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Observational Assessment as Daily Practice
This card describes the processes involved in observation and assessment and how they fit into Progress from the Start.2

CARD

What is observation?
Observation describes the process of watching children, listening to them 
and taking note of what is seen and heard. 	

Why do we observe?
All practitioners need to know their children well - the more practitioners 
know about each child, the more able they will be to support and extend 
each child’s learning.

Observation, assessment and planning help practitioners to support 
children’s development and learning.

Observation is one of the most important skills a practitioner uses in their 
daily practice.

How do we observe?
Observe children during daily experiences (child-initiated and adult-led) to 
find out about their needs, interests and what they can do. 

Plan to observe as part of the daily routine. 

Only record what might be forgotten, what is significant and what needs to 
be clarified. 

Include children, parents and carers in this process.

There should be a range of observation and recording methods used e.g. 
post-its, time sampling, learning stories, individual and group observations, 
etc.

For further information please refer to Development Matters in the Early 
Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) – p.3

 

Development Matters Early Years Outcomes

Children develop quickly in the early years, and 
early years practitioners aim to do all they can to 
help children have the best possible start in life. 
Children have a right, spelled out in the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
to provision which enables them to develop their 
personalities, talents and abilities irrespective of 
ethnicity, culture or religion, home language, family 

background, learning difficulties, disabilities or 
gender. This guidance helps adults to understand 
and support each individual child’s development 
pathway. Other guidance is provided at  
www.foundationyears.org.uk. The EYFS statutory 
framework is available on the Foundation Years 
website as well as the Department for Education 
website: www.education.gov.uk/publications

Development Matters in the  
Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS)

This non-statutory guidance material supports practitioners 
in implementing the statutory requirements of the EYFS. Early years outcomes 

A non-statutory guide for practitioners and 
inspectors to help inform understanding of 
child development through the early years

September 2013
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Use the 3 stage process:  
Notice, Recognise, Respond

Leaders and Managers need to ensure that:

•	 all practitioners have the training and skills to undertake sensitive 
observational assessment  

•	 a programme of supervision and appraisal is in place

•	 practitioners have the opportunity to observe children as part of 
the daily practice

•	 there are opportunities for paired observations to allow 
practitioners to moderate judgements made. This builds 
confidence and helps ensure accurate assessment.

 

Notice

Watching, listening, 
using the senses

Recognise

Understanding the 
learning 

Respond

Acting on what we 
understand from the 
learning

Observe what the child 
is doing and saying.

Where are they?

Who are they with?

What resources are they 
using?

What are their 
involvement and well-
being levels?  
www.leics.gov.uk/
eywellbeing

What Development 
Matters statement(s)/
Early Years Outcomes 
does this link to?

Which Characteristics 
of Effective Learning 
best describe the child?

What are you going to 
do as a result of what 
you have seen?

How do you plan to do 
this? 

Do you need to make 
a change to the 
environment?

Is it an immediate 
response or in a few 
weeks time?

Do children need further 
play opportunities?

Do practitioners need 
to reflect on their 
interactions with the 
child?
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Characteristics of Effective Learning Development Matters

Children develop at their own rates, and in their own ways. The development statements and their order should not be taken as necessary steps for individual children.  
They should not be used as checklists. The age/stage bands overlap because these are not fixed age boundaries but suggest a typical range of development.

Playing and Exploring, Active Learning, and Creating and Thinking Critically support children’s learning across all areas
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Characteristics of Effective Learning
A Unique Child: 

observing how a child is learning
Positive Relationships: 

what adults could do
Enabling Environments: 
what adults could provide

Playing  
and  

Exploring

engagement

Finding out and exploring
• Showing curiosity about objects, events and people
• Using senses to explore the world around them
• Engaging in open-ended activity
• Showing particular interests

• Play with children.  Encourage them to explore, and show 
your own interest in discovering new things.

• Help children as needed to do what they are trying to do, 
without taking over or directing.

• Join in play sensitively, fitting in with children’s ideas.
• Model pretending an object is something else, and help 

develop roles and stories. 
• Encourage children to try new activities and to judge risks 

for themselves. Be sure to support children’s confidence 
with words and body language.

• Pay attention to how children engage in activities -- 
the challenges faced, the effort, thought, learning and 
enjoyment. Talk more about the process than products.

• Talk about how you and the children get better at things 
through effort and practice, and what we all can learn when 
things go wrong.

• Provide stimulating resources which are 
accessible and open-ended so they can be 
used, moved and combined in a variety of ways.

• Make sure resources are relevant to children’s 
interests.

• Arrange flexible indoor and outdoor space and 
resources where children can explore, build, 
move and role play.

• Help children concentrate by limiting noise, and 
making spaces visually calm and orderly. 

• Plan first-hand experiences and challenges 
appropriate to the development of the children.

• Ensure children have uninterrupted time to play 
and explore.

Playing with what they know 
• Pretending objects are things from their experience
• Representing their experiences in play
• Taking on a role in their play
• Acting out experiences with other people

Being willing to ‘have a go’
• Initiating activities
• Seeking challenge
• Showing a ‘can do’ attitude
• Taking a risk, engaging in new experiences, and learning by 

trial and error

A Unique Child: 
observing how a child is learning

Positive Relationships: 
what adults could do

Enabling Environments: 
what adults could provide

Active 
Learning

motivation

Being involved and concentrating
• Maintaining focus on their activity for a period of time
• Showing high levels of energy, fascination
• Not easily distracted 
• Paying attention to details

• Support children to choose their activities – what they want 
to do and how they will do it. 

• Stimulate children’s interest through shared attention, and 
calm over-stimulated children. 

• Help children to become aware of their own goals, make 
plans, and to review their own progress and successes.  
Describe what you see them trying to do, and encourage 
children to talk about their own processes and successes.  

• Be specific when you praise, especially noting effort such 
as how the child concentrates, tries different approaches, 
persists, solves problems, and has new ideas.

• Encourage children to learn together and from each other.  
• Children develop their own motivations when you give 

reasons and talk about learning, rather than just directing.

• Children will become more deeply involved when 
you provide something that is new and unusual 
for them to explore, especially when it is linked to 
their interests. 

• Notice what arouses children’s curiosity, looking 
for signs of deep involvement to identify learning 
that is intrinsically motivated.

• Ensure children have time and freedom to 
become deeply involved in activities.

• Children can maintain focus on things that 
interest them over a period of time.  Help them to 
keep ideas in mind by talking over photographs 
of their previous activities.  

• Keep significant activities out instead of routinely 
tidying them away. 

• Make space and time for all children to 
contribute.

Keeping on trying
• Persisting with activity when challenges occur
• Showing a belief  that more effort or a different approach will 

pay off
• Bouncing back after difficulties

Enjoying achieving what they set out to do
• Showing satisfaction in meeting their own goals
• Being proud of how they accomplished something – not just 

the end result
• Enjoying meeting  challenges for their own sake rather than 

external rewards or praise  

Children develop at their own rates, and in their own ways. The development statements and their order should not be taken as necessary steps for individual children.  
They should not be used as checklists. The age/stage bands overlap because these are not fixed age boundaries but suggest a typical range of development.

Playing and Exploring, Active Learning, and Creating and Thinking Critically support children’s learning across all areas
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40-60+ 
months

30-50 months

22-36 months

Personal, Social and Emotional Development: Self-confidence and self-awareness
A Unique Child: 

observing what a child is learning
Positive Relationships: 

what adults could do
Enabling Environments: 
what adults could provide

• Separates from main carer with support and encouragement 
from a familiar adult.

• Expresses own preferences and interests. 

• Recognise that children’s interest may last for short or 
long periods, and that their interest and preferences vary.

• Value and support the decisions that children make
• Talk to children about choices they have made, and help 

them understand that this may mean that they cannot do 
something else.

• Be aware of cultural differences in attitudes and 
expectations. Continue to share and explain practice 
with parents, ensuring a two-way communication using 
interpreter support where necessary.

• Encourage children to see adults as a resource and as 
partners in their learning. 

• Teach children to use and care for materials, and then 
trust them to do so independently.

• Ensure that key practioners offer extra support to children 
in new situations.

• Discuss with staff and parents how each child responds 
to activities, adults and their peers.

• Build on this to plan future activities and experiences for 
each child.

• As children differ in their degree of self-assurance, plan 
to convey to each child that you appreciate them and 
their efforts.

• Consult with parents about children’s varying levels of 
confidence in different situations.

• Record individual achievements which reflect significant 
progress for every child.

• Seek and exchange information with parents about 
young children’s concerns, so that they can be 
reassured if they feel uncertain.

• Vary activities so that children are introduced to different 
materials.

• Make materials easily accessible at child height, to 
ensure everybody can make choices.

• Can select and use activities and resources with help. 
• Welcomes and values praise for what they have done.
• Enjoys responsibility of carrying out small tasks.
• Is more outgoing towards unfamiliar people and more 

confident in new social situations.
• Confident to talk to other children when playing, and will 

communicate freely about own home and community.
• Shows confidence in asking adults for help.

• Confident to speak to others about own needs, wants, 
interests and opinions.

• Can describe self in positive terms and talk about abilities.

Early Learning Goal
Children are confident to try new activities, and say why 
they like some activities more than others. They are 
confident to speak in a familiar group, will talk about 
their ideas, and will choose the resources they need for 
their chosen activities. They say when they do or don’t 
need help.
 

• Encourage children to explore and talk about what they 
are learning, valuing their ideas and ways of doing things.

• Offer help with activities when asked but not before.
• Intervene when children need help with difficult  situations, 

e.g.  is experiencing prejudice or unkindness.
• Recognising and enjoying children’s success with them 

helps them to feel confident.  
• Support children to feel good about their own success, 

rather than relying on a judgement from you such as 
wanting a sticker. 

• Give time for children to pursue their learning without 
interruption, to complete activities to their satisfaction, 
and to return to activities.

• Provide experiences and activities that are challenging 
but achievable.

• Provide opportunities for children to reflect on 
successes, achievements and their own gifts and 
talents.

• Provide regular opportunities for children to talk to their 
small group about something they are interested in or 
have done.

• Involve children in drawing or taking photographs of 
favourite activities or places, to help them describe their 
individual preferences and opinions.


