Geographical Support for new teachers
Association Observing experienced teachers

Observation of experienced teachers
Why observe?

Observing experienced teachers will help you to understand how teachers put into practice their
knowledge and understanding of geography pedagogy and observe how theory about teaching and
learning translates into practice. Observation and follow-up discussion, it is a very important way for
you to find out about, and analyse and evaluate, professional practice.

If you read the DfE Frameworks you will see that it repeatedly refers to ‘Observing how expert
colleagues ... and deconstructing this approach’. This is a key training strategy and it means that you
must observe the teaching closely and be prepared to ask questions about what you observed. The
teacher will explain to you their reasons and the theory behind the practice they have been using.

You will get a real understanding of what students can do and what standards to expect when you
observe lessons. You will see how teachers make real-time decisions in the classroom. When you
discuss planning the teacher will give you insights into why they chose the strategies they did. You
can also hear how a teacher evaluates their own lessons.

When and who should you observe?

You should observe whenever you are given the opportunity. This should not only be confined to
the early part of initial training. For every lesson you observe, know in advance what aspect of
teaching and learning you want to focus on. The value of observation can be even greater for an
early career teacher because they can compare an experienced teachers’ practice with their own
and a key purpose of observation for ECTs is to stimulate and initiate new practice.

You can learn a good deal from observing teaching in other subjects too. You could observe a class
you have been teaching to see how another teacher deals with any ‘problem’ students. You could
observe a teacher with specific expertise, for example English teachers supporting students with
writing, science teachers demonstrating a process or history teachers modelling constructing an
argument.

> Read Classroom observation techniques (Chap 2 of the reference below). This provides advice
and gives practical guidance on working with a class teacher, recording observations and
debriefing, as well as some ethical implications.

Making the best use of observations

Three stages are essential in the process - preparation, observation, and discussion.

Preparation: Find out in advance the context of the lesson you are to observe; then you could, for
example, look at the geography scheme of work/syllabus and some of the students’ books to find
out their previous work in geography and their prior knowledge. If you can, talk to the teacher
beforehand and ask about the learning expectations for the lesson, the teaching strategies, expected
timings and how individual needs will be met. Identify specific foci for your observation; this can be
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from discussion with the class teacher or your mentor, or it could relate to an aspect of teaching you
are working on. For example, you might focus on aspects of classroom management, such as
organising group work; or on teaching techniques such as questioning or interventions by the
teacher.

The lesson observation: Be prepared to be busy when you observe! You should take notes on the
foci you identified in advance and prepare questions to follow up. Classroom observation techniques
provides advice and gives practical guidance on working with the class teacher and recording
observations. More foci for geography observations are given in Chapter 3 of this King (2000) and
further suggestions are given below.

Post-observation discussion: This is your opportunity to ask questions to find out about anything
you did not understand when you watched the lesson. Ask the teacher why they chose the strategies

and activities you have seen. The teacher may share with you their own evaluation of their lesson.

As you observe geography teachers and in your post-lesson discussions with them, try to pinpoint
each of the above factors and the impact this had on their students’ learning.

Reading

e King, S. (2000) Theory into Practice: Into the Black Box: Observing Classrooms. Sheffield
Geographical Association
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