
PLANNING AN OBSERVATION SESSION

A successful observing session begins long before you set up your telescope. 

Spending just a few minutes planning your evening allows you to make the most of 

the available darkness, observe objects when they're best placed, and avoid wasting 

valuable time deciding what to look at next.

Whether you have an hour in the garden or an entire night beneath dark skies, a 

simple observing plan helps you spend less time searching and more time 

observing.

A LITTLE PLANNING 

TURNS A CLEAR NIGHT 

INTO A PRODUCTIVE 

OBSERVING SESSION

PRACTICAL 
ASTRONOMY GUIDE #3

This guide outlines a simple workflow to 

help you plan your observing sessions 

and make the most of every clear night.
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IDENTIFY YOUR TARGETS

Before deciding what to observe, confirm that the forecast and moonphase is suitable 

for the type of observing you have in mind (Practical Astronomy Guide #2).

WHAT?

The night sky changes throughout the year as the Earth orbits the Sun. Constellations, 

planets and deep-sky objects all rise and set at different times, so taking a minute to 

see what's visible before leaving home can make your observing session far more 

productive. Planetarium software and apps provide an excellent way to explore the 

night sky in advance. You can set the time and location to mirror the start of your 

planned session, identify visible targets, assess how far above the horizon they will be 

and at what time they will reach culmination. Rather than trying to observe everything, 

focus on a manageable number of objects that genuinely interest you.

WHEN?

As objects move higher in the sky, their light passes through progressively less of 

Earth's atmosphere, resulting in sharper, brighter and more detailed views. For this 

reason, it's generally best to observe objects when they are high above the horizon, 

ideally 30o or higher. However, the highest point is not always the most comfortable. 

Depending on your telescope design, observing objects close to the zenith can place 

the eyepiece in awkward positions. Refractors, SCTs and MCTs may require you to 

crouch down, while larger Dobsonian telescopes can place the eyepiece 

uncomfortably high above the ground. Rather than observing objects near the zenith, 

aim to observe objects while they are comfortably high in the sky. You'll enjoy most of 

the atmospheric benefits while maintaining a relaxed observing position.

AIM HIGH BUT DON'T 

CHASE THE ZENITH.

COMFORTABLE 

OBSERVERS SEE MORE.



CREATE A PLAN

TARGET LIST

Choose your targets before you leave home. One of the easiest ways to make an 

observing session more enjoyable is to decide what you'd like to observe before you 

arrive. Rather than browsing star charts in the dark or wondering where to point your 

telescope next, prepare a shortlist of targets that match your interests with a time 

window that corresponds to the best view times. While returning to old favourites is 

fine, adding three or four new objects to keep discovering and build your knowledge 

is worthwhile. Likewise, having a longer list of mixed alternatives also allows you to 

adapt if conditions change during the evening.

PRIORITIZE

Not all objects remain well placed throughout the night. Some may be setting shortly 

after darkness falls, while others won't reach their highest point until much later. Using 

the object-specific optimal time windows mentioned previously, create a sequence so 

that you start observing the target at the best possible times.

Alternatively, begin with those objects that have the shortest observing window, 

followed by targets that will improve as the evening progresses. This approach gives 

your session structure without making it overly rigid. If clouds interrupt the evening or 

conditions deteriorate, you've already observed the objects that mattered most.

TIP…

INCLUDE ONE OR 

TWO CHALLENGING 

TARGETS TO 

PRACTICE YOUR 

OBSERVATION SKILLS



RECORD YOUR SESSIONS

EXPLORATION

While it’s good to have a plan, some of the best observing is unplanned. An observing 

plan should provide direction, not become a timetable. Conditions change, 

unexpected opportunities arise and fellow observers often recommend interesting 

objects that weren't on your original list. Treat your observing plan as a guide rather 

than a checklist. Allow yourself time to explore unfamiliar regions of the sky, revisit 

favourite objects or simply pause and appreciate the view overhead. Some of the most 

memorable observing sessions begin with a plan but end somewhere completely 

different.

MAINTAIN A LOG

Every observing session teaches you something. Keeping a simple observing log is an 

excellent way to record your progress and build experience over time. Your notes 

don't need to be lengthy — just enough to capture what you observed, the conditions 

and anything that stood out. A typical observing log might include:

• Date and location.

• Telescope and eyepieces used. 

• Observing conditions.

• Objects observed.

• Notes and sketches.

• Ideas for future sessions.

Over time, your observing log becomes a valuable personal reference, helping you 

refine your observing skills and revisit favourite objects under different conditions.

TIP …

DON'T JUST OBSERVE 

AN OBJECT - LEARN 

SOMETHING ABOUT IT 

TO KEEP BUILDING 

YOUR KNOWLEDGE



ABOUT NSO

Our Vision

We envision a world where anyone 

with an interest in astronomy can 

begin their journey with confidence 

and enjoy rewarding first light 

experiences. Where choosing 

equipment is exciting rather than 

overwhelming, expert guidance is 

always within reach, and every 

astronomer has a trusted partner 

throughout their journey under the 

stars.

Our Commitment

We believe our responsibility doesn't 

end with a sale. We are committed to 

supporting our customers throughout 

their astronomy journey.

• Expert Guidance

• Carefully Selected Stock

• Accessible Value

• Long-Term Partnership


