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Introduction 
This resource is intended to offer guidance to individuals and to Schools on how to 
facilitate peer observation of teaching (POT). POT is a formative process where a 
colleague (or peer group) observes another individual’s teaching and offers structured 
feedback on this teaching. The aim is to enhance learning through critical reflection upon 
teaching practice by the person observed as well as by the peer observer, and ultimately 
to enhance the quality of teaching and student learning. 
 
At the University of Glasgow, there are some Schools and Colleges whose staff regularly 
undertake POT. These include participants on the Postgraduate Certificate in Academic 
Practice (PGCAP) at the Learning & Teaching Centre, and some staff in other areas. 
These guidelines aim to provide clear information on POT in order for staff and Schools 
within the university to decide upon whether POT is appropriate, and if so, what kind of 
peer observation is most appropriate and how peer observation could be undertaken 
within their own specific disciplinary contexts. 
 
It is intended that within the University of Glasgow, the POT process and outcomes will 
be collegial and constructive. 
 
This document includes: rationales for why POT is considered to be valuable; principles 
of POT; stages of the peer observation process; some examples of forms which could be 
used for undertaking POT feedback and discussion; and guidance on different ways in 
which Schools might wish to engage in POT in practice. There are also additional 
resources listed for those who wish to examine POT further.  

Benefits of peer observation 
Most teaching staff acknowledge the importance of continuing professional development 
in their subject area as well as in their teaching. POT is intended to contribute to 
enhancing the quality of teaching within the university and to supporting staff personally 
in developing their teaching practice.  
 
POT can help to bring discussion of teaching – which is often a hidden practice – into 
the public domain (Blackwell & McClean, 1996), and can contribute to enhancing the 
value of teaching (Gosling, 2005). This discussion of teaching can help staff to learn 
about their own teaching practices, but also to learn about and from colleagues’ 
teaching. The POT process can enhance the sharing of good practice and more 
personally can enable staff to receive positive feedback on what they do well (Whitlock & 
Rumpus, 2004). POT can reassure some staff that their teaching is seen positively by 
their peers, whilst also being useful in helping to reveal hidden behaviour that individuals 
may not be aware of within their own practice (Blackwell & McClean, 1996). Indeed, the 
opportunity for shared critical reflection within POT can lead to the challenging of 
assumptions about teaching (Peel, 2005). The opportunity to discuss teaching with 
peers is also an opportunity to deal with known problems (Blackwell & McClean, 1996). 
Other benefits include finding out what students are learning in colleagues’ teaching 
sessions. The documentation completed can provide useful materials for portfolios of 
practice or other continuing professional development records. Hammersley-Fletcher & 
Orsmond (2004) argue that all of these processes have the potential to enhance the 
quality of teaching within higher education institutions. 
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Purposes of undertaking peer observation 
Colleagues need to be committed to taking a critical look at their own practice. Staff 
concerns about POT are often linked to more formal assessment of practice and 
promotion (Shultz & Latif, 2006). It is crucial to be clear about the reasons why you are 
undertaking POT, whether individually or as a School. Where Schools are considering 
adopting a programme of POT, it would be wise to discuss this with staff and clarify 
purposes and and concerns. Where staff question the value of POT, this may lead to 
instrumental approaches where staff simply go through the motions but don’t really 
engage meaningfully with the POT process. Peel (2005) argues that an instrumental 
approach to POT is not likely to be effective. 
 
Gosling (2005) suggests there are three main motivations for POT: evaluation, 
development or collaboration.  
 
An evaluation model, “…is characterised by judgements being made on the quality of 
teaching in order to serve a management purpose…for internal quality assurance 
purposes, to prepare for external audit or to make judgements about individual teachers 
for probation, promotion of investigating underperformance”.  
 
A developmental model “…focuses on assisting staff to improve their teaching…can be 
explicitly staff-led with no predetermined agenda…may be used with inexperienced 
lecturers to assist them achieve standards of competency, for example on Postgraduate 
Certificates…”. 
 
A collaborative model “…is part of a broader project to establish a culture that nurtures 
the improvement of teaching within a department. Collaborative peer review of teaching 
is about finding ways of creating and sustaining conversations about teaching which are 
constructive and purposeful and which open problems in teaching to public debate and 
discussion” (Gosling, 2005:118). 
 
Whichever approach to POT you choose to pursue, the overarching principles of POT 
are outlined below. 

Principles of peer observation  
 
In exploring peer observation of teaching, a number of key principles emerge from the 
literature: 
 
 Confidentiality (Gosling, 2005; Carter & Clark, 2003) 
 Separation of POT from other university processes such as underperformance or 

promotion (Gosling, 2005; Carter & Clark, 2003) 
 Inclusivity – involving all staff with teaching responsibilities irrespective of grade or 

status (Gosling, 2005; Carter & Clark, 2003) 
 Reciprocity with a focus on mutual benefit to observer and observed (Gosling, 2005) 
 Development focus rather than judgement (Carter & Clark, 2003) 
 
The second and fifth principles illustrate contestation of the evaluation model of POT, 
present in the literature. 
There is substantial discussion as to whether POT should be an optional or compulsory 
process. Where the process is optional, staff will engage through choice and are likely to 
demonstrate greater commitment. However, optional POT leads to piecemeal adoption 
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of the process and makes it difficult for POT to be used as a School-wide development 
tool. Compulsory programmes of POT risk staff being or becoming resistant to the 
process. 

Identifying peers 
Some of the concerns that staff might have with adopting POT may be alleviated through 
sensitive ways in which peer pairs or groups are decided. POT can take place within a 
peer group, but often involves peer pairs, and it is this latter arrangement which is 
focused on here. If an individual is allowed to select their own peer, this can have many 
benefits. As colleagues at the University of Western Australia point out, the aim is to 
receive “formative feedback provided by a trusted colleague” (UWA, 2008). Both parties 
need to have mutual respect and trust and be comfortable giving and receiving 
feedback. One way of achieving this formative and supportive emphasis is for the person 
being observed to be the person in control of choosing who will observe them, what 
aspects of their teaching they would like feedback on and how they will follow up on this 
feedback. However, making changes to peer observation pairings over time can be a 
constructive way of making sure that the POT process stays critical and that new 
perspectives on teaching practices can be considered. 
 
A peer can be selected from the individual’s own School, from another School or from a 
central academic development unit (Gosling, 2005). It may be useful to have feedback 
from someone in the same School who can comment on the teaching of specific 
subjects, but it may also be useful to have feedback from others who are likely to focus 
more on the teaching process. Peers can be at varying stages or levels of experience as 
long as both parties are comfortable with the arrangement, but care may be needed 
where there is the possibility that differences in status or experience lead to issues of 
power getting in the way of genuine mutual support. 
 
Where a School wishes to adopt a POT process, consideration will need to be given as 
to how peers will be identified. Some suggestions are listed here: 
 Individuals could identify their own peer observer 
 Peer pairings could be allocated by the Head of School 
 Use could be made of an existing mentoring system – although consideration would 

need to be given about whether this was a reciprocal pairing where a mentor would 
also receive feedback from a mentee 

 A circular system could operate where peers observers are allocated to observe the 
person next to them alphabetically or randomly i.e. A would observe B would 
observe C, would observe A 

 
Whichever system is used, opportunities will need to be created for broader discussion 
of POT processes and outcomes at School wide level. 

Peer observation of teaching stages 
The process of peer observation usually involves three stages that can be of varying 
lengths and types: 1) the briefing meeting or pre-observation stage, 2) the observation of 
teaching, and 3) a post-observation meeting. Each of these is described here. 
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1) The briefing meeting 
The first stage of peer observation should be a briefing or pre-observation meeting. This 
meeting is an opportunity for the two colleagues to meet and discuss how the 
observation will be organised and what kind of feedback is being sought. There are a 
number of issues which will need to be clarified at this stage including: where and when 
the observation will take place; who the learners are – what level and how well the tutor 
knows the group; and the aims and intended learning outcomes for the session. In 
addition, consider and agree on how the observer will be introduced to the students. The 
tutor under observation should use this meeting to outline to the peer observer which 
areas of their teaching practice they would like specific feedback on.  
 
Many POT schemes suggest consideration of some of the following areas as a useful 
starting point to identifying specific areas for feedback: 
 
 Organisation  
 Structure 
 Methods/approach 
 Content 
 Enthusiasm 
 Clarity 
 Interaction 
 Voice  
 Body language 
 Use of visual aids 
 Delivery and pace 
 Student participation  
 Use of resources 
 Use of environment / accommodation 
 Teaching style 
 
Suggestions for more specific questions about learning and teaching might include some 
of those listed here: 
 
 Are the intended learning outcomes for the session clear? 
 How well does the teaching match the intended learning outcomes? 
 Is the material sufficiently research-informed and up-to-date? 
 How does the teacher support students to take responsibility for their own learning? 
 How engaged were the students in the session? 
 Were students invited to participate? In what ways? How was this facilitated? 
 Do the students receive feedback? What kind of feedback? 
 To what extent has the teacher included all the students? 
 Is the teacher supporting the students’ individual personal development? 
 Does the teacher support students’ critical reflection on their own learning? 
 
As a bare minimum, peer feedback should include some positive comments about the 
teaching and identify any particular strengths of the teaching approach taken. It is also 
important for the observer to take a critical, yet supportive stance in suggesting areas for 
development. Colleagues are likely to benefit from limiting the number of areas or 
questions being addressed at any one time in order to avoid overload on either the 
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observer or observed. This also creates opportunities for discussion to achieve more 
depth in those areas of particular interest. It can be helpful for the tutor being observed 
to decide whether they would prefer open comments and/ or to be rated on a likert scale 
and to make this clear to the observer beforehand. 

2) The observation 
The observer should arrive early and place themselves as unobtrusively as possible.  
The observer usually does not take part in the class but the reason for their presence 
should be explained to the students so that they understand that their performance is not 
being observed. The students should be given the option to refuse to allow the 
observation to take place. 
 
The teacher then undertakes the teaching session trying as much as possible to behave 
as they would do when not observed. The observer should focus on the process of the 
facilitation of learning rather than the content of the session unless the teacher has 
asked for specific comments on the subject and content. The observer may find it helpful 
to take detailed notes or to complete an appropriate form to aid giving feedback later on. 
(For examples of forms see the later section on examples of forms for peer observation.) 

3) Post-observation meeting 
Colleagues often arrange to meet for 30 minutes to an hour directly after the teaching 
session. Some observers prefer to write up their notes before having this meeting. 
However, it is good practice to arrange the post-observation meeting as soon after the 
observation as possible. This enhances recall of the details of the session and thereby 
facilitates reflection by the observer and observed. 
 
If the meeting does not take place immediately after the session, it is important for the 
teacher to reflect on the session and note what seemed to work well, what did not seem 
to work so well, and any particular areas of interest or concern. The observer should 
write up a summary of the key points from their observation – particularly in those areas 
where feedback was sought - to be able to give this to the teacher at the meeting.  
 
Giving Feedback 
The observer should aim to give constructive feedback i.e. pointing out what worked well 
but also what perhaps went less well and where appropriate make suggestions for 
improvement. Giving critical feedback can be difficult but it is essential if the teacher is to 
benefit from the POT process. Observing someone else’s teaching is a very subjective 
experience but the observers’ thoughts on what they observe can be highly illuminating 
for the teacher. If during the meeting the observer and teacher agree that there are any 
errors in the report these can be noted and the report amended. 
 
The University Teaching Development Centre at the Victoria University of Wellington 
outline four essential elements for ensuring feedback is constructive: positive phrasing – 
feedback messages need to affirm and acknowledge effort and achievements; 
concreteness – comments are grounded in specific, observable behaviour; action-
orientation – suggesting to the individual a specific plan of action to follow; and focus – 
offering feedback on behaviour that the individual can change (UTDC, 2004). 
 
Reflecting on the process 
Once the post-observation meeting has taken place and the report has been received, 
the teacher should continue to reflect on the process and, in particular, reflect on the 
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comments that the observer has made in their report. The post-observation meeting may 
have involved devising a brief plan of action on the basis of the areas discussed, but if 
not, it is worth the teacher taking time to consider how they might adapt their teaching 
practice in the light of the POT process and outcomes. The observer may also wish to 
reflect on the process of observing; in particular, consider what they have learned from 
the observation experience. It can be useful for colleagues to continue meeting in order 
to further develop critical reflection on the teaching session and outcomes. 

Examples of forms for peer observation 
Forms for recording peer observation are generally split into the three main stages of 
observation: pre-observation forms to support the person being observed to clarify which 
areas of their teaching they would like feedback on; peer observation forms which the 
observer completes as the basis of giving formative feedback; and post observation 
forms which facilitate dialogue between the observer and the observed and enable the 
person observed to be able to identify areas for development and related action points. 
 
 
Example Form (1): Pre-observation form 
 
 
Name of teacher: 
 
Name of observer: 
 
Date, time and venue of teaching session to be observed: 
 
 
Number and level of students: 
 
Course title and topic: 
 
Relevant background context, e.g. has the teacher met the students previously? 
Where does this session fit into the rest of the course? 
 
 
 
 
Aims and intended learning outcomes for teaching session: 
 
 
 
 
Is there anything you would like the observer to give specific feedback on? 
 
 
 
 
Consider how the observer will be introduced to the students 
 
 
 

 8



 
 
 
Example form (2): Teaching observation form 
 
Name of teacher: 
 
Name of observer: 
 
Date, time and venue of teaching session to be observed: 
 
 
Number and level of students: 
 
Course title and topic: 
 
Things the tutor has done well (e.g. structure, clarity, pace, organisation, interaction, 
body language, visual aids, enthusiasm etc.): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Areas for reflection and possible improvement (e.g. structure, clarity, pace, 
organisation, interaction, body language, visual aids, enthusiasm etc.): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Comments on specific areas of focus identified prior to observation: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 9



 
Example form (3): Post-observation form 
 
Prior to completing this form, the observer should send a copy of the teaching 
observation form to the teacher. The teacher should reflect on the contents of the 
teaching observation form and also on their own views of how the teaching session 
went. If they have gathered any student feedback from the session, this should be 
explored alongside the other accounts of the teaching session. 
 
 

1. Were there any differences or similarities between the views of the observer / 
teacher / students? 

 
 
 
 
 

2. Were there any surprises for the teacher in the feedback from the observer? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Can you identify together any areas of good practice from the teaching 
session? 

 
 
 
 
 

4. What areas of development can you identify from the feedback and how do 
you intend to address these? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Other example forms 
Other examples of pro-forma for peer observation can be found at the links below. Many 
universities combine forms for the three stages of peer observation, others present them 
separately. Please note that some of these universities run mandatory peer observation 
schemes and therefore some of the forms have a more summative focus.  
 
The Arts Institute at Bournemouth 
http://intranet.aib.ac.uk/Docs/HE%20peer%20observation%20Form%2007%2008.doc 
 
University of the Arts London  
http://www.arts.ac.uk/docs/Learning_Teaching_Obs_2005.doc 
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University of Birmingham (Wide range of forms including check list style, open 
categories, chronological recording sheets and ethnographic style forms) 
http://www.as.bham.ac.uk/study/support/governance/peerobservationarchive.shtml 
 
University of Exeter 
http://newton.ex.ac.uk/handbook/forms/ClassObsRecord.pdf 
 
University of Nottingham 
http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/sedu/forms/peerobs.doc 
 
University of Sheffield (PRE-Observation form) 
http://www.peerobs.group.shef.ac.uk/Word_docs/FormB.doc 
 
University of Sheffield (ACTUAL Observation form) 
http://www.peerobs.group.shef.ac.uk/Word_docs/FormC-1%20%202008.doc 
 
University of Sheffield (POST Observation form) 
http://www.peerobs.group.shef.ac.uk/Word_docs/FormD.doc 
 
University of St Andrews 
http://www.st-
andrews.ac.uk/staff/academic/Peerobservationofteaching/Formsandchecklists/ 
 
University of Sussex 
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/tldu/documents/peerform.doc 
 
University of Wales Institute, Cardiff 
http://www.uwic.ac.uk/ltsu/documents/peer%20observation%201.pdf 

How can Schools engage meaningfully in peer observation? 
If a School is considering adopting a POT process, there are several key questions 
which will need to be considered. The motivation for the POT process in terms of 
evaluation, development or collaboration has already been mentioned. In addition, 
Schools will need to consider the following: 
 
Will the POT process be mandatory?  
If the process is to be mandatory, how will this be managed? What kind of impacts will 
voluntary or mandatory POT have on the process? Will staff be consulted about POT 
proposals? How would any resistance to the scheme be treated? 
 
How can Schools ensure that peer feedback is constructive? 
It is extremely difficult to guarantee that feedback will be constructive, but discussing the 
meaning of constructive feedback before launching a School-wide scheme would be 
highly advisable. It may be possible to offer a staff development course in this area. 
Peers should be aware of the need for positive as well as developmental feedback. 
Another possibility might be to increase awareness of some simple but useful feedback 
models, see for example, Pendleton’s feedback technique from general practice 
(Pendleton et al, 2003). Pendleton’s technique includes four steps, adapted here to peer 
observation: 1) asking the teacher what they think they have done well; 2) the peer 
observer offering what they think the teacher has done well; 3) the teacher suggesting 
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what they think they could improve, develop or change; and 4) the peer observer offering 
their views of what the teacher could improve, develop or change. 
 
How often will staff be expected to be observed or observe colleagues? 
If POT is carried out continuously, staff may become worn out by the process and may 
become more resistant. It may be worth having a particular time of year when POT takes 
place so all staff are aware it is happening and it then does not take over all teaching. 
Schools might also consider concentrating on certain aspects of teaching each year or 
every other year as part of a POT developmental programme. If POT is carried out too 
frequently staff are more likely to adopt instrumental rather than meaningful attitudes. 
 
How flexible will the POT scheme be? 
Will there be standard forms and guidelines for POT within the School? Will individuals 
be able to modify the process to suit their particular needs? 
 
How long should the observed session be? 
Should the teaching sessions observed be of a particular duration? Staff may find it 
easier to feedback on a session that is 1-2 hours long rather than a longer course. It can 
be difficult for an observer to maintain a focus on feedback areas for a whole day or for 
other long sessions and these are tiring for both the teacher and observer. However, the 
sessions don’t need to be of any particular standard length. 
 
Where can I find out more about POT? 
As well as the resources outlined in these guidelines, there are many useful websites 
and articles relating to POT. However, one of the most valuable sources of information 
comes from those who are actively using POT schemes. It can be valuable to ask 
colleagues from your own subject are, or from other disciplines, about their experiences 
of taking part in POT. 
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