
 

Practice Observations 

Practice Guide 

Practice observations help to improve the service that we offer to children and their families, making sure that we are getting it right. 

Observing practice provides the opportunity to look differently at the way we work, celebrating what we are doing well alongside 

understanding individual learning needs; all practice observations are learning opportunities. Critically, observations of practice need to 

demonstrate how children’s needs are being managed at a particular stage in their journey. 

Practice Observations can happen in a range of settings – direct work with children, sessions with adults, giving evidence at court and 

meetings as well as group work. Practice observations complement case file audit activity to provide a holistic overview regarding a 

practitioner’s strengths and development.  

An observation of practice in itself is of limited value if there is no opportunity to reflect and have an open dialogue. This echoes the 

important messages contained in the Munro Report (2011) regarding the need for critical, reflective and relationship-based practice.  

All practitioners are required to have two practice observations a year. Due to identified learning or practice issues additional practice 

observations may need to take place.  

 

Preparing for the Observation 

There needs to be agreement between the observer and the practitioner as to which session will be observed. It is always helpful for the 

observer to ask practitioners whether they would like to be observed for a particular session - difficult case, challenging meeting, complex 

situation etc.  

A discussion should take place regarding the purpose of the session and how it fits in to the overall assessment and planning for the child; 

as part of the observation the practitioner should show or talk you through their plan of work for the session. The observer needs to read 

the case file so that there is an awareness of the issues to assist with the assessment.  

 



Completing the Observation  

Ensure that the child, adult or carer is aware that the visit is being observed to support practice development. Also ensure that there is 

consent from children, adults, other professionals or court – depending on what activity you are observing. 

During the observation think about the qualities that we need to be demonstrating as good practitioners – active listening, appropriate 

questioning, demonstration of empathy, clarifying and summarising, professionalism and accountability. Refer to the direct observation tool 

for points to consider. Take notes as these will underpin your assessment and feedback. 

It is important that all practice observations evidence response to risk, diversity and child centred practice. The session also needs to 

evidence how the activity has made a difference; the observer needs to ask themselves has the activity contributed to improving the situation 

for the child.  

Should any safeguarding issues arise during the observation, this will need to be addressed appropriately. 

 

After the Observation  

Prior to giving feedback, explore with the practitioner about their experience - how did they think it went, what did they think was positive 

and what do they identify as their learning and why. This will allow a reflective discussion to support learning and development; it also 

promotes inclusive practice which is important to ensure that practitioners feel part of the activity.  

If possible and appropriate, gather feedback from the child, parent or professional to understand their experiences to help provide as much 

information as possible to support learning. 

Observer feedback should always be constructive and sensitive. Feedback should always start with the strengths – be clear and explicit 

and evidence based. Keep information factual and provide examples of what was said / done that supports your assessment. 

All verbal feedback should be followed up with a written record on the direct observation tool (see appendix) and shared with the practitioner 

within 2 days. This should also be shared with the manager, who will take forward any points captured under next steps.  

 

 

 



 

Direct Observation Record 

 

Name of staff 

member 
 Job Title  

Name of 

observer 
 

Observers 
Job Title 

 

Date of 

observation 
 Setting  

 

 

 

1. Direct Observation 

Provide a brief outline of the circumstances that the direct observation took place  

 
Set out what activity was being observed, where it was and who was present. 
If observing a parenting programme, be clear regarding which group is being observed, which week in the programme it is and how many parents 
attended. 
 

 

 

 

2. Reflection by Staff Member PRIOR to the observation 

Provide a brief background to the observation 

 
Identify key issues from the practitioner’s perspective. 
 

What, if any, planning was undertaken for the activity being observed: 

 
Capture the purpose of the activity and what planning the practitioner completed to inform their plan of work  
Has appropriate additional support (e.g. an interpreter) been identified and in place if needed. 
 

 

 



3. Notes and Reflection by Observer 

If the observation is part of the Social Work ASYE or Career Progression Portfolio, please reference the Knowledge and Skills Statement and 

individual capability statements where relevant.    

Points to consider –  
 
For all Practice Observations 

 The session evidences that the work undertaken relates to the plan for the child.  

 Safeguarding issues raised in the activity are responded to appropriately. 

 Analytical questioning is used to test out hypothesis and to aid risk assessment. 

 There is evidence of professional curiosity. 

 Appropriate advice or recommendations are formulated and provided where relevant. 

 Specific consent was secured if the practitioner advised they wished to refer the child or young person to a new agency. 

 Summary of the activity, decisions and follow on actions are shared and agreed with the child / young person and adult. 

 Agreement is reached about how/who information and decisions from the activity will be shared with parents/ carers and other professionals. 

 Case file is updated with the recording of the visit / interview within the required timescales. 

 
Adults  

 Welcome and interaction with the adult is polite professional and sensitive. 

 The adult is aware of the planned observation and has given their consent 

 The practitioner demonstrates interpersonal skills to engage the adult(s). 

 The activity is purposeful and focuses on progressing the plan for the child / young person.  

 The practitioner demonstrates a balance between ensuring the discussions remain focused, allowing the service user to share their own 

priorities. 

 For group work, the programme delivery is focused, allowing parents / carers to share their own priorities.  

 Appropriate direct work tools and questions used to inform assessment and help the service user to understand the concerns. 

 Appropriate advice or recommendations formulated and provided where appropriate. 

 The child’s lived experience is included in discussions with the adults. 

 Contact details for relevant services provided to service user where need identified or requested. 

 Specific consent was secured if the practitioner advised they would refer the family to a new agency. 

 Decisions and follow on actions were clearly understood and agreed. 

 



 

Child / Young Person  

 The plan demonstrates the practitioner’s understanding of the child or young person’s uniqueness so that intervention is age and situation 

appropriate.  

 Welcome and interaction with the child or young person is polite professional and sensitive. 

 Purpose of the interview / visit and overall focus of the work is appropriately shared with the child or young person according to their 

age/understanding. 

 The practitioner demonstrates interpersonal skills to engage the child or young person and is responsive to child or young person’s 

behaviour. 

 Appropriate direct work tools and questions are used. 

 The practitioner’s questioning and observations draws out an understanding of the child or young person’s lived experiences as well as their 

wishes and feelings. 

 The practitioner listens to the child, responds to their questions and concerns and is able to provide rational and clear explanations if the 

child’s wishes cannot be followed. 

 

Strengths  
 
Set out clearly what went well and what the practitioner did that evidenced good practice.  
 

Areas for Learning and Development  
 
Set out what learning was identified and what needs to happen to help strengthened practice. Ensure that you have the right information to support 
your assessment. 
 
 

 

 

 

4. Reflection by Staff Member AFTER the observation 

Use the columns below to reflect on the activity being observed: 

Strengths  
 
What did the practitioner think went well, highlighting what they identified as good practice. 



Areas for Learning and Development  
 
What does the practitioner think that they could do differently do help improve their practice and why. 
 

 

  

 

5. Feedback from Service User / Third Party 

Please use the space below to record any feedback received on the activity being observed by the service user or other third parties involved 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

6. Reflection by Staff Member on the Observer Comments 

The staff member should use the space below to reflect on the comments and feedback given by the observer and service user / third parties 

 
 
 

 

 

 

Grading 

Outstanding  Good  Requires Improvement  Inadequate  
 

 

 

Next Steps 

Have areas of development / learning needs been identified? If so, what action needs are needed to address these?  Who will do them and when?  

Are they any other outstanding issues? 

 
 
 
 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Guidance for Grading  

 

Outstanding 
  

 The child or young person’s experience is understood and the analysis of this experience drives the discussion and the plan of work 

 Observations graded as outstanding may still have minor learning points identified that do not affect the best possible outcome being 
achieved for the child or young person 

 

Good 
  

 Good engagement of children / young people / adults 

 Safeguarding issues raised in the activity are responded to appropriately 

 Everyone knows what will be happening next  

 The activity completed links to the plan of work  

 The activity was child focused 

 Evidence that as issues arise that these are responded to appropriately – decisions and actions are clear  

 Specific consent was secured if the practitioner advised they wished to refer the child or young person to a new agency 

 Agreement is reached about how/who information and decisions from the activity will be shared with parents/ carers and other professionals 

 Case file is updated with the recording of the activity within the required timescales 

 Appropriate signposting to relevant services 
 

Requires Improvement  
 

 Poor engagement  

 Practitioner not clear regarding the purpose of the activity  

 Poor modelling of positive behaviour (group work)  

 Activity was not focused or purposeful  

Signed: (Staff 

Member): 
 Date:  

Signed: (Observer):  Date:  



 There is no clear ending or identified actions at the end of the activity  
 

Inadequate  
 

 Any safeguarding issues identified are not responded to 

 There is evidence that the practitioner has not listened to the child / young person / adult 

 The activity does not make any difference to the child’s plan 
 

 

 

 


