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Workbook
Observation is a core skill for effective educators, who need to be able to use a range of observation techniques to underpin their understanding of the children and to provide effectively for them.
And to make effective observations, educators need to think about how they write their observations to give a holistic picture and also to bring their observation ‘alive’. To be valuable, observations need to be factual and without bias; accurate but also use language that conveys the qualitative aspect of what was observed. 
Practice task 1: Compare these observations:
1. Hanna (2.5) is playing at the water play tray, standing up. One other child is present. Hanna looks at him. She lifts up her left arm and shakes the ball that she has found in the water, holding it in a pincer grip. She passes it to her right hand and using a palmer grasp she drops it into the water. She looks at the water splashing. Then she pulls at her wet tee shirt with finger and thumb and walks away. (3 min)
1. Hanna (2.5) follows, watches and then copies Ben (2). She reaches into the water tray and picks out a ball the same as he has. They look at each other and laugh. She looks at the water dripping from her hand, frowning, and lifts it up high away from the water. She shakes it but the water just runs down her arm. She quickly swaps hands and then drops the ball into the water. The resulting splash seems to interest both children until Hanna looks down at the wet patches the splash made on her tee shirt. Frowning more deeply and pulling at her tee shirt she walks away. Only three minutes have elapsed.
The first observation is factual; it describes the scene and is in the present tense making it clear and immediate, and contains no judgemental language. However, the observer seems to be focussing on the physical development of Hanna, identifying aspects such as ‘pincer grip’ that offer nothing new or interesting (as this is usually well established by 2.5-years). There is little to learn about Hanna here or to inform planning. 
The second observation gives more qualitative detail and could lead to noting Hanna’s emerging strategies in making friends (i.e., observing, imitating) and reflection on other signs of interest she shows in others and how to support this. This detail may also give some insight into Hanna’s feelings about the situation and so the observer might ponder on whether Hanna is currently rather worried about getting wet, and why this might be, so follow up with a further observation of a similar tactile activity. Interesting discussions of ways to support Hanna in her explorations can then be held between the Key Person, colleagues and Hanna’s parents.  

Case study
Here is a full version of the Learning Story example in the Handbook
Playing with Trucks: Jack 
You were playing with the trucks today, Jack. You started in the construction area then moved to the middle of the room pushing the trucks along.  Some other children were playing nearby and stood around you.  You look up at them frowning and moved away; you seemed to need your own space. On the way, you saw another truck with a helicopter sitting on the back of it.  You looked between the two trucks a couple of times.  I wonder if you couldn’t decide which one looked more appealing.  You decided on the truck with the helicopter and picked that one up instead.  You tried to move the helicopter around for a bit but it was stuck in the truck.  You were frowning as you struggled to try to get it off the truck but you couldn’t.  I asked you if you would like me to get it out and you nodded ‘yes’.
Once it’s out you continue to play with it.  It’s lovely to watch you happily absorbed in your play world.  Freya comes over to play with you. I’m waiting for you to say ‘No’ and hold the truck close to you, as usually you like to play with your chosen toy alone. But you don’t, you allow Freya to play alongside you.  I’m a bit surprised but happy that you seem to be feeling more confident that Freya just wants to play with you and not take the toy away.  I’m wondering if this is because since you started, Freya often tries to play with you. She is gentle and careful around you and seems to understand what you want.  I wonder if that’s why you feel it is ok for her to play with you.
As you look up you see two boys coming in from outside. You pick up the truck and helicopter and stand in front of them. “ee yar” you say to them.  You have observed that these children also like playing with the trucks.  One of the boys, Rashid, takes it from you and starts to play with it.  You follow him and start to play. You don’t say a word and don’t join in with him but you do stay playing alongside him.  
Analysis of Jack’s Learning Story:
I can see how different your play was today, Jack. Usually, you prefer to play alone and don’t like the other children coming near to where you are playing. It seems that as you are getting to know the other children, the toys and the play room, you are growing in confidence and seem happier being here.  
Jack, you showed how perceptive you are about your surroundings and those in it.  You are aware of what the other children are like and what they like to do. I can see you are getting to the point where you are comfortable in this new environment and are showing interest in your peers. This shows your disposition to be friendly.
Planned future opportunities:
As you, Freya and Rashid all enjoy playing with the trucks and trains Jack, I think it would benefit you to combine your interest with helping you make friends. Maybe if I set up the construction area with some cars, trains and small world people, we could invite Freya and Rashid to join in the play.  I will be there to support you if it gets too much.
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Rather than use a checklist or learning goals, try using these questions as a way of framing your assessments. Remember to be as descriptive as possible to give a holistic picture.
Questions to consider when observing and assessing children aged from birth to three
· Connecting in close relationships with key adults: How does (child’s name) …
· respond to familiar and unfamiliar adults?
· separate from their parent/s or carers? 
· express their feelings about separating from key adults?
· What is their particular ritual?
· What happens when they reunite?
· How have they settled into the group?
· Connecting with feelings: How does (child’s name) …
· express their feelings and needs?
· demonstrate that they feel secure?
· respond to changes in the group?
· show affection to key adults and peers?
· express a range of feelings, such as happiness, interest, anger, frustration, excitement?
· Connecting with self: How does (child’s name) …
· demonstrate self-confidence in the group?
· show that they are ready to take on new challenges?
· make choices and decisions?
· assert their wants and needs?
· show interest in their body and appearance?
· show interest in other people’s appearance?
· negotiate conflict and co-operate?
· respond to directions from adults?
· generally approach situations and experiences in the group?
· Participate in feeding, changing/toileting and dressing themselves?
· What is their sleeping and eating routine?
· Connecting with others: How does (child’s name) …
· interact with other children of a similar age?
· interact with older or younger children?
· respond to other children’s expressions of happiness or distress?
· approach other children and attempt to play with them?
· Who are they friends with? what do they enjoy doing together?
· Communicating with others: How does (child’s name) …
· experiment with vocal sounds or words?
· use eye contact and gesture to express their wants and needs?
· respond in conversations with adults? And with peers?
· use signed or spoken language to express their feelings, thoughts and ideas?
· respond to simple instructions?
· What words or phrases have particular significance for them?
· What are their favourite songs and rhymes? When do they use them?
· What language/s do they use and/or understand?
· Making connections through being active; moving and doing: How does (child’s name) …
· move around? 
· coordinate their movements?
· manipulate large and small objects and tools such as blocks, balls, paintbrushes, spoon etc?
· use large play equipment such as climbing apparatus, slides steps etc?
· Making connections through being curious, thinking, and understanding: How does (child’s name) … 
· prefer to spend their time?
· respond to new experiences?
· enjoy playing alone, alongside and with other children?
· explore and use a range of objects and substances?
· explore a range of substances such as sand water and dough?
· show interest in objects, people and other living things and involvement activities and events? 
· use the indoor and outdoor space?
· What kinds of questions do they ask?
· What is their particular interest fascination or schema at the current time?
· Making connections through creative thinking and imagining: How does (child’s name) … 
· use objects to stand for something else?
· use their movements to express their thoughts, feelings and ideas?
· use books, photographs and pictures?
· use mark making to express their thoughts, feelings and ideas?
· use building materials such as blocks and clay to express their thoughts, feelings and ideas?
· move in response to music and song? And use objects and instruments to make sounds?
· recreate familiar events and experiences in their life?
· imitate the actions of others
· use their imagination to create new situations or objects?
· respond to books and pictures and to photographs of themselves, their families, their peers and other people in the wider community?
· What particular schema clusters are evident in their actions, movements paintings etc?

Practice check
You can use the checklist template provided as a tool for identifying what is working well in your setting and what you want or need to develop further in relation to Planning, Observation and Safeguarding.

