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Incentive for this study 
Peer observation of teaching is encouraged as a means to enhance teaching in higher education. The 
process of peer observation of teaching provides the opportunity for observers and observees to 
mutually enhance teaching practice, opening up dialogue among teaching colleagues through shared 
practice and solving of problems in teaching contexts (Bell & Mladenovic, 2008; Gosling, 2009; 
Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond, 2004; Shortland, 2004). 
Here we describe a collaborative scheme of peer observation of teaching across three higher education 
institutes in the greater Dublin area implemented between December 2016 and May 2017. An 
evaluation of the peer observation process was initiated to explore and reflect on how a process of 
cross-disciplinary and inter-institutional peer observation supported reflection on teaching practice 
and enhancement of teaching practices. 

Context 
Peer observation of teaching had previously been implemented in two of the higher education 
institutions partaking in this scheme and the third university intends to provide a scheme of peer 
observation to teaching staff for enhancement purposes. To this end, academic developers from the 
three higher education institutions collaboratively proposed that a cross-disciplinary and inter-
university approach to peer observation might be piloted. The initiative was also informed by the 
Professional Development Framework of the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and 
Learning in Ireland (2016). The pilot process of peer observation was underpinned by a peer review 
model of observation (Gosling, 2002) where development of trust and mutual respect among 
observing participants was encouraged. The process discouraged an evaluative or summative 
approach to observation of teaching which could be misconstrued with performance appraisal 
(McMahon et al., 2007). Also, other literature notes that a formative approach is favoured by staff 
(Bell & Mladenovic, 2008, Gosling, 2009, Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond, 2004, Shortland, 2004). 
 
Our presentation will outline: 

• the cross-disciplinary peer observation process undertaken 
• the methods implemented for the evaluation 
• the participant experiences of the peer observation process 
• the lessons learned from this process.  



The role of peer observation of teaching in enhancing professional educators' 
practice 
Gosling (2002) documented three models of peer observation of teaching as models of evaluation, 
development and collaborative peer review. The developmental and peer review models encourage 
collegiality, trust, and mutual respect aiming to foster reflection and critical discussion on what good 
teaching constitutes (Bovill & Cairns,2011; Yiend, Weller, Kinchin, 2014). In a collaborative 
approach to peer observation equality is central and Gosling (2002) explains that 
 “The spirit of collaborative peer observation is not that the peer claims expertise in observation but 
rather he or she is a colleague who operates in good faith to assist the teacher being observed to reflect 
on and consider teaching problems as interesting professional issues about which all teachers should 
be curious” (p38). Therefore, supportive and constructive feedback can foster professional 
development of teaching practice through critical reflection, by both observer and ‘observee’ (Lublin, 
2002). In our cross-disciplinary context, we wanted to foster a dialogic feedback approach (Carless, 
Salter, Yang, Lam, 2011) among observing participants to encourage constructive conversations and 
critical reflection on practice. 
  
Commonly, peer observation occurs among departmental or university colleagues providing 
opportunity for dialogue about teaching (Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond, 2004; Yiend, Weller, 
Kinchin, 2014) and develop critical reflection on teaching practice (Bell, 2001). However, in this new 
endeavour we sought to provide a unique and rare opportunity for cross-disciplinary and inter-
institutional observation of teaching. 

The evaluation 
This evaluation sought to explore and reflect on how a process of cross-disciplinary and inter-
institutional peer observation supported reflection on teaching practice with a view to enhancement of 
teaching practices. Additionally, the scheme tutors wished to use the evaluation data to make 
improvements to future iterations of the scheme. 
  
This evaluation, formative and diagnostic in nature (Keane & MacLabhrainn, 2005) sought to make 
sense of what was happening as we implemented this new peer observation scheme. We wanted to 
identify impact and outcomes (Saunders, 2000) of this innovation and hoped that the output would 
lead to enhancement of teaching and learning while fostering reflection on practice (Bell, 2001). 
We followed the RUFDATA1 (Saunders, 2000) evaluation procedure from Lancaster University to 
shape the evaluation process. Data for the evaluation was collected through a survey and reflections of 
tutors involved in the process. 
  
Ethical approval was sought from Maynooth University for evaluation and research purposes. The 
ethical approval process ensured consent and anonymity of participants. An evaluation survey was 
distributed in October 2017 offering an opportunity to explore participants’ views on peer observation 
process. Subsequently, participants were invited to participate in a focus group to enable deeper 
investigation of the peer observation process. An information and consent document outlined the 
evaluation and research purposes. Participants could choose to opt out at any time. 

                                                
1 RUFDATA is an acronym for the procedural decisions, which shape evaluation activity. 



At ICEP 2017, we will present the results from the completed evaluation of the cross-disciplinary peer 
observation scheme. Findings from the evaluation will be used to inform modifications to the scheme 
of peer observation and inform future cross-disciplinary peer observation processes. 
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