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Believing in the power of "Being with Children"

Observation & Assessment 
in the 

Early Years
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Observation, Assessment and 
Planning Cycle

WHAT?
Observation

Look, Listen, Note 
Describing

SO WHAT?
Assessment
Analysing 

observations 
and deciding what 

they tell us about children

NOW WHAT?
Planning for next level of 
learning & development

Experiences, 
Opportunities ,Resources,

Language, Practitioners role.
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WHAT?
Describe what you observe the child doing – focus on ordinary moments
(FACT)

SO WHAT?
What are your observations telling you about the child’s development 
across the curriculum/developmental areas?
What are the child’s abilities, understandings / misunderstandings?

We wonder … / We are concerned about …

NOW WHAT? 
What is the next level of intended learning and development for the child?

Process
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Key things to pay attention to when
making observations:

– Social context – is the child within a large group, small group or by 
themselves?

– What form of communication are they using? Verbal, non-verbal 
or no communication (just focus on what they are doing). 
Remember children can successfully communicate non-verbally.

– Physical actions – fine and gross motor. Be specific. Also note  
facial expressions

– Cognitive – what is the child exploring, doing?
– Duration – how long has the child been engaged in this 

experience?
– Concentration level – is the child easily distracted or are they 

totally absorbed in their learning?
– Note your initials, date and involvement level
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Remember to observe Everyday Ordinary Things!

– Speech and language development
– Physical development and abilities
– Health issues and lifestyle choices
– Social and emotional development
– Behavioural concerns
– Exploring and thinking abilities – progress in curriculum areas
– Any safeguarding concerns
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To give children the childhood they
deserve we need to “recover our ability
to see, rather than judge and dismiss”

Donald Hoffman
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Signals of Involvement
• Concentration
• Energy
• Creativity
• Facial expression and posture
• Persistence
• Precision
• Language
• Satisfaction

An “involved” child is gaining a deep, motivated, intense and long 
term learning experience
Prof Ferre Laevers
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Mihayli Csikszentmihayli
“State of Flow”

Anxiety

Action 
Opportunities
(Challenges)

Action Capabilities (Skills)

Worry

Boredom
AnxietyInv

olv
em
en
t
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Child Involvement Scale
Low Level Involvement (Attending)
The child is inactive

This level is characterised by children staring into space, 
appearing totally absent, doing nothing, displaying no 
energy and being passive. 
Also used to address moments when the child is apparently 
active but there is an absence of cognitive demand.  The 
child is displaying simple, repeated, stereotyped activity.
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Medium Level Involvement (Participating)

Mainly Continuous Activity

The child is busy at an activity but it is at a routine level and
the real signals for involvement are missing. There is some
progress but energy is lacking and concentration is at a
routine level. 

The child can be easily distracted.
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High Level Involvement (Interacting)

Sustained Intense Activity

The child displays continuous involvement which is
demonstrated by the involvement signals

Not all signals need be present but essential are:
§ concentration
§ creativity
§ energy
§ persistence

This intensity must be present for almost all the
observation period

19

Emotional Well-being
When children:

– Are in touch with their feelings and emotions
– Can increasingly regulate their own emotions
– Can adapt to, cope with, and recover from stressful events
– Display positive interactions and show empathy with peers
– Display positive interactions with adults characterized by closeness and low 

conflict  
– Experience satisfaction    
– Act spontaneously 
– Display  inner rest and relaxation
– Show vitality and self-confidence
– Feel at ease, are open to new experiences and enjoy life

Prof Ferre Laevers, Belgium
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Low Level 
Extremely low well being. These children usually feel and look low. They
show no signs of well-being. Often these children display signs of emotional
discomfort. They seldom enjoy themselves and may enjoy hurting others.

Medium Level
These children seem quite happy. Occasionally they show signs of discomfort
or leave a neutral impression with regards to well-being.

High Level
These children generally seem happy. Moments of wellbeing clearly out
number the moments of discomfort. Extremely high level of well-being. These
children feel like “fish in water”. They radiate vitality, relaxation and inner
peace.

Well-Being Scale 
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Remember!

Children are not available to learn if their emotional well-
being is not secure
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Management of Observation Process

• Observe all of the children all of the time
• Target 3 children per week (whole team)
• Work as a team at all times
• Make time for assessments (preferably as a team but rarely 

possible) – you will need approximately 15-20 minutes per 
targeted child. That is 3 children per week.)

• Connect assessments to planning – what does the child 
need support with in order to progress in their learning and 
development?

• Progress will be picked up through spontaneous and future 
ongoing observations
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www.claredevlin.org
clare@claredevlin.org

www.linkedin.com/in/claredevlineec
Facebook@claredevlinearlyeducation
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