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Professional Observation Report
Professional observation can contribute to professional learning when it moves beyond an evaluative function and enables practitioners to critically examine teaching, learning and pedagogical decision-making (O’Leary and Savage, 2020). Structured observation can similarly promote reflection, professional dialogue and development of teaching practice (Mouraz, Pinto and Torres, 2023). Its value therefore lies not simply in judging performance, but in interrogating the pedagogical reasoning underpinning practice and its implications for learning (O’Leary and Savage, 2020; Mouraz, Pinto and Torres, 2023).
This is relevant to my development as an emerging lecturer because observing experienced practitioners enabled me to evaluate pedagogical principles that could inform my practice rather than replicate individual teaching styles. Reflective practice requires practitioners to interrogate experience and translate learning into future action (Schön, 1983; Gregson et al., 2020). This aligns with PSF 2023 A5 and V3 and the Welsh Professional Standards’ emphasis on reflection and continuing professional learning (Advance HE, 2023; Welsh Government, 2023).
This report critically reflects on approximately six hours of observation of two experienced practitioners within higher education in the post-16 sector. Teacher A taught 11 Level 5 Inclusive Education students on mental health and wellbeing, whereas Teacher B taught 32 Level 6 BA (Hons) Early Years Education and Care students on Early Childhood Education for Sustainability. Differences in cohort size, academic level and subject context enabled comparison across contrasting learning environments. Pedagogical decisions should respond to learners, curriculum, context and intended outcomes rather than be applied uniformly (Avis, Fisher and Thompson, 2019; Race and Brown, 2025). Professional courtesy and ethical practice were maintained: the purpose of observation was explained, consent obtained, and practitioners are referred to as Teacher A and Teacher B to preserve anonymity, reflecting professional expectations concerning integrity and respectful relationships (Advance HE, 2023; Welsh Government, 2023).
Driscoll’s (2007) What? So What? Now What? framework supported movement from observation towards interpretation and professional action. However, observation has methodological limitations because judgements derive from bounded episodes rather than learners’ complete educational experiences (O’Leary, 2020). I did not have access to learners’ prior attainment or subsequent assessment outcomes; consequently, participation could not independently establish that learning had occurred. Perceived and measured learning do not necessarily correspond (Deslauriers et al., 2019). Judgements about learning should therefore draw on formative assessment, questioning, learner explanation and application rather than visible participation alone (Gravells, 2021; Race and Brown, 2025).
This changed how I evaluated observed teaching. Rather than concentrating predominantly on presentation, resources and lecturer behaviour, I increasingly considered the pedagogical purpose of teaching decisions, the opportunities created for learners to think, discuss, apply and evaluate knowledge, and the evidence of developing understanding. This reflects a learner-focused approach in which teaching strategies are considered in relation to context and how effectively they support learning (Avis, Fisher and Thompson, 2019; Race and Brown, 2025). My focus therefore shifted from whether I regarded a strategy as effective towards considering why it was used and what evidence supported that judgement.
Comparison between the practitioners reinforced this contextual understanding. Teacher A’s smaller Level 5 cohort enabled sustained whole-group interaction, whereas Teacher B incorporated pair and small-group dialogue within a substantially larger Level 6 cohort. Teacher B challenged my assumption that larger cohorts necessarily require greater lecturer-led delivery. I now recognise that pedagogical strategies should not be regarded as ‘best practice’ simply because they appear effective when observed; their suitability should be evaluated in relation to learners, intended outcomes, educational context and evidence of learning (Avis, Fisher and Thompson, 2019; Race and Brown, 2025). This reflects PSF 2023’s emphasis on contextually appropriate practice and Welsh expectations for reflective professional development (Advance HE, 2023; Welsh Government, 2023).
Observation 1 particularly developed my understanding of inclusive and relational practice. Teacher A greeted learners by name and, before introducing material concerning trauma and adverse childhood experiences, explained that they could temporarily leave without disclosing personal circumstances. Learner-centred theory emphasises respectful relationships and learner agency (Rogers, 1969), while Self-Determination Theory identifies autonomy, competence and relatedness as important motivational conditions (Ryan and Deci, 2020). Evidence also associates need-supportive teaching with psychological-need satisfaction and autonomous motivation (Bureau et al., 2022). Teacher A’s approach can therefore be interpreted as potentially supporting dignity, autonomy and participation (Rogers, 1969; Ryan and Deci, 2020; Bureau et al., 2022), although observation cannot establish that all learners experienced it identically (O’Leary, 2020).
Teacher A also provided printed slides, Microsoft Teams resources, live online access and recordings. Initially, I interpreted this as evidence of inclusive practice. However, multiple formats do not automatically constitute inclusion because accessibility depends upon meaningful participation (Cumming and Rose, 2022). Universal Design for Learning encourages anticipatory consideration of learner variability and barriers, although its higher-education evidence base requires critical consideration (Cumming and Rose, 2022). This shifted my understanding from responding predominantly to disclosed need towards anticipating barriers during planning.
This is particularly relevant within Wales, where the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 and Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales 2021 establish responsibilities concerning additional learning needs (Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018; Welsh Government, 2021). Statutory compliance should not, however, be equated with effective inclusive pedagogy because learning design must also consider meaningful participation (Cumming and Rose, 2022). I will therefore incorporate an inclusive-planning check to identify potential barriers and adaptations, aligning with PSF A1, A4, V1 and V2 and Welsh expectations concerning inclusive, learner-focused practice (Advance HE, 2023; Welsh Government, 2023).
Questioning emerged as another significant developmental area. Teacher A used follow-up prompts concerning influences on mental health and possible interventions, while Teacher B used open questions about sustainability, barriers and professional responsibilities. Effective questioning concerns the cognitive processes learners undertake rather than simply the number of questions asked (Anderson and Krathwohl, 2001; Race and Brown, 2025). Anderson and Krathwohl’s (2001) revised taxonomy distinguishes remembering and understanding from more demanding processes including application, analysis and evaluation. However, higher-order questions cannot guarantee higher-order thinking because cognitive demand also depends upon prior knowledge, task construction and opportunities to develop responses (Anderson and Krathwohl, 2001; Race and Brown, 2025).
This challenged my tendency to judge questioning according to whether learners responded. The more significant consideration is the quality of thinking demonstrated and whether learners can explain, apply and justify their reasoning. Purposeful questioning can create cognitive challenge while providing formative evidence of developing understanding (Gravells, 2021; Race and Brown, 2025).
Visible participation should similarly not be equated with learning (Deslauriers et al., 2019). Although active learning can outperform traditional lecturing, effects vary according to implementation and context (Kozanitis and Nenciovici, 2023). Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory provides a rationale for socially mediated dialogue; however, discussion itself cannot demonstrate conceptual development. Collaborative activity should therefore have an explicit intellectual purpose and be evaluated through evidence of developing understanding (Vygotsky, 1978; Deslauriers et al., 2019; Kozanitis and Nenciovici, 2023).
This analysis exposed limitations within my practice. I have sometimes judged questioning by whether learners respond while also feeling responsible for filling learning time with lecturer input. Purposeful dialogue and formative questioning can instead enable learners to develop ideas while providing evidence to inform teaching (Vygotsky, 1978; Gravells, 2021; Race and Brown, 2025). The contrast between Teacher A’s whole-group interaction and Teacher B’s pair and small-group dialogue demonstrated that collaboration need not take one form. I will therefore pre-plan higher-order questions and structured collaborative activities, evaluating both through learner explanation, application and formative responses (Anderson and Krathwohl, 2001; Gravells, 2021; Race and Brown, 2025). This aligns with PSF A2, A3, A5, K3 and V3 and Welsh expectations for evidence-informed improvement (Advance HE, 2023; Welsh Government, 2023).
Observation 2 extended my understanding of theory-to-practice and experiential learning. Teacher B circulated completed John Muir portfolios associated with an experiential assessment, enabling learners to examine authentic artefacts before undertaking an experience subsequently evaluated through literature, theory, policy and research. Experience should not automatically be equated with experiential learning: Dewey (1938) emphasises interpretation of experience, while Kolb (1984) connects experience with reflection, conceptualisation and subsequent action. The observed approach can therefore be interpreted as connecting authentic experience with conceptual and critical learning rather than treating participation as intrinsically educational (Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984; Avis, Fisher and Thompson, 2019).
This challenged my tendency to conceptualise theory-to-practice learning as teaching theory before providing an example. Teacher B integrated theoretical perspectives with sustainability questions, while Teacher A connected mental health with environmental, family, educational and social influences. Learners should connect conceptual knowledge with authentic professional problems rather than encounter theory solely as abstract knowledge (Avis, Fisher and Thompson, 2019; Race and Brown, 2025). My priority is therefore to move learners from knowing theory towards thinking with theory through authentic cases requiring application, comparison and evaluation (Avis, Fisher and Thompson, 2019; Race and Brown, 2025). This aligns with PSF A1, A2, K1, K2 and V3 (Advance HE, 2023).
The observations also developed my understanding of assessment, scaffolding and learner autonomy. Teacher A explicitly discussed the Level 5 assessment, including expectations concerning theory, policy, critical analysis and argument construction. Assessment should support learning rather than function solely as final judgement, while transparent expectations can clarify required standards and intellectual processes (Gravells, 2021; Race and Brown, 2025). This challenged my assumption that learners necessarily understand academic terminology simply because it appears within an assessment brief. Making intellectual expectations explicit can provide appropriate scaffolding while retaining learners’ responsibility for academic thinking (Gravells, 2021; Race and Brown, 2025).
Comparison with Teacher B’s Level 6 cohort highlighted a tension between scaffolding and autonomy. Level 5 learners received comparatively explicit guidance, whereas Level 6 learners were expected to demonstrate greater independent interpretation and evaluation. Support should respond to learner need and development rather than assuming greater guidance is necessarily more effective (Gravells, 2021; Race and Brown, 2025). I therefore need to use formative evidence to determine when scaffolding is appropriate and when it can be progressively reduced to promote independent academic judgement (Gravells, 2021; Race and Brown, 2025). This aligns with PSF A3, A4, A5 and K3 and Welsh expectations for evidence-informed reflective practice (Advance HE, 2023; Welsh Government, 2023).
Both observations developed my understanding of digital innovation as a pedagogical rather than purely technological consideration. Teacher A combined Microsoft Teams, recordings and online resources with printed and face-to-face provision, while Teacher B incorporated multimedia and audiovisual resources. Technologies should be selected according to pedagogical purpose rather than novelty (Race and Brown, 2025; Thompson et al., 2024), aligning with PSF K4 (Advance HE, 2023). Technology cannot be assumed to improve learning because its value depends upon alignment with learners, intended outcomes and activities (Race and Brown, 2025; Thompson et al., 2024). Digital alternatives may similarly increase flexibility without independently demonstrating meaningful inclusion (Cumming and Rose, 2022).
I therefore need to consider what pedagogical purpose technology serves and what evidence demonstrates its contribution. Digital resources should be evaluated according to what they enable learners to access, understand, discuss or apply (Race and Brown, 2025; Thompson et al., 2024). My action plan will consequently include trialling and evaluating two purposeful digital approaches, aligning with PSF K3, K4 and V3 (Advance HE, 2023).
Collectively, the observations changed how I conceptualise my emerging professional identity. Previously, I focused strongly on lecturer performance through subject knowledge, explanation, resources and classroom management. Effective higher-education practice is broader, encompassing purposeful learning design, cognitive challenge, learner activity, inclusion, assessment, appropriate technology and continuing reflection (Gregson et al., 2020; Race and Brown, 2025; Thompson et al., 2024). I increasingly understand my role as designing, facilitating and evaluating learning rather than predominantly transmitting content. Planning therefore needs to consider what learners will think, discuss, apply and evaluate, potential barriers to participation and evidence of developing understanding (Race and Brown, 2025; Thompson et al., 2024). This reflects the interconnected Professional Values, Core Knowledge and Areas of Activity within PSF 2023 (Advance HE, 2023).
Professional development is cyclical, involving reflection, action and evaluation (Driscoll, 2007; Gregson et al., 2020). My identified priorities should therefore be implemented and evaluated rather than remaining statements of intention, consistent with the Welsh Professional Standards’ emphasis on professional learning and analysis of development needs (Welsh Government, 2023). The value of observation ultimately depends upon how learning from the experience informs subsequent practice (O’Leary and Savage, 2020; Mouraz, Pinto and Torres, 2023).
Overall, observation shifted my attention from what experienced lecturers do towards why pedagogical decisions are made, how context influences them and what evidence indicates developing understanding. Teacher A developed my thinking concerning relational practice, anticipatory inclusion, questioning, assessment scaffolding and digital access, whereas Teacher B challenged my assumptions about larger-group teaching and extended my understanding of cognitive challenge, collaboration, experiential learning and theory to practice application. Professional observation is most valuable when it supports enquiry, reflection and development rather than functioning solely as evaluation (O’Leary and Savage, 2020; Mouraz, Pinto and Torres, 2023).
Critically comparing both observations with scholarship demonstrated that ‘best practice’ cannot be reduced to a checklist because effectiveness depends upon pedagogical purpose, learner needs, context and evidence of learning (Avis, Fisher and Thompson, 2019; Race and Brown, 2025). Participation cannot independently demonstrate learning (Deslauriers et al., 2019); active learning depends upon design and context (Kozanitis and Nenciovici, 2023); inclusion requires meaningful participation (Cumming and Rose, 2022); and experiential learning requires reflection and conceptualisation (Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984). My professional learning therefore lies not in reproducing experienced lecturers’ methods but in developing the judgement to select, adapt and evaluate evidence-informed pedagogical principles within my context (Gregson et al., 2020; Race and Brown, 2025).
The professional-development action plan translates this learning into measurable targets because reflective professional learning requires identified development needs to inform action and evaluation (Driscoll, 2007; Gregson et al., 2020). Evaluating higher-order questioning, purposeful collaboration, anticipatory inclusion, theory to practice learning, responsive scaffolding and digital pedagogy through formative evidence, reflection and professional dialogue will support my continuing development (Gravells, 2021; Gregson et al., 2020; Race and Brown, 2025). This aligns with PSF A5, K3 and V3 and the Welsh Professional Standards’ emphasis on reflection and continuing professional learning (Advance HE, 2023; Welsh Government, 2023).
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