
A
ccording to Kuit and Reay (2001), those 
teaching in higher education (HE) are 
expected to evaluate their practice and 
provide a high quality educational expe-

rience for their students. This position is supported 
within the United Kingdom (UK) by the Government 
White Paper: ‘The Future of Higher Education’ 
(Department for Education and Skills, 2003) which 
suggests that quality teaching practice within univer-
sities needs to be recognized, rewarded and shared. 
Peer observation is one method that may be used to 
promote refl ection upon practice and has relevance 
in both clinical and managerial contexts of prac-
tice, as well as education (Davys and Jones, 2007). 
Professional education programmes feature refl ec-
tive practice, which is demanded by benchmarking 
systems and the Knowledge and Skills Framework 
(Department of Health, 2004) as evidence of quality 
education provision.

All reflective structures are based on the three 
basic elements of experience, refl ection and action, 
with some models encouraging the reflector to 
think about what might be done in the future. A 

Peer observation in professional 
development: Occupational 
therapists’ perceptions  

simple three-stage process of refl ection asks three 
key questions: ‘What? So what? and Now what?’, 
the focus being on solving problems and taking 
action (Borton, 1970). Boud et al (1985) empha-
size the importance of the refl ective process as a 
means for learners to explore their experiences, ena-
bling an understanding of the learning process and 
its impact, and leading to new understanding and 
deeper learning. Therefore refl ection is a systematic 
way of thinking about experiences and using them to 
change practice or confi rm that our practice is safe 
and effective. Educators and practitioners alike need 
to be refl ective and develop a repertoire of skills 
and strategies that support critical enquiry and self-
refl ection. According to Larrivee (2000: p.294), if 
this is not undertaken, individuals will remain:

‘trapped in unexamined judgments, 
interpretations, assumptions and 
expectations.’ 
According to Schon (1983) reflection can be 

performed both ‘in action’, (while the task is being 
carried out) and ‘on action’, (once the task is com-
pleted). Refl ection can be done individually or in 
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support debate around good practice in higher edu-
cation. This is in addition to providing a means of 
accounting for and improving teaching and learning 
quality. Critical analysis and feedback will attempt 
to assist with the exploration and challenging of 
attitudes, feelings, values, habits and assumptions, 
which may in turn facilitate the development of new 
perspectives and practices (Hammersley-Fletcher 
and Orsmond, 2004).  

At present, there appears to be no published 
research on the use of peer observation by occu-
pational therapists working in higher education. 
There is however, relevant literature within the pro-
fession that calls for professional development and 
outlines the responsibility of the therapist to engage 
in activities that demonstrate the enhancement 
and quality of practice whatever the setting. This 
view is supported by the College of Occupational 
Therapists (2002), the professional body, who 
within their position statement on lifelong learning, 
refer to the signifi cance of continuing personal and 
professional development for all members; stating 
that this is a requirement across the spectrum of 
practice. It is the expectation of the College that 
members will participate in supervision, mentor-
ing, appraisal, personal development activities and 
reflective practice. As such, occupational thera-
pists—both in teaching and practice—have a right 
and a responsibility to engage in both formal and 
informal learning activities. From 2007, occupa-
tional therapists and other health professionals 
in the UK are required by the Health Professions 
Council to maintain a current record of Continuing 
Professional Development (CPD) so as to maintain 
their eligibility for registration. 

AIMS

The setting for the study was a directorate of 
occupational therapy based within a university in 
England. There was no formal policy or procedure 
for the use of peer observation of teaching practice 
within the Directorate although some staff used 
an informal procedure. However, some staff were 
required to carry out a formal procedure as part 
of their studies for a Postgraduate Certifi cate in 
Higher Education Practice and Research, and it 
was as a result of this programme that the authors 
undertook this study. The aim was to enhance 
the understanding of staff attitudes and percep-
tions of peer observation of practice as a prelimi-
nary step to further departmental discussion on 
the possibility of implementing policy and pro-
cedure for peer observation of practice, which 
is considered to be of significant importance 
to those teaching in higher education (Kuit and 
Reay 2001).

groups, and can be verbal (via supervision, conver-
sation) or written (via journals, diaries). There are 
many methods of evaluating classroom activity such 
as the monitoring of student achievement, the colla-
tion of data and production of reports, supervision, 
mentoring, appraisal, student evaluation forms and 
surveys, all of which are valid and well-evidenced 
strategies that may be used in quality assurance in 
practice and education (Biggs, 1999; Tight, 2004). 

Peer observation
Peer observation is not a new concept but one that 
has been part of university practice over the past 
10 years. Its primary agenda was that of raising 
the quality of teaching and sharing good prac-
tice with colleagues. In general terms, it involves 
peers observing each other’s practice with the 
aim of improving practice and facilitating per-
sonal and professional development (Shortland, 
2004). There are various models of peer observa-
tion, such as two colleagues observing each other 
with an agreed agenda followed by a constructive 
discussion. Variations on this model may involve 
colleagues working in groups of three or using 
video extracts that can be discussed against set 
criteria and from which future development plans 
are made (Cotton, 2001). In essence however, the 
process usually involves the stages of selecting a 
peer as observer, agreement on the areas of prac-
tice to observe, the observation, refl ection upon 
the experience, a feedback meeting and action 
plan/follow-up (Davys and Jones, 2007).

Peer observation is however, a process that 
requires careful management in terms of the purpose 
of observation and how it is put into operation. It can 
be used as an agenda for management and control or 
as a developmental tool for both individuals and 
departments (Hammersley-Fletcher and Orsmond, 
2005). Peer observation has been found to be of 
greater value when used for formative rather than 
summative purposes, yet one of the main barriers to 
using this strategy is the anxiety it raises among staff 
(Swain, 2007). Some consider the process unde-
sirable as it encounters the issue of power imbal-
ance that may exist between individuals. The process 
could be used in a judgmental way or conversely, 
may be diluted to serve as a mutually supportive 
praise session for friends (Hammersley-Fletcher and 
Orsmond, 2005). As such, peer observation needs 
to be objective, constructive and requires sensitive 
planning and management, especially around the 
provision of feedback (Peel, 2005).

A higher education setting
The practice of peer observation can be used as a 
valuable tool to promote self-awareness, facilitate 
the identification of developmental needs and to 
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METHODS

The authors chose to use the first cycle of an 
action research project to explore the perceptions 
of staff within a directorate. Action research is 
generally understood to be a tool for enhancing 
practice in an educational context. It involves 
refl ection on practice to support and develop prac-
tice. Action research is considered to be a method 
of self-refl ective enquiry which is collaboratively 
undertaken by participants involved in a particular 
situation to better understand and improve their 
practice (Kember, 2000). As such, all staff within 
the directorate were invited to participate in the 
research project.

Ethical issues
Before this project was undertaken, ethical 
approval was gained from the University ethics 
committee. All 17 staff members of the directo-
rate were provided with an explanatory letter giv-
ing information on the project and were invited 
to complete the questionnaire. Those partici-
pants who agreed were considered to have given 
informed consent when they returned the ques-
tionnaire. The fi ve staff members who agreed to 
take part in the interviews were given a written 
reminder of the aim of the interview and were 
asked to provide written consent which re-iterated 
the right to withdraw and retract consent at any 
point in the process. The issues of anonymity, con-
fi dentiality, the storage of data and dissemination 
were also addressed (Bell, 1999). 

Data collection
Two types of data collection tool, a questionnaire 
and semi-structured interviews, were used to add 
to the depth and quality of data collected (Hammell 
et al, 2002). Information was collected from the 
whole staff group (17 colleagues) in keeping with 
the action research ethos. 

Questionnaires
The questionnaire consisted of closed questions 
to gain relevant factual data. A pilot question-
naire was answered and assessed by two ‘critical 
friends’ (Bambino, 2002), ensuring that the ques-
tions were clear and valid (Bell, 1999), related to 
the research aims, and fostered involvement in the 
action research process. The critical friends were 
from the same directorate. Minor amendments were 
made to the questionnaire following feedback from 
colleagues. Completed questionnaires were returned 
anonymously in pre-addressed envelopes.

Semi-structured interviews
In addition to the questionnaire, semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with a purposive sample 
of fi ve staff members (Table 1). Further staff were 
not invited to participate in the interviews owing 
to the time restrictions of the study however, this 
number was considered suffi cient for this type of 
research (Polit et al, 2001). Staff members who had 
been working in the directorate for varying lengths 
of time, including the longest and shortest serving 
staff members, were chosen to gain a cross section 
of opinions and beliefs. The questions used within 

1. How long have you been part of the teaching team within this directorate?

2. What were your previous posts before joining the teaching team?

3. What teaching qualifi cation do you hold?

4. What methods do you use to support professional development in relation to your teaching practice? 

5. Has your teaching has ever been observed by someone in the teaching team for the purpose of professional development?

6. What do you know / understand about peer observation of teaching in relation to professional development? 

7. What do you think about peer observation being linked to professional development? 

8. What is your attitude towards the idea of being observed by a peer for the purpose of professional development?

9. What are your views about a peer making comment on your teaching practice for the purpose of professional development?

10. In your opinion, is there anything that would make the idea of being observed by a peer acceptable to you?

11. In your opinion, is there anything that would make the idea of being observed by a peer less acceptable to you?

12. Do you feel that there are any benefi ts to being observed by a peer in relation to professional development?

13. Do you feel there are any disadvantages to being observed by a peer in relation to professional development?

14. What is your response to the idea of a peer observation review system being introduced within this directorate to support  
 professional development?

Table 1.
Semi-structured interviews questions
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the interview process were shaped by the litera-
ture, observation and the authors’ views on the peer 
observation process.  

The interview questions were also checked by 
critical friends (Bambino, 2002) to ensure that they 
were clear, met the research aims and supported  
collaborative research. This process also served to 
support internal validity (Robson, 2002). Before 
the fi nal questions were established, further amend-
ments were made. The questions were open-ended 
and aimed to explore the attitudes, values and beliefs 
of staff (Ruane, 2005) on the use of peer observation 
of practice to support professional development in a 
specifi c higher education setting.

The interviews were held at the university where 
the Directorate involved with the study was based.  
Each interview was audio-taped and brief notes were 
made during the session by the interviewer who was 

also a member of staff within the Directorate. The 
same interviewer undertook all interviews and tran-
scribed key points from the tapes. 

Data analysis
Once interviews were transcribed, the authors per-
formed manual content analysis to identify themes 
(Burnard, 1991). Main themes were then clarifi ed 
with critical friends, supporting collaborative feed-
back and triangulation (Bambino, 2002). Themes 
were also verifi ed by cross-checking fi eld notes kept 
from each interview.

FINDINGS

The questionnaire was answered by 13 of the 17 
colleagues. The quantitative data generated from 
the questionnaire is shown in Table 2. Following 
content analysis of the interviews, fi ve main themes 
emerged, which were present in all interviews. The 
preliminary fi ndings from the questionnaires support 
the themes that arose from the interviews and pro-
vides evidence of content validity (Robson, 2002).

Peer observation is positive
This theme emerged in all interviews and incor-
porates the sub-theme that there are advantages to 
being observed by a peer. The advantages high-
lighted were that peer observation enables the indi-
vidual to learn and develop in a professional sense, 
that it leads to reflection about one’s own prac-
tice, and that it enhances the quality of teaching. 
Interviewee 1 stated: 

‘It can lead to independent reflection, that 
would help you learn or explore more 
about your own practice.’ 

Interviewee 3 stated:
‘It’s a good thing, its appropriate 
and feasible and positive from a CPD 
perspective.’

Relationship between the observed 
and observer is important
This theme was prevalent in all of the interviews. 
Staff wanted to present a professional front how-
ever, it was clear that colleagues’ level of comfort 
in peer observation would be dependent upon who 
was observing. Some colleagues made further 
comment after the tape recorder was switched 
off that would further support this view, however, 
only those comments made on tape are reported. 
Interviewee 3 stated:

‘It could be difficult if there was friction 
between individuals, it could lead to 
unfairness and reduced objectivity…it 
could reduce your confidence and make 
people feel vulnerable.’ 

 Respondents 

Number of questionnaires sent out 17

Number of questionnaires returned 13

How many staff have a teaching qualifi cation 

Staff with a formal teaching qualifi cation 3

Staff completing a formal teaching qualifi cation 2

Staff without formal teaching qualifi cation 8

Peer observation 

Staff who have been formally observed while teaching 7

Staff  who have not been formally observed while teaching 3

Staff  who have been informally observed while  teaching 3

Staff required to have teaching formally assessed for formal
teaching qualifi cation 5

Staff reaction to being observed 

Feelings of anxiety/stress 7

Enjoyed the process 4

Equal feelings of anxiety and pleasure 2

Reported change in teaching practice following observation 

Improvement in teaching 8

Skill development 5

Disadvantages to being observed 

None 4

Feeling anxious/threatened 2

Need to attach formulate ground rules for observation 5

Equal concern to formulate ground rules and feeling anxious 2

Number of staff willing to take part in process if formally
introduced 13

Table 2.
Quantitative data generated from the questionnaire

The number of responses to each question may exceed n = 13 as staff sometimes gave more 
than one response to a question.
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Interviewee 4 stated:
‘You need to trust and have confidence in 
the person making the observations, you 
need to value their opinions…there are 
some people I would prefer not to have as 
an observer as I would not respect or value 
their opinion.’

Purpose of a peer observation scheme 
and how it will be put into operation
This theme suggests that participants want some 
degree of control over a peer observation scheme. 
The terms and conditions colleagues were con-
cerned about included the purpose of the obser-
vation, who will observe and what will happen to 
the information gathered. Other areas of concern 
were highlighted, such as how often staff would be 
observed and whether it would be a voluntary or 
mandatory process. Present in this theme was the 
opinion that staff should be able to decide which 
session is observed, where and when the observation 
will take place. Also highlighted was the desire for 
confi dentiality and that performance should not be 
linked to pay. Interviewee 1 noted:

‘It would be better if the assessor is 
experienced…you need to feel confident 
in the person assessing you…better if 
you can choose or have a completely 
independent person…you need to respect 
the observer…I would want to know the 
purpose of why I was being observed…is 
it for managerial purposes? I don’t want 
any hidden agenda…is it a rod with which 
to beat me?’
and: 
 ‘I would agree to it being introduced into 
the directorate but would want to know 
the rationale, how, when, the outcomes 
and regularity, I would want some control 
and be clear about these things’

Peer observation has negative aspects
The view that peer observation has negative con-
notations arose in all interviews. Data collated from 
the interviews and questionnaires suggest that being 
observed is perceived to be anxiety provoking, 
stressful and may be related to the fear of being seen 
in a poor light by colleagues or exposed in what 
could be an embarrassing way. This theme is related 
to other identifi ed themes, such as ‘the relationship 
between the observer and the observed is important’ 
and ‘the purpose of a peer observation scheme and 
how it can be put into operation’. This is indicated 
by interviewee 3:

 ‘It’s anxiety provoking…someone 
watching you…sessions do not always 
go well and you could be exposed 

as a terrible teacher…it could affect 
relationships between team members’.
These comments also suggest that the actual 

process of being observed affects performance in a 
detrimental way. Some colleagues considered both 
positive and negative aspects of peer observation 
within the same sentence. For example, interviewee 
5 noted:

‘It’s nerve racking, horrendous but it makes 
you aware of how you present to students 
and its about quality’. 
This may suggest that colleagues give equal weight 

to both the negative and positive consequences of 
a peer observation scheme, a view supported by 
Blackmore (2005) who found that although staff 
within a higher education setting initially found the 
observation process anxiety provoking, most were 
willing to continue and found the process benefi cial 
to their practice. 

Feedback must be carefully managed
Although this theme is reiterated within ‘the rela-
tionship between observed and observer is impor-
tant’ and ‘the purpose of a peer observation scheme 
and how it can be put into operation’, the need for 
sensitive and constructive handling of feedback was 
consistently expressed by individuals. Participants 
explained that they would want feedback to be man-
aged sensitively, to be objective and constructive. 
Interviewee 3 expressed the desire for honest feed-
back but recognized the possible negative impact 
upon a relationship: 

‘Feedback needs to be honest…maybe it 
would be more objective if it was from 
someone outside the directorate…I could 
take it on board then and no-one else on 
the team would know.’

Interviewee 1 noted:
‘Feedback needs to be done very carefully, 
you need the right skills to do this, it needs 
to be honest but end on a positive note.’

DISCUSSION

It is clear from the results of this preliminary 
study and further review of the literature, that staff 
responses to the idea of a peer observation scheme 
being introduced within a department are complex 
and multifaceted. It was interesting to note that while 
the fi ndings of this study support the literature in this 
area, the possible assumption that longer serving 
members of staff may be less amenable to the idea of 
a peer observation review scheme being introduced 
was unfounded. Staff had similar perceptions and 
concerns irrelevant of the amount of time they had 
spent in a higher educational setting, which could be 
seen as an alternative perspective from Sweeney et al 
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(2001a) who suggest that a peer observation scheme 
is of particular benefi t to newly qualifi ed staff.

Positive aspects
The positive aspects of peer observation cited in the 
study include the opportunity it provides for self-
refl ection and how this process can positively impact 
on teaching skills. These fi ndings are supported by 
Hammersley-Fletcher and Orsmond (2005) who 
claim that peer observation can be used to promote 
refl ection upon practice, which enhances self-aware-
ness and meets the individual’s developmental needs. 
There are also further benefi ts, not directly mentioned 
by participants but evident in the literature. Driscoll 
and Teh (2001), for example, state that peer observa-
tion of practice is signifi cant in relation to personal 
and professional development because it demon-
strates to practitioners in all spheres that learning 
about their everyday practice is ongoing. Similarly, 
observation can be an aid to the development of self-
awareness and use of critical thinking (Cotton, 2001). 

There are also practical benefits that may arise 
out of peer observation of practice. Sweeney et al 
(2001a) found that the use of a peer observation 
scheme supported the recruitment and retention of 
staff, among those who are more recently qualifi ed. 
Cosh (1999) states that staff working together in such 
a capacity may experience increased job satisfac-
tion and that the process will serve as a mechanism 
to avoid staff becoming isolated within practice and 
guard against practice becoming routine. On a simi-
lar theme, Shortland (2004) suggests that observation 
of practice can support the establishment of life-
long learning as part of CPD and that as this process 
incorporates a collective learning strategy, the acqui-
sition of personal and professional competencies will 
be facilitated.

Negative aspects
Both the questionnaire and interview findings 
revealed that participants associated peer obser-
vation with the potential for stress and anxiety. 
Despite the supportive evidence base for the use of 
peer observation, the literature also refl ects upon 
the negative aspects of such schemes and mirrors 
similar concerns voiced by staff in this study fi nd-
ings (Hammersley-Fletcher and Orsmond 2005; 
Hatzipanagos and Lygo-Baker, 2006). As peer 
observation of practice is a form of evaluation, both 
observer and the observed are likely to experience 
some degree of anxiety within the process (Sweeney 
et al, 2001b). Anxiety in this context could lead to 
reluctance to participate, and according to Sweeney 
et al (2001b), therapists commonly experience a vul-
nerable sense of professional competence that could 
further intensify the anxiety of being observed. A 
number of other issues are subsequently raised, 

including the fact that peer observation by its very 
nature, is a form of judgment or requires some ele-
ment of judgment from one individual in respect 
of another. One question raised in the fi ndings was 
who is able to make an accurate decision about what 
constitutes good practice and the basis upon which 
they make that decision? Observation of one session 
alone can be disjointed and provide an incomplete 
picture as the session observed may link to other ses-
sions. A further consideration is whether an observer 
can make meaningful comments if they are not a 
member of the same discipline or work within the 
same specialty (Shortland, 2004). This leads on to a 
discussion of the next key theme.

Relationships in peer observation
Findings revealed concern from participants about 
who would observe them in a peer observation 
scheme and how the relationship between certain 
observers and the observed may cause awkwardness 
and vulnerability. The issue of power relationships 
have been raised in the literature by Hammersley-
Fletcher and Orsmond (2005) who suggest that 
observation should not be used in a judgmental way, 
yet neither should it be used to provide praise alone. 
Issues of bias could be eliminated if all observations 
were carried out by staff unknown to the observed 
although factors such as limited understanding of the 
discipline and context of the session could impact in 
other ways. In addition, where staff are unknown 
to each other there will be no relationship of trust 
as recommended by Hunter and Blair (1999). Cosh 
(1999) found staff concerns around friends being 
`nice` to each other and avoiding critical appraisal 
would make feedback superfi cial, and limited the 
use of refl ection.

In terms of the background of the observer, 
Beaty and McGill (1995) suggest that a peer from 
the same professional background may be able to 
provide an important professional perspective on 
the session. A peer from a different background 
may also have a valuable contribution to make 
from their professional perspective. It is important 
that early experience of peer observation is facili-
tated by a person with whom the observed feels 
comfortable and that constructive and supportive 
feedback is provided, which will in turn decrease 
anxiety for future observations (Hunter and Blair, 
1999). There is divergent opinion about the impact 
of status, seniority and professional background 
(Gopee, 2001; Sweeney et al, 2001a) however, 
mutual trust and respect between both parties 
are paramount. Opportunities from the observa-
tion process will be maximized when all parties 
are willing to learn from each other and have the 
capacity to listen (Beaty and McGill, 1995). The 
National Association of Teachers in Further and 
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Higher Education (2001) also recommend that the 
person being observed should choose the observer.

Feedback
Participants in the study expressed the strong need 
for sensitive and constructive feedback; a require-
ment that is supported by Peel (2005). Cosh (1999) 
states that the ability to provide constructive feed-
back is a considerable skill that requires training as 
there is scope to cause offence and hinder profes-
sional development when feedback is provided by 
staff with no professional training in this area. Swain 
(2007) also recommends that academics should be 
trained in peer observation so that feedback is han-
dled assertively, although the author states that the 
provision of positive feedback alone is non-produc-
tive, and a lost opportunity for professional growth 
and the enhancement of practice. 

In relation to negative feedback, Cosh (1999) dis-
cusses the idea that peer observation is or will be 
perceived to be a threatening and critical process, and 
questions to what extent practitioners will be moti-
vated to improve their practice when they are told 
by another that their practice is wrong. To become 
defensive and resistive to comments and sugges-
tions is a natural reaction and feedback itself is in 
effect, subjective and dependent upon the particular 
opinion of the observer. Beaty and McGill (1995) 
report that feedback given from the perspective of 
another needs to be carefully managed so as to avoid 
the person observed withdrawing from the process. 
Chappell (2007) states that the potential for progress 
and development is very much dependent upon the 
willingness of the individual to engage with the proc-
ess and therefore those involved in refl ective practice 
need to be open to alternative practice and strategies. 
An area of considerable delicacy that may require 
prior agreement in terms of procedure would be what 
course of action to take where poor or unsafe practice 
is observed and this issue is related to factors such as 
staff ownership of the peer observation process and 
the relationship between observed and observer. 

Feedback may be most effective when provided 
following a period of refl ection after the observation 
process and using a pre-agreed system such as a 
written feedback sheet. It is suggested that the per-
son observed should take the lead in the provision 
of feedback. 

A system for peer review
The authors sought the opinion of participants on 
whether and how a scheme of peer review in an 
educational, clinical or managerial context should 
be formally implemented. Findings revealed a 
strong desire from participants to have control 
over aspects of such a scheme, particularly over 
which session is observed and by who. Swain 

(2007) discusses the need for ground rules regard-
ing how a peer observation scheme is managed, 
suggesting that the observed and observer talk to 
each other beforehand and agree on what is to be 
observed. Swain states that although confi dentiality 
between the pair must be ensured to enable frank 
discussion to take place, there may be general points 
that would be useful for consideration at departmen-
tal level. Ellis (2001) suggests that the peer observa-
tion process needs to be detailed and formalized, to 
the extent that there is a contract that outlines the 
responsibilities of both parties, that expectations are 
clearly set out and that clear guidelines are estab-
lished. This view is reinforced by Cosh (1999) who 
suggests that it is vital that both parties understand 
the process and procedure to be used.  

There are different suggestions as to the format 
that such observations may take, however, Shortland 
(2004) summarizes a general four-part process for 
observation: 
■ Pre-observation meeting
■ The observation
■ A post-observation meeting 
■ A record of the post-observation meeting.
In addition to the standard format of two staff 
observing each others practice, an alternative is a 
tri-partite method where three staff take part in the 
observation. Alternatively staff across a discipline 
or within a specialty can be used. One of the main 
concerns from staff in this study is that the process 
is best when it is voluntary and when the agenda is 
to provide mutual support. The overall aim of peer 
observation should be to provide a sense of secu-
rity and an environment where staff can be openly 
self-reflective. Such an environment empowers 
staff to try new ways of working that will, in turn, 
enhance practice, rather than encourage an attitude 
of defensiveness and the continuance of old habits 
(Cosh, 1999). In essence, it is recommended that 
peer observation schemes should be developmental 
as opposed to judgmental (Shortland, 2004).

A fi nal consideration is the impact of contextual 
issues that surround the implementation of a peer 
observation of practice scheme. The involvement 
of staff in the design and implementation of such 
a scheme is supported by these fi ndings. The need 
to develop methods of observation recording and 
for staff to undergo training are all factors that have 
a resource implication which must be considered 
(Shortland, 2004). 

It is clear that the successful development and 
continued practice of a peer observation of practice 
scheme either in an educational or practice context 
requires a complex interdependency of factors. Such 
factors include whether the scheme is voluntary 
or mandatory, staff ownership of the process at all 
stages, an agreed strategy for the procedure including 



252 International Journal of Therapy and Rehabilitation, June 2008, Vol 15, No 6

Research  

who will observe and how often, what happens to the 
resulting feedback. The time, money and resources 
available within a department and of equal signifi -
cance, the willingness for participants at all levels 
and throughout all stages to critically consider exist-
ing practice and long-held assumptions by applying 
a new viewing point to their practice must be taken 
into account (Larrivee, 2000).

As a result of staff discussions and the results of 
this study, staff at the study setting are expected to 
make informal arrangements for peer observation of 
practice and use or adapt existing university methods 
for recording the process. Discussion around imple-
menting  a more formal policy is ongoing. 

Areas for further research
and project limitations
This article presents only the fi rst cycle of an action 
research project, however, from these fi ndings, fur-
ther cycles have been indicated. As the emergent 
themes are linked, so too are the possible future 
research action cycles. Further research could explore  
greater consideration of the strategies used by staff to 
support their ongoing professional development, how 
to evidence peer observation within CPD, deeper 
exploration into the issues and potential management 
of the negative aspects of peer observation and inves-
tigation of acceptable ground rules and how such a 
peer observation scheme will be put into operation.

As four questionnaires were not returned and only 
fi ve staff participated in the interviews, the results 
cannot be said to accurately represent the whole 
directorate. In addition, according to Hammell et 
al (2002), the interpretation of results is subject to 
the views, biases and opinions of the researcher 
and may include the desire of the participant to 
please the interviewer, thereby limiting the general-
izability of fi ndings. When considering the issue of 
bias, the authors acknowledge the possible impact 
of drivers from a personal and directorate level to 
undertake research related to peer observation of 
practice. Hammell et al (2002) however, claims 
that such biases cannot be removed and that the 
investigator should not work towards making an 
interactive methodology neutral. To have made the 
research more rigorous, the interviews could have 
been typed up verbatim, and colleagues invited to 
self-select for interview rather than being asking to 
take part by the researcher.

Project strengths
Action research is linked to refl ective practice and 
the exploration of practical everyday work (Schon, 
1995). The adoption of this research strategy pro-
vides the opportunity to look, think and act (Stringer, 
1999) while at the same time facilitated explora-
tion of practical problems which are of professional 

concern in day-to-day work, the ultimate aim 
being to improve practice or bring about change. 
The Critical Emancipatory Action Research model 
promotes praxis among participants, linking the 
problem to the theory used to explain and solve 
it, empowering participants to identify problems 
and raise their collective awareness (Holter and 
Schwartz-Barcott, 1993).

By adopting this collaborate action research meth-
odology, all staff were invited to participate in the 
questionnaires and therefore engage in self–refl ec-
tive enquiry that is said to enable participants to 
better understand their practice and provide an 
opportunity to enhance the quality of their teach-
ing. The use of this approach also facilitated staff  
engagement by involving colleagues in the compila-
tion and modifi cation of the questions used within 
both the questionnaire and interviews. The inter-
views generated detailed qualitative opinion from 
colleagues, particularly with regard to their fears and 
concern about peer observation. A signifi cant level 
of honesty was reached when staff discussed feel-
ings of vulnerability about peers making comment 
upon their practice and considered how this may 
impact upon relationships with colleagues. It was 
also noted that the themes generated from this study 
refl ect those found within the literature.  

The use of semi-structured interviews along-
side questionnaires allowed both flexibility and 
the opportunity to follow-up individual drives and 
motives (Robson, 2002). This process also served 
as a form of triangulation and enhanced valid-
ity. This two-pronged approach to data collection 
provided greater depth of information and the 
project highlighted new cycles of action research as 
recommended by Kember (2000).

CONCLUSIONS

The results of this action research project provide an 
insight into the perceptions of staff working within 
a specifi c directorate in relation to the concept of 
a peer observation scheme being used to support 
professional development in a higher educational 
setting. By using action research as a methodology, 
staff were able to input into the research process as 
a means of self-refl ective enquiry that has specifi c 
relevance to their practice (McNiff and Whitehead, 
2006). Peer observation of practice is commended 
as a positive strategy to encourage refl ection upon 
practice, facilitate developmental needs and promote 
good practice within higher education (Hammersley-
Fletcher and Orsmond, 2005). The fi ndings from 
this study refl ect those themes found in relevant lit-
erature. Staff claimed to use a range of methods 
to support their professional development and for 
some staff, this includes observations, both formal 
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and informal. Staff were aware of both positive and 
negative aspects of peer observation and although all 
participants stated that they were willing to engage 
with such a scheme, their concerns emphasized the 
need for more information, which could be estab-
lished via further action research cycles. This study 
highlights the need for deeper exploration of strat-
egies used by staff to enhance teaching practice, 
developing links between peer observation and 
CPD. Findings suggest that research focus should be 
centred on negative aspects of peer observation and 
ground rules for observation including how such a 
scheme could be formally implemented.  
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■ Refl ective practice is required as evidence of quality education provision in 
higher education. Peer observation is recognized as an important tool for 
ensuring refl ective practice.

■ There is a lack of published research on the use of peer observation by 
occupational therapists working in higher education.

■ An action research project was undertaken to explore the perceptions of 
occupational therapy staff in a higher education department towards peer 
observation of practice and their opinions on potentially implementing a 
formalized system of peer observation.

■ Findings suggest that staff, regardless of length of service, consider the process 
to be benefi cial and would respond positively to the introduction of a formal 
scheme. However, participants also noted negative aspects to the process and 
emphasized the need for particular conditions for a formal scheme. 

■ Further research is suggested to explore negative aspects of peer observation 
and how a formal scheme should be implemented.
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