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Observing Students (Part 1)        
by Jon McAlice 

 

In collaboration with a slowly growing circle of teachers and educators at various schools around 

the world, CCS has embarked on a long-term project aimed at better understanding the 

formative effects of today’s civilization on child development. As one part of this project, 

participating teachers have been asked to observe their students. Who are the children and 

young people we encounter in our classrooms today? What are they like? How do they learn? 

How do they engage in their work? What is important to them? What do they care about? We’ve 

asked colleagues to engage in these observations with complete openness, as though meeting 

something new, without judging what they experience either positively or negatively. 

A number of colleagues have found the idea intriguing, but wrestle with putting it into action. 

“But how do we do that?” “What are we looking for?” “What should we pay attention to?” 

These questions are justified. From any conventional research perspective, an observational 

framework or focus is absolutely necessary. This is, however, not a conventional challenge. 

Children are growing up today in a world that is paradigmatically different than the world in 

which their teachers came of age. The operative concepts, the way of thinking that we 

habituated as we grew has little validity in the world we face today. The children we meet in the 

classroom are inhabitants of a world, which in many ways is foreign to us. We find ourselves, in 

Wolfgang Borchert’s phrase, standing outside a figuratively closed door. The challenge we face 

is to find the way to open that door. 

The best way I have found to begin is to observe the children I am working with without, as it 

were, any question, to meet them with an ‘unframed mind’ or to “saunter” with them, as Thoreau 

might say. The observation is not focused on discovering anything specific, it is a practice of 

attentive receptivity, a voyage of discovery. This first step of losing oneself in the observation is 

often easier in someone else’s classroom, where you are free of all the acquired expectations of 

yourself and the habituated behaviors that accompany them. With some practice, though, it is 

possible to learn to slip into this mode of sensing in any given moment. 
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Many teachers find that this practice alone enriches their teaching and their understanding of the 

children. But we can also take it a step or two further. Then it becomes the first stage of a 

research process. How far any one takes this research process is solely up to the individual. 

In my experience this shift takes place when I intentionally revisit my observations, in the evening 

perhaps, before going to bed. I take a few minutes to recreate inwardly what I observed. This is 

an exercise of imagination, in Goethe’s words, an “exact sensorial imagination”. It takes effort. 

For some it is more difficult than for others. 

The challenge is to recreate vividly what you observed. Your memory serves as the starting point, 

but don’t let yourself be satisfied with the memory picture you formed at the time. Form a new 

picture. I have found it helpful to begin by bringing to mind the moments before I actually began 

to observe. Imagine yourself approaching the observation. You see again the surroundings, 

become aware of the context, the atmosphere, details that drew you to observe this child 

instead of another. Give yourself space to live again imaginatively into the situation. In doing so 

you often become aware of details you hadn’t really noticed before. You also bring again to 

awareness that the encounter with a student is always imbedded in a specific context. 

Observations are always concrete, never abstract. They always take place at a certain time, in a 

certain place. As an observer, I am also a part of this context. 

The intentional re-creation of the observation is a process of internalization. What took place 

outside of me now lives within. By re-picturing it, I heighten its presence in my soul.  The 

imaginative internalization helps to both objectify and enhance the observation.  It also 

heightens the observer’s attention to detail in further observations. 

 

 


