
Unit 2 Task 2: Observation and Assessment

Why are observations undertaken?
• Using observations to learn about children and to plan 

activities for them is a legal requirement for those 
settings in England working with Early Years 
Foundation Stage.’

• Observation is noticing what children say, understand 
and can do.

• Assessment means reflecting on the information from 
observations.

• The uniqueness of each child should be taken into 
account to plan suitable activities and experiences to 
support learning and move the child forward.

• Practitioners should know their children well, listen to 
them, and notice what they can do and are interested 
in.

• Activities should match children’s current interests and 
needs.

• Observations show how children are developing and 
can be used to make sure extra support is accessed.

• Parents should also be asked what they notice about 
their children.

• At the end of the EYFS (end of reception year at school) 
a ‘summative assessment’ is given on each child. It 
sums up everything that is known about a child across 
all areas of learning.

Top Tips for Observing

Confidentiality
• Children and their families have a right to confidentiality.
• When observations are taken, practitioners find out more information

about that child.
• Information should not be discussed with anyone other than other 

practitioners in the setting, or the parents, or to external support 
agencies e.g. speech therapists etc.

Objectivity
• It is important to be objective when observing children.
• This means observing the child as if you have never seen them before.
• This is to prevent practitioners from having set ideas about a child and

their development.
• It is essential to be objective because things may be missed or not 

given any importance if practitioners think they know the child already.

Accuracy
• It is important to be accurate when recording information in observations.
• This means that care needs to be taken when competing observation records 

as this information will be used to assess where children are in their 
development and used to plan suitable activities and experiences to move 
the child forward. If the observations are not accurate, 
this could lead to activities not being matched to their needs.



Different types of Observation
There are two types of observation: structured recordings and unstructured recordings.
Structured recordings are used when looking out for particular skills or behaviour.
Unstructured recordings are sometimes called free recordings and are used to ‘paint a picture’ of a child at the moment that the observation 
is taking place.

Structured recordings 
Examples include:
 Tick charts
 Checklists
Advantages: quick, easy to use, can be repeated on 
same child at a later date to measure progression.
Disadvantages: quite narrow, observer only records 
skills/behaviours on list, may miss recording other 
significant skills.

Unstructured recordings
Observer free to record what information they want.
Examples include:
 Time Samples ( records what child/children do at regular intervals)
Advantages: Can see what a child does over a period of time
Disadvantages: Child may show interesting skill/behaviour outside of the 
observation period.
 Free descriptions/narrative records/learning stories (observer records what 

child is doing for short period of time. Provides a snapshot).
Advantages: Written to the child in the first person so easy to share with them, 
space for parents to comment, includes ‘next steps’ section.
Disadvantages: hard for observers to keep up with recording (writing) for a long 
period of time, 2-3 minutes usually the maximum, observer needs to be skilled 
at watching and writing at the same time.
 Event sampling (used to sample behaviour, observer records the number 

of times a certain behaviour occurs).
Advantages: can be used to detect if child has a behaviour problem that needs 
to be referred on to other professionals, can help clarify what is happening e.g. 
triggers for behaviour.
Disadvantages: The observer needs to be focused and remember to note the 
details as the event occurs.
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