests an attitude of curiosity on the teacher’s part.  Does the 

teacher actively solicit student ideas and build the lesson from their starting point?  Does the teacher make 

it apparent that they understand that the students bring with them knowledge that has been strongly shaped 

by everyday experiences?  Does this lesson require that the students show what they think about the 
concepts that will be discussed in some way prior to the explanation of it?  Deep into preconceptions ---4. 

 

Score:_____ Evidence: 

 
2. The lesson was designed to engage students as members of a learning community. Do 

students communicate with each other as well as with the instructor? Is knowledge negotiated 

within the community of learners (meaning socially constructed as in scientific community)? 
When students interact with each other in groups or good student-teacher interaction and 

development of ideas – a 2 is given, when students interact with each other to construct ideas and 

understanding – 3 and both 4. Were questions intended to encourage equal participation by all? 

 

Score:_____ Evidence: 

 

3. In this lesson, student exploration preceded formal presentation. Did the students engage in 
exploration through discussion, questioning or activity prior to a formal presentation or 

negotiation of meaning through entire community of learners (classroom)? Science is not “told” 

prior to student’s experience. Students don’t know what the exact “answer” will be. 
 

Score:_____ Evidence: 

 
4. This lesson encouraged students to seek and value alternative modes of investigation or of 

problem solving. Does the lesson not insist that there is only one way of looking at a problem? 

Does the teacher actively solicit a variety of approaches to the problem and show respect to the 

suggestions by considering their feasibility? In other words, the instructor does not say 
wrong/right, but may say that could be one approach if… or that is one alternative that could be 

looked into… etc. To get a 4 the teacher should allow the students to find their own direction to 

the end. 
 

Score:_____ Evidence: 

 

5. The focus and direction of the lesson was often determined by ideas originating with 

students. The course the lesson takes can not always be predicted if students are members of the 

learning community. Does the instructor set the agenda and stick to it, or do the students take 



part in setting the agenda? Does the instructor answer questions that the students raise that may 
take the lesson in another direction? Does the instructor encourage students to think of and try 

out other ways that may be beneficial to them for learning? Use a continuum of teacher directed 

vs. student directed. 

 
Score:_____ Evidence: 

 

CONTENT: Propositional Knowledge 

 

6. The lesson involved fundamental concepts of the subject. Are the standards incorporated? Is 

there a reason to teach these questions in class? What is it based on? Were there significant 
scientific ideas at the heart of the lesson?  

 

Score:_____ Evidence: 

 
7. The lesson promoted strongly coherent conceptual understanding. Is there inter-relatedness 

of scientific thinking. Do concepts stand on their own? Or are they connected and related to other 

concepts? The students don’t just get it from the book or just the activity. 
 

Score:_____ Evidence: 

 
8. The teacher had a solid grasp of the subject matter content inherent in the lesson. Did the 

teacher sense a potential significance of ideas even when poorly articulated by the students? In 

other words, did the teacher understand the subject so well that they were able to help the student 

better articulate the question or see where the student was going with it? Were there factual 
errors or an inability, hesitancy, or indifference to answering student questions? Multiple source 

experiences to relate to students understanding. 

 
Score:_____ Evidence: 

 

9. Elements of abstraction (i.e,, symbolic representations, theory building) were encouraged 

when it was important to do so. Did the instructor help students see patterns or relationships in 
symbolic ways? Did the instructor use drawings, props, and concrete examples (rating of a three) 

and then go further from the concrete to the abstract or build the theory from the phenomenon 

(rating of 4)? (Chemical symbols… models) 
 

Score:_____ Evidence: 

 
10. Connections with other content disciplines and/or real world phenomena were explored and 

valued. Instructor uses applications and circumstances from every day life. Students work with 

and every day phenomenon.  

 
Score:_____ Evidence: 

 

CONTENT: PROCEDURAL KNOWLEDGE 

 

11. Students use a variety of means (models, drawings, graphs, concrete materials, 

manipulatives, etc.) to represent phenomena. At least two different means or two varieties of 
means were used to allow the students to articulate their ideas, analyze information and critique 

their ideas. 

 



Score:_____ Evidence: 
 

12. Students made predictions, estimations and/or hypotheses and devised means for testing 

them. Do students explicitly state what they think is going to happen before collecting data? 

Have to do both for a 4 and will get a 2 for either/or. 
 

Score:_____ Evidence: 

 

13. Students were actively engaged in thought provoking activity that often involved the critical 

assessment of procedures. Do students know what they are doing and why they are doing it? Are 

they thinking about what is being taught? Could the students clarify the next steps in their 
investigation? Are they asking questions that show they are trying to connect and make meaning 

of what is being done? 

 

Score:_____ Evidence: 
 

14. Students were reflective of their learning. Does the teacher ask the students to re-examine or 

re-asses their knowledge? Do the students do this? Are the questions they ask reflective? Are the 
students thinking about their thinking? 

 

Score:_____ Evidence: 
 

15.  Intellectual rigor, constructive criticism, and the challenging of ideas were valued. Are a 

variety of ideas presented by students? Does the instructor encourage and challenge negotiation 

to occur? Does the instructor ask for evidence as to why the students think and answer is 
“correct”? Does the instructor “model” argument? 

 

Score:_____ Evidence: 
 

CLASSROOM CULTURE: Communicative Interactions 

 

16. Students were involved in the communication of their ideas to others using a variety of 

means and media. Are students encouraged to contribute to the lesson in more than one way? 

Do they actively communicate? (Through brainstorming, presentation, critiquing, listening, 

making videos, group work, etc.) 
 

Score:_____ Evidence: 

 

17. The teacher’s questions triggered divergent modes of thinking.  Does the instructor open up 

the discussion? Does the instructor ask questions in which there could be more than one answer 

or more than one interpretation? 

 
Score:_____ Evidence: 

 

18. There was a high proportion of student talk and a significant amount of it occurred between 

and among students. Do the students talk? Do they talk to each other? At any one time during 

class, would there be an equal chance of hearing the students as there would be in hearing the 

teacher? Are the critical portions of the lessons developed by the students? Are there both little 
group and whole group work? 

Score:_____ Evidence: 

 



19. Student questions and comments often determined the focus and direction of classroom 

discourse. Does the instructor say we don’t have time for that right now? 

 

Score:_____ Evidence: 

 
20. There was a climate of respect for what others had to say. This is more than listening politely. 

Did students and the instructor indicate that they had heard and considered what all students had 

said? How was this done? 
 

Score:_____ Evidence: 

 
STUDENT/TEACHER RELATIONSHIPS 

 

21. Active participation of students was encouraged and valued. Do the students set the agenda 

as well as actively participate in minds-on/hands-on. In an example from the worksheet, a score 
of 2 was given when the instructor described the phenomena for the students before asking for 

their descriptions. Student description and explanation are both important. 

 
Score______ Evidence: 

 

22. Students were encouraged to generate conjectures, alternative solution strategies, and/or 

different ways of interpreting evidence. The balance of responsibility for thought is shifted 

from the teacher to the student. The teacher encourages this transition. The teacher encourages 

students to think of other ways to solve problems and critiquing strategies. In an example from 

the worksheet, a score of 1 was given when there was obviously one “right” answer but it was 
derived from students work. 

 

Score:_____ Evidence: 
 

23. In general, the teacher was patient with students. This does not mean that the teacher accepts 

unwanted student behavior. This does mean that there is an inquiry into unanticipated behavior 

with the possibility that it will lead to rich learning opportunities. The ROTP experts see the use 
of wait-time a necessary but insufficient condition for a high rating on this item. Evidence that the 

teacher understands the gap between expert knowledge that they may possess and novice 

knowledge that the students possess and is willing to bridge the gap and attempt to make it 
smaller would be part of the understanding of patience. 

 

Score:_____ Evidence: 
 

24. The teacher acted a resource person, working to support and enhance student 

investigations. Teacher does not “tell” Students what to do and how to do it. Initiative comes 

from the students and may vary. The teacher responds to these variations in approaches by 
encouraging them along the same lines instead of forcing them to think in a homogeneous 

fashion. The instructor should be seen directing inquiry not “telling” the answer. 

 

Score:_____ Evidence: 

 

25. The metaphor “teacher as listener” was very characteristic of this classroom. The teacher 
helps students use what they know to construct further understanding. The teacher might talk a 

lot but the talk is centered around the students ideas. A “3” was given when the teacher was 



listening to the students and the students were listening to the teacher but the teacher was too 
directive. 

 

Score:_____ Evidence: 

 
 

TOTAL SCORES: 

 


