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The importance of observation
Observation is a fundamental element of early years practice. It enables practitioners to understand each child as an individual, identify their needs, recognise emerging skills, and plan meaningful next steps. High‑quality observation ensures that provision is responsive, inclusive, and centred on children’s development and wellbeing.

Observations may be spontaneous or planned, brief or extended, but the core purpose remains the same: to notice what children can do, what they are interested in, and how they interact with others and their environment.

Skills for Effective Observation
To find out about a child, practitioners need to observe them in a way which makes best use of their time. This involves several skills:

Looking
Practitioners observe with intention, guided by child development knowledge and understanding of each child as an individual.
Listening
Listening to children’s verbal and non‑verbal communication provides valuable insight into their ideas, language development, emotional states, and thinking.
Recording
Records should be meaningful, objective, and purposeful. Documentation must never interrupt interaction with children, and the EYFS 2025 states that physical evidence is not required to justify assessments.
Questioning
Questions can clarify, extend or deepen understanding, and may be directed to children or parents/carers as appropriate.
Being Objective
Practitioners must reflect on their own assumptions, avoiding interpretation based on adult viewpoints. Objectivity ensures fair and accurate assessment.
Types of Observation
Observations may be incidental (spontaneous) or planned with a clear focus. All observations must be purposeful and centred on supporting the child’s development.
Team‑Based Observation
Observation is a shared responsibility across the team. Regular discussion builds a consistent picture of each child. Decisions must never rely on a single observation.
Other types of evidence
Photographs or videos of a child when they are involved in splashing in puddles, or when they are making marks on paper could provide examples of their learning and development. Other evidence of a child’s learning could be a recording of their music, their stories or their songs. Photographs, videos and children’s creations can be helpful, but should be minimal and purposeful. EYFS 2025 emphasises the importance of high‑quality interactions over volume of recorded evidence.

Involving children
From the earliest age children should be involved, this is part of the assessment for learning process. Sharing the child’s records together provides an ideal opportunity for celebrating achievements, discussing metacognition (how the child learned to do it based on the Characteristics of Effective Teaching and Learning) and discussing future plans. Even with babies it is a valuable chance to delight together in their achievements.

Involving parents and carers
Parents and carers know their children intimately. For practitioners, building a close, trusting and reciprocal relationship with parents and carers needs to begin before a child starts in a setting. They need to be involved as part of the ongoing assessment process, sharing their views and observations about the child’s development with practitioners and being involved in planning what opportunities and experiences to offer the child next. 

The role of the Leader or Manager
Leaders oversee observational practice and ensure consistency, proportionate documentation, reflective practice, and compliance with EYFS 2025 safeguarding requirements.

EYFS (2025)
In line with the EYFS reforms, leaders and managers must ensure that assessment, and making sense of observations, must not require excessive paperwork. All leaders and managers must comply with the Assessment requirements in the EYFS (2025). See below for further clarification.

2.1 Assessment plays an important part in helping parents, carers, and practitioners to 
recognise children’s progress, understand their needs, and to plan activities and support. 
This section sets out the assessment requirements group and school-based providers 
must meet, as well as guidance on assessment. 
2.2Assessment should not involve long breaks from interaction with children or require 
excessive paperwork. When assessing whether an individual child is at the expected level 
of development, practitioners should draw on their knowledge of the child and their own 
expert professional judgement. Practitioners are not required to prove this through 
collection of any physical evidence. 

2.3Practitioners should keep parents and/or carers up to date with their child’s progress and 
development. Practitioners should address any learning and development needs in 
partnership with parents and/or carers, and any relevant professionals.

2.4Assessment should inform an ongoing dialogue between practitioners and year 1 
teachers about each child’s learning and development, to support a successful transition 
to Key Stage 1.


Digital Observation Systems
Digital tools can reduce workload, streamline observations and support high‑value recording. They must enhance—not replace—professional judgement and should not create unnecessary tasks.
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