
Undertaking Observations



WAG (2008) say…

While observing children, practitioners can 
also ask themselves questions that will 
lead to an evaluation of the provision, the 
future training needs of practitioners and 
the different learning and teaching 
approaches used. 



Plan observation

Conduct

Record

Analyse/Reflect

Action Plan

According to  Tilstone ‘Observational techniques are of little value in themselves, the 

interpretation of the recorded, factual information is essential’

What does this mean?



Assessment
What is the child doing here?

Planning

How can I extend 
their play and their 

learning?

Teaching

Putting it into 
practice

Evaluation

How effective has this 

been?



 Equipment
 Consent
 Confidentiality
 Photography/Identity 

issues
 Rights of the child

Can be helpful to the  
practitioner in terms 
of improving the 
provision



What are we looking at/for when doing observations?

Patterns of communication verbal/non-verbal. Language development, physical skills 

in communication e.g. able to use a pen

Time spent on task, distractions

Motivation – confidence, enthusiasm, 

Social development - behaviour

Emotional development

Academic development – cognitive skills 



 Purely a ‘record’
 No commentary
 No judgements
 No evaluations
 Step-by-step account
 Present tense
 Commentaries and 

evaluations are left until 
after the observation has 
taken place.



What difficulties will YOU 

face when carrying out an 

observation?

 Consider age of child

 Needs of child

 Protocol at placement

 Lack of placement – what will you do instead?



 Not knowing what to look for

 Time

 Child/young person aware of being 
watched

 Interruptions

 Inexperience

 Pupil unpredictability –absence, behaviour

 Weather

 Consent



What were the 

learners actually 

doing/saying?

How does the child’s 

development/learning 

compare to 

milestones/learning 

outcomes?

What were they 

learning?

How does child 

development theory 

explain/support what 

you observed? 

How worthwhile was 

the observation?

What did you/other 

adults do?

What did you learn?
What will you do 

next?

What does the 

child/young person 

need next?



 Click on the image 
to watch the short 
video 
(approximately 7 
minutes).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t1Xtr3RKjGc


What is the main aim of your written 

observations?

How can you ensure that your observations 

are focused on the aim at all times?



Formulating aims and objectives allows you to 

ensure that the observed information will be 

focused and can be effectively used to assess 

the child’s development and subsequently 

provide appropriate activities and experiences. 



An aim is a statement of what you intend to observe and 

what you would like to achieve.

Aims are our ultimate goals which outline the direction 

and details for what we are going to observe. 

It is the overall purpose of the observation, our clear 

understanding of what we wish to observe. 



Your aim should set out the broad areas of 

development you wish to find out about.

In order to have a clear aim and therefore a better 

understanding of the observation we need to ask 

ourselves 3 key questions:

◦ What? 

◦ How?

◦ Why?



What do I want to find out or to know about 

this child?

(development, behaviour, resources, 

procedures)

I would like to determine how well the child 

can use a scissors



 Why do I need to know?

 I would like to know this to compare her skills 
with the development norm for her age and 
stage of development.

 How do I find out?

 I will observe her fine manipulative skills 
during a cutting and sticking activity.



Aim:

 To observe Mary, 
aged 3 years 2 
months using her 
fine manipulative 
skills while using a 
scissors at the 
cutting and sticking 
table, to see how her 
skills compare to the 
development norms.



Aims Activity 1 Sheet

What do you think about the first list of 

aims?

Would you know exactly what you are meant 

to be observing?

What do you think about the second list?

Are they any better? Why/why not?

Could the aims in the second list be 

improved? If so, how?



 Which Image 
matches each aim?

 A – image 4

 B – image 3

 C – image 5

 D – image 1

 E – image 6

 F – image 2





 To observe two children aged three years and four 
months and three years and five months playing 
with small-scale toys, focusing on language 
development.

 To observe a baby aged five months interacting 
with their primary carer.

 To observe a three year old child during a junk 
modelling session, focussing on fine manipulative 
skills

Compare these examples to your own aim for 
observation 1, are you on the right track? 
Can you improve it?



Objectives are usually measurable, they are usually what 

you are going to do to meet your aim. 

For example, if your aim is to win the lottery, your 

objective is to buy the ticket. Your memory is the 

measurable element, do you remember to buy the ticket?



 To assess facial expression, gestures and 
turn-taking.

 To comment on language development, 
paying particular attention to vocabulary.



Observation

No. of children Age
No. of adults

Setting

Method

Aim

Design a front sheet for your observations



 Example of Front 
Sheet Layout


