
 
 
 
 

Observation of Teaching in Higher Education – a brief overview 
 
What is the issue?  
  
Observation of Teaching is used in higher education (HE) institutions for development, 
performance management and progression purposes. Though the variations in approaches 
and the evolution of models make it somewhat difficult to articulate an unconditional 
definition of observation of teaching in higher education, for the purposes of this guide we 
use the term observation of teaching in its broadest interpretation, where we understand this 
to be a process which may involve simply observation, or indeed observation, review and 
feedback, by a range of actors including potentially students. We add to this working 
definition O’Leary and Price’s clarification that ‘the observation is not regarded as an end in 
itself but as a springboard for sharing ideas and stimulating reflective dialogue’ (O’Leary and 
Price 2016, pp. 114-115) and we emphasise with Gosling (2014) and O’Leary and Cui (2023) 
the importance of enquiry. In the literature both terms, peer review of teaching and peer 
observation of teaching are used. Johnston, Baik and Chester (2022) in their systematic 
review of this space in Australian higher education use the term peer review of teaching 
(PRT). They note that the term itself is contested but for the purpose of their work they draw 
on Harris et al. (2008) and define peer review of teaching as ‘a process where teaching 
academics provide feedback on one another’s practice to improve quality of teaching’ (2022, 
p. 391). Peer observation is described in the research as a peer watching a colleague teach 
without necessarily reviewing the practice (Bell and Thomson, 2018; Hendry, Bell and 
Thomson, 2014). 
 

Why does it matter?  
 
The increase in use of observation of teaching in higher education is reflective of the 
changes in the broader higher education context, both nationally and internationally. A 
greater emphasis on accountability and quality assurance has driven the development of 
processes and procedures associated with measuring and evidencing effectiveness in terms of 
teaching and learning practice. As Johnston, Baik and Chester (2022) note, peer review of 
teaching ‘functions both as a mechanism for enhancing teaching quality and a measure to 
indicate quality of teaching’ (p. 391). This is not an uncontroversial space and researchers 
such as Shortland (2004) have examined peer observation as a tool for staff development or 
compliance. Hand-in-hand with concerns around the performance management aspects 
possible in peer observation is a strong and compelling narrative around how observation of 
teaching provides the opportunity to enquire into and enhance one’s practice in order to 
impact positively on professional development and student learning. Observation of teaching 
may also be a part of formal Teaching and Learning (T&L) in HE courses or programmes, and 
the outputs of this process may be included as evidence in a teaching portfolio or other 
collection of documentation for promotion or awards.  
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What does the research say?  
 

Benefits  
 
The literature in this space suggests several benefits associated with observation of teaching 
for staff which extend to both observers and observees. Key benefits for observees noted in 
the research are the opportunities to reflect on and enquire into practice with a view to 
better understanding it, to solving problems, to making decisions, to enhancing practice and 
self-reflection on same, to growing in confidence and to contributing to student learning 
(Wass and Rogers, 2021; Warren, 2022; Hendry et al., 2021). Besides the potential benefits 
for the observee of receiving feedback on teaching (Georgiou, 2018), observers too may 
benefit from the process through: ‘double-seeing’ - thinking and making comparisons with 
one’s own teaching, noting similarities and differences, observing problems and solutions 
(Tenenberg, 2016; Hammersley-Fletcher and Orsmond, 2004); new ideas to use in teaching 
(Hendry, Bell and Thomson, 2014); insights into how students behave in different disciplines 
or different T&L settings (Torres et al., 2017) and insights into the ‘student perspective’ on the 
learning experience (Hendry et al., 2021); insights into how different teachers interact with 
their students and how they foster ‘students’ motivation, engagement and independent 
learning’ (Torres et al., 2017, p. 835). In turn, the processes around the act of observing or 
being observed are just as important as the observation itself as it is within these spaces that 
colleagues, and sometime staff and students together, engage in rich, scholarly dialogue 
around practice and T&L in HE more generally (Hammersley-Fletcher and Orsmond, 2004; 
Walker and Forbes, 2018). This is noted across the literature as a key benefit of peer 
observation and a contributing factor in the development of a culture of valuing teaching and 
learning and developing the teaching and learning community (Bell and Thomson, 2018; 
Hendry et al., 2021; Georgiou et al., 2018). 
 
Key success factors   
 
Positive approaches to observation require professional learning spaces which are both safe 
and courageous, with dedicated time for full engagement in the process and support for staff, 
including training, where required. While there is a balance to be struck between the 
formality and informality of the approach, in order to ensure transparency and clarity around 
expectations some structure is frequently recommended, as is a clear sense of the purpose of 
the process. The characteristics of positive approaches to observation include, amongst 
others, trust, collegiality, autonomy, authenticity, quality, ownership. These characteristics are 
intrinsically linked to the character of the colleagues involved and the relationships that are 
central to the process. Indeed, the relational element of observation of teaching is key to its 
success.  
  
Other considerations 

  
Introducing and/or maintaining observation of teaching will invariably involve challenges. 
Where the process does not operate within safe spaces, where its approach is flimsy and/or 
unpredictable in terms of structure, where it is enacted without virtuous attributes, and 
where inadequate attention and care is given to the centrality of the relational aspects, it is 



unlikely that the process will be considered a success by participants or that it will lead to the 
desired results for staff, students or the institution. There are a number of additional 
challenges associated with peer review of teaching not least where the emphasis in the 
process involves a ‘judgement’ or evaluation of the teaching of others which raises issues of 
‘a power relationship between the one who makes the judgement and the other who is 
judged’ (Gosling, 2014). Staff may find the process intimidating or exposing. This may 
particularly be the case where observation is used for assessment of staff performance 
without an emphasis on the developmental nature of the work. This may be echoed in a 
hierarchical approach to observation where staff are observed by a ‘superior’ or manager. In 
turn, clarification regarding what ‘good teaching’ looks like comes into play, as does the fact 
that an observation is only a ‘snapshot’ of one’s overall teaching which could be more reliably 
considered through a more comprehensive approach. In addition, a lack of time and 
resources means that the process can be rushed to the extent that its value is diminished, the 
process itself becomes a burden for those involved or, at worst, the process is an impossibility. 
The literature also notes challenges around engaging in reflection which is an important part 
of the process. Yiend et al. emphasise the need potentially for formal training or modelling of 
good practice in this regard possibly through a hybrid model involving peer review and expert 
review. In turn, the difficulty of keeping the process ‘fresh’ once it is has been in existence for 
a while can also be a concern: ‘there were dangers identified if the process became stale’ 
(Hammersley-Fletcher and Orsmond, 2004, p. 501). The majority of these concerns are 
addressed in the literature through a range of measures.  
 

Models of Observation of Teaching  

  
Yiend et al. (2014) note that ‘observation, when implemented in practice, rarely follows a 
tight prescriptive single model. Rather, institutions and departments tend to use existing 
frameworks as a starting point from which to develop programmes suitable to their own and 
their staff's needs’ (2014, p. 479). Johnston et al. (2022) concur. Their examination of the 
research into peer review of teaching in Australian higher education notes that there is no 
‘one-size-fits-all’ programme. They note the need for adaptation according to context, culture 
and community in order for the process to be a success; ‘Outcomes are dependent on 
context specific models sensitively led according to participant needs’ (2022, p. 400). 
 
Much of the literature refers to Gosling’s original three models of peer observation of 
teaching (2002) which he subsequently developed (2014): evaluation model  - where the 
observation is carried out by a senior colleague for the purpose of appraisal or quality 
assurance; developmental model – where the observation is carried out by a T&L expert or an 
expert teacher with a view to demonstrating competence or enhancing practice; peer review 
model, subsequently called collaborative peer supported review (P-SR) model – where the 
observation is carried out by a peer with the purposes of ‘[improving] teaching through 
dialogue; self and mutual reflection; [stimulating] improvement’ (2014). Gosling argues for 
the effectiveness of the third of these and outlines its key features, where it:   
 

• promotes reciprocal learning 

• recognises professional autonomy of all parties 

• is based on dialogue, or more simply conversation 

• is non-judgemental 



• focuses on changing or developing professional practice 

• incorporates enquiry or investigation. (Gosling, 2014) 
 

The Peer Supported Review model moves beyond standard peer review to open ‘a wider 
space for learning which can include those aspects of teaching and learning not accessible to 
observation, but which through conversation can be discussed, investigated and critiqued’ 
(Gosling, 2014). 
 
Peer observation of teaching, or peer review of teaching, is one of the most common 
approaches under the broad heading of observation of teaching. O’Leary and Cui note that 
‘peer-based models of observation have been used as a form of collaborative professional 
development by academic staff to stimulate reflection and provide a catalyst for thinking 
about and discussing teaching’ (2023, pp. 90-91). Peer observation, complete with variations, 
is commonly described in the literature, however, the scholarship also considers other forms 
of observation which share qualities with standard peer observation of teaching and have 
some distinctive features or differences. Table 1 lists some approaches which appear in the 
literature under the broad heading of observation of teaching 
 

Approach  Brief description  

Peer 
Observation/Review of 
Teaching  

A peer observes a colleague teaching; often reciprocal; may 
involve review; generally involves dialogue at pre and post 
stages; typically uses standard approaches (e.g. ground rules, 
templates); variations exist re the configuration of the observers 
and observees (several descriptions in the literature). 

Cycle of Collaborative 
Observation (CoCO) 

Peer observation of teaching but with student collaboration and 
participation in the process as observers (O’Leary and Cui, 2020). 

Teaching and Learning 
Circles  

Circles of three or four colleagues who observe each other’s 
teaching, with or without review as agreed. Dialogue and 
reflection important (Rogers et al., 2019; Grooters, 2008). 

Just watching | Just 
teaching 

Peers just watch a colleague teaching; no review is involved 
(Thomson, Bell and Hendry, 2015). 

Video-reflection  Colleague is videoed teaching for own review or for sharing 
(McCoy and Lynam, 2020; Tripp and Rich, 2012). 

Unseen observation  Colleague plans their teaching, discusses with a peer (called 
‘collaborator’), teaches class, gathers student feedback, reflects, 
engages in professional dialogue with collaborator, writes feed 
forward action points (O’Leary, 2022). 

 
Table 1. Models of observation of teaching (OoT). 
 
More expansive descriptions of these models are available here. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://maynoothuniversity.sharepoint.com/:b:/s/MU_CTL_Team/EaPFLEf0XNJArh0lyIsXOL4BNQl3_GXP-8wewQ4SZIWoYQ?e=lIF17V


Key Messages 
 

• There is no ‘one size fits all’ – the approach adopted needs to be context, community 
and culturally specific. 

• Clarity around the purpose of observation of teaching is essential (O’Leary and Cui, 
2023). Observation of teaching can be used in a range of settings, for a variety of 
purposes including performance management, quality assurance and professional 
development. The purpose behind the process will greatly influence the approach 
adopted. 

• A range of observation of teaching approaches/models exist which have pros and 
cons. 

• Engaging in observation of teaching has many benefits for observers and observees 
particularly around professional learning and enhanced teaching and learning 
practice. 

• A number of key success factors are largely applicable across a range of approaches 
and settings, for instance, clarity around the purpose, shared principles and values, 
importance of relationships particularly between observers and observees etc. 
(Hendry et al., 2021). Certain characteristics are considered very important in 
observation of teaching models including trustworthiness, collegiality, expertise, 
confidentiality, autonomy, respect.  

• It is important that the approach has a clear ethos of ‘encouraging collaborative 
inquiry, critical reflection and a commitment to using observation as a catalyst for 
professional dialogue between colleagues’ (O’Leary and Cui, 2023, p. 119); and that 
the approach involves ‘parity of power relations and … reciprocity of learning.’ 
(Gosling, 2014) 

• Frameworks, templates, guidelines and/or structures around the process are 
important, however they must be balanced against being overly structured and 
managerial (Thomson, Bell and Hendry, 2015). Training and support may be needed 
for staff and this may involve the introduction and/or development of alternative 
methods such as coaching and mentoring. 

• Participating in observation of teaching can be challenging and staff may feel nervous 
about it. 

• Time, workload and resourcing are important factors to consider prior to 
implementing observation of teaching. 

• Observation of teaching can be part of enquiry into practice, problem solving and 
decision-making.  

• Ownership of the process by participants is essential, as is dialogue (O’Leary and Cui, 
2023). 

• Care needs to be given to the ‘type, purpose and quality’ of feedback where it is 
provided (Yiend et al., 2014). 

• Challenges which exist include devising and delivering an appropriate and supportive 
model, capacity building for staff, time and resources for engagement with the process 
and the supporting of same, issues of power and performance, ongoing development 
of the approach etc. 



• The process may be aligned with existing schemes (for example academic promotions) 
and programmes (for example professional development programmes or personal 
development plans). 

• Clarification and agreement are needed regarding what happens beyond the 
observation process. For instance, are there development opportunities, is a digest of 
the findings shared across depts, faculties, the institution? 

• Review of the process at agreed intervals would be beneficial. 
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