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Introduction and Guidance aims 

Observation, assessment and planning (OAP) supports a child’s development and 

learning. The OAP cycle is important in helping parents, carers, and practitioners 

to recognise children’s progress, understand their interests and needs, and to 

plan activities and support. 

Planning has to start with skilful and purposeful observations of children, this 

enables practitioners to analyse their findings and plan accordingly.   

Assessment of children’s progess and needs is an ongoing process. 

 

 

EYFS Statutory Framework Section 2 Assessment  

• 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. 

• Assessment should not entail long breaks from interaction with children, 

nor require excessive paperwork.  

• Practitioners should draw on their knowledge of the child and their 

professional judgement and should not be required to prove this through 

collection of physical evidence. 
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Ethical Observation and Assessment 

Ethical observation and assessment focusses on the Unique child. 

It should have a meaningful impact on a child’s learning and development. 

Ethical observation – key points 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

K. Brodie (2013) Observation, Assessment and Planning in the Early Years 

Parent/carers understand 

why we observe and what 

we are recording. 

Written consent should 

be provided by 

parents/carers. 

Children, when 

developmentally appropriate, 

have an understanding of why 

we make notes and take 

photos.   

When observing children 

practitioners are mindful 

of the child’s rights. 

Writing an observation 

should never come in the 

way of supportive adult 
interaction.  

Observation is about really 

listening to children and 

looking at what their play has 

to tell us. 

Being aware of our own views and looking at them 

through the lens of equity and anti-discriminatory 

practice will help ensure that every child is valued, 

included and supported. 

“Observing and interacting with young children is a pleasure 
and a privilege. Practitioners should be aware that being 
involved with children also means having responsibilities for 
their own actions and always being aware of the children’s 
rights. This includes allowing the children not to be involved 
with activities: in brief, to act in a moral, ethical manner.” 

K. Brodie (2013) Observation, Assessment and Planning in 
the Early Years 
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Observation, Assessment and Planning Cycle (OAP) 

In this document, each aspect of the OAP cycle will be explored in more detail. 

 
The OAP cycle above can be found in Birth to 5 Matters, p.38 

Observations  

What does Observation mean? 

Observation describes the process of watching children in your care and taking 
note of what you see and hear.  This section will explore how to carry out 
observations as part of your everyday practice.  

Why do we carry out observations? 

• To help gain and improve understanding of children's interests, 
development and learning 

• To plan for children's individual needs and interests 

• To assess children's level of development using the Early Years Foundation 
Stage (EYFS) 

• To find out specific needs of children (which may include SEND) 

• To gather evidence of specific individual needs or behaviours 
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• To evaluate what is working well and identify areas to plan for groups of 
children 

 

Observations can also be a useful tool to inform practitioners of how the 
resources and the environment are being used to support children's learning. 

What should be recorded in an observation? 

When children are... 

• Finding out new things 

• Practising new skills 

• Tackling difficult tasks 

• Exploring and investigating 

• Developing relationships with peers 

• Making connections with people, places, and things 

• Sharing responsibility 

• Showing an interest in a particular subject or area 

• Succeeding with a challenging task  
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How do we carry out observations? 

• To understand how to carry out an observation it is important to 
understand the different types of observations.  Below are four common 
observation types you may be expected to carry out in your role: 
 

Observation 
type 

 Method  Advantages  Limitations 

 Snapshot 

A short description 
of a child engaged in 
an activity is 
recorded. 

Easy to record. 

Can provide 
information on any 
area of learning. 

Limited information to 
follow up 

 Narrative 

A descriptive 
account of a child 
engaged in an 
activity is recorded. 

Provides lots of detail. 

Can provide details 
about several areas of 
learning in one 
observation. 

Can be time 
consuming and 
challenging to record 
everything happening. 

 Checklist 

A child is observed 
to see what they can 
and can't do using a 
checklist. 

Allows you to focus on 
specific areas. 

Can be particularly 
useful for SEND 
children. 

Needs prior 
preparation. 

Can be time 
consuming. 

Event 
sampling 

A child is observed 
each time they 
display a particular 
behaviour. 

Can help identify 
behaviour triggers. 

 Requires time and 
preparation. 

 

When carrying out an observation you should: 

• Include the child's communication where possible, either verbal or non-
verbal 

• Record spoken language word for word as the child said something at the 
time, as accurately as possible 

• Write clearly in a way that can be understood by parents, carers, and 
other professionals 

• Record in as much detail as the method allows, to get the most accurate 
picture 

• Avoid making judgements whilst making the observation 
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• Evaluate the observation when it is complete and decide what EYFS areas 
of learning it evidences, and how to follow it up 

• Record what you see and hear 

• Record children's learning and development in a variety of contexts such 
as indoors or outdoors and ensure you record the role of the adult or 
other children to give the full picture.  

 

 

Below is an example of a narrative observation which considers these 

principles: 

 

'Sammy picks up a truck from the carpet, he looks closely at it and pulls down 

the ramp whilst making the sound "Beep, beep, beep, beep".  Sammy picks 

up a car and wheels it onto the ramp whilst continuing to make "beep, beep" 

sounds.  He pushes the ramp back up on the truck with the car still on it then 

pulls the ramp back down, pushing the car from it.  He repeats this action 

several times.  Noticing a hole between the ramp and truck Sammy attempts 

to push the car through it.  Noticing that it doesn't fit Sammy begins to 

repeatedly move the ramp up and down pushing the car on and off of it' 
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Observations remain a key part of high quality EYFS provision.  There are 
however some significant changes: 
 

• Not all observations will be written down, but they will inform the 
professional judgement of staff working with children 

• Many will be made during normal 
interactions with children 

• Observations should not involve prolonged 
breaks from being with the children 

• There might be times when it is 
appropriate to observe children in more 
detail to understand more fully what they 
know and can do 

• Written observations should provide new understanding or knowledge of 
the child and their learning.  There is not a requirement to gather lots of 
observations about one thing. 

 

Reflections 

• How confident are you all at making observations of young children? 

• Are there particular observation skills you need to develop? 

• How do you respond to your observations on a daily basis? 

• When do you get an opportunity to share your knowledge of how young 

children learn within your team and to use this information to inform your 

planning? 
 

 

Website generated by My Learning UK Ltd 

(fusionvle.com) 

Please follow the link to access the e-learning: 

Observations for Beginners 

https://sgca.fusionvle.com/files/sc3063/websites/lspace_229/index.php?page=1391&t=Observations+for+Beginners
https://sgca.fusionvle.com/files/sc3063/websites/lspace_229/index.php?page=1391&t=Observations+for+Beginners
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Assessment in Practice 

The four overarching principles of the EYFS should shape practice in Early Years 

settings and accurate assessment is part of this. 

Unique Child + Positive Relationships + Enabling Environment  

+ Learning and Development 

Key Principles of assessment in the EYFS Assessment in the early years should:  

• Capture what the child knows and can do in a range of situations, in their own 

play situations and when working with adults. 

 • Capture a holistic picture of the child and should not be narrowed to particular 

areas of learning.  

• Draw on information gathered by everyone who works or supports the child 

within the setting, not just the class teacher.  

• Include the voice of the child and what they think about their learning 

 • Include the voice of the parents/carers who know the child best  

• Be observation based rather than a series of tick lists. 

 • Be an integral part of daily routines. 

 

        

 

 

 
 
 
 
Assessment is about noticing what children can do and what they know.  It is not 
about lots of data and evidence. 

• Effective assessment requires practitioners to understand child 
development.  Practitioners also need to be clear about what they want 
children to know and be able to do. 



10 
 

• Accurate assessment can highlight whether a child has a special 
educational need and needs extra help. 

• Before assessing children, it's a good idea to think about whether the 
assessments will be useful. 

• Assessment should not take practitioners away from the children for long 
periods of time. 

 
Capturing Assessments 

Under the new requirements, more emphasis is placed on the knowledge of the 
professionals and less on the amount recorded evidence to prove where a child 
is.  It is therefore vital that anything which is recorded is done so because it is 
hugely significant for the child or group or children. The gathering of evidence to 
prove everyone in the setting has participated in an activity should be avoided as 
this does not enhance the assessment of learning.  There should be a distinct 
move away from adults taking endless photographs, adults should instead be 
playing alongside the children, listening, and joining in with their play and jotting 
down significant things they want to remember about the child(ren) either at the 
time or subsequently.  
 
It is possible that some children will have more information recorded about their 
learning than others. This might be because the practitioners are trying to 
understand a particular aspect of the child as a learner and therefore are 
gathering more information to support this understanding. For other children, 
the practitioner may know them well, so may not need to record as much.  It is 
vital however that practitioners are mindful of children who might not get 
observed often and could get lost in the system. It is advised that whilst it might 
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not be recorded, practitioners should ensure they take time to know and 
understand where every child is in their learning and not assume they know.     
 

All observations and assessments should be underpinned by the practitioner’s 

knowledge of child development. This should be used to decide if the child is 

developing at the expected rate and level for their age or if the child is developing 

at a slower rate in one or more areas. Knowledge of child development will then 

be used to inform what needs to happen next to support the child in their 

learning and development.   

Whilst the use of electronic learning diaries can be a convenient tool to use, they 

should be used as a place to store information, rather than the gathering of 

excessive evidence to support the ticking of statements.  The electronic diaries 

might become a useful tool to engage parents in sharing their child's learning at 

home which will support the development of provision within the setting. 

Who assesses? 

The Child 

 

 

 

 

 

Children express their learning and development in many different ways. 

They are capable of setting own learning goals, following their own 

interests and learning lines of enquiry that motivate them as empowered 

and engaged learners. Children benefit from regular planned opportunities 

to review, reflect on and adapt their own learning priorities alongside 

responsive adults. Learning and development happens best when children 

are co- constructors of their learning with adults and play an active role in 

the observation, assessment, planning cycle. This enables the ebb and flow 

between child-initiated and adult-led learning. (Bristol Early Years 

Assessment Guidance) 

 

 

1.14 Children learn by leading their own 

play, and by taking part in play which is 

guided by adults (Statutory framework) 
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All About ME! Celebrating the Unique Child  

Assessments should help parents/carers and practitioners to better understand 
their children and to support them on their learning journey.      

 

 It should: 

               

  

Please follow the link to find information to support capturing the Child’s Voice. 

https://sgca.fusionvle.com/images/svg/?ext%2Fpdf&s=48&ck=x2t55456erdgfdfgd1609202111 

https://sgca.fusionvle.com/images/svg/?ext%2Fpdf&s=48&ck=x2t55456erdgfdfgd1609202111
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Parents and Carers 

A holistic picture of a child’s learning can only be developed through positively 

recognising parents as the primary educators. Parents are the experts with 

invaluable insights about their child. Children have different experiences at home 

and may behave in different ways. Their unique perspectives and aspirations for 

their children need to be listened to and acted upon by the setting. This 

collaborative approach can lead to meaningful relationships and inform planning 

and the provision of a positive learning environment for every child. Assessment 

starts at home. It is the responsibility of the setting to find ways to build trusting 

relationships with families. During the COVID pandemic settings have been 

innovative in building connections through; regular phone calls, on-line meetings, 

use of on-line learning diaries. Feedback has shown how parents have felt held 

and valued through regular communication 

(Bristol Early Years Assessment Guidance) 

 

Practitioners 

The practitioner/ key person role is to know their children; to observe, interact, 

seek to understand, interpret what is noticed, and use this to inform their 

responses and planning. This may occur in the moment or over time. 

Practitioners are continually tuning in and interpreting, every moment of the day. 

In order to assess effectively practitioners, need a deep professional 

understanding of child development and the EYFS curriculum and they will need 

to think about whether what the child is showing them is consistent, embedded 

and in a range of situations. Ensuring time for rich dialogue with colleagues, 

children and families is critical in developing practitioner confidence and 

expertise when building picture of each child’s learning and development, how 

and what they are learning. 

(Bristol Early Years Assessment Guidance) 

When considering our interactions with children we should try to remember 

that comments keep the conversation flowing and questions tend to cut it off. 

When we ask children questions, we put them under pressure and the question 

may change the track of the child’s thinking my imposing our view. Try to stick 

to the 5-point rule – 4 comments to every question.  
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When using questioning, ‘open-ended’ questions are best. We want children to 

start using critical thinking skills and start to put their thoughts into words so 

they need a wide vocabulary, and they need experienced adults who will help 

with this vocabulary. Below are some examples of open-ended questions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Formative Assessment 

 

On-going assessment (also known as formative assessment) is an integral part 

of the learning and development process. It involves practitioners knowing 

children’s level of achievement and interests, and then to shape teaching and 

learning experiences for each child reflecting that knowledge. (Statutory 

framework, 2021, Section2, 2:1) 

 

 

This ongoing assessment occurs every day, during the normal routine of the 

day.  Learning from these assessments is used to provide further experiences for 

the children.  Such responses are often spontaneous, such as providing additional 

resources to support a train of thought in play or allowing children time to explore 

their thinking to a natural conclusion.  Some responses to the assessment will 

occur over subsequent days or weeks and will inform future planning and 

curriculum development.  Many of these assessments will not be formally 

recorded but will be part of the professional judgements of staff working with the 

children.  Time to share this learning within staff teams will be important. 

 

                                
-                                 
-                           

                                    
-                  

-                   
                                   

-                 

-                   
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Assessment sits within the Observe, Assess and Plan (OAP) cycle, which aims to 

gather information about what a child knows and can do through observation 

and use this to inform planning for the child, both immediately and over time. 

 

Summative Assessment 

 

2.2. Assessment should not entail prolonged breaks from interaction with 

children, nor 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 and should 

not be required to prove this through collection of physical evidence.’ Page 18 

  

Summative assessment provides a summary of what the child knows and can do 

at a particular point in time.  

There are three statutory summative assessments in the statutory EYFS 

framework. 

 •  Progress Check at age two 

• Reception Baseline Assessment 

 • EYFS Profile   

Summative assessments can support judgements about children meeting their 

developmental milestones and are useful to provide snapshots of a child’s 

learning over time. 

It should summarise information gathered during formative assessments and 
support the identification of next steps in learning for the child.  There is no 
expectation this should be undertaken at set times or there should be a set 
amount.   
Under this assessment process, there is a move away from numerical data to 
demonstrate progress and a move towards reliance on the professionalism of 
practitioners who work with children to know and understand their needs and to 
be able to plan to meet them. 
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How a child is learning 

 

The Characteristics of Effective Teaching and Learning 

We know that babies are pre-wired to learn and develop and it is the people 
and the environment around them that helps make this happen.  Early 
foundations affect how children master the knowledge and skills they are 
exposed to and how successful they will be as adults. 
 
Children's approach to learning can vary, research has shown children have 
different patterns of thinking and will have differing dispositions, characters, or 
temperament. 
 
Play shows us how children develop their dispositions for learning and the 
Characteristics of Teaching and Learning enable practitioners to identify those 
dispositions in children.  By making these identifications practitioners will be 
able to better know and plan for the children in their care. 
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1.15 In planning and guiding what children learn, practitioners must reflect on 

the different rates at which children are developing and adjust their practice 

appropriately. Three characteristics of effective teaching and learning are: • 

playing and exploring - children investigate and experience things, and ‘have a 

go’ • active learning - children concentrate and keep on trying if they encounter 

difficulties, and enjoy achievements • creating and thinking critically - children 

have and develop their own ideas, make links between ideas, and develop 

strategies for doing things. 
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Assessment and Tracking 

 

Tracking Progress  
There is no set way to track the progress of children within the EYFS. The EYFS 2021, 
contains the Educational Programmes around which settings need to develop their 
own curriculum. There are no age bands or age-related descriptors, instead, 
providers are expected to use their knowledge and understanding of child 
development to consider if children are working at an age-appropriate level or if 

Further information about                           

The Characteristics of Effective Teaching and 

Learning, including an updated e-learning 

module, can be found on the VLE. 
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they are below that level and require further support. Development Matters and 
Birth to 5 Matters have both been published to support practitioners. This means 
that previous age band tracking is no longer relevant or appropriate. 
 

 
Ways of recording progress 
It should be assumed that children are on track in their learning, unless otherwise 
stated. Therefore, it might be appropriate to develop tools to help identify children 
not working at the expected levels and how to support them. Some examples are 
included below and are available to view on the VLE, along with some completed 
examples. Blank documents can be downloaded and adapted to meet the needs of 
your setting.  
 

 

Pupil Profile 
 

The sheets below enable practitioners to focus on individual children.  This 
might be because the practitioners are trying to understand the child as a 
learner and therefore, they require a more bespoke approach to their provision 
supporting them in making progress in their learning.  It may be useful to use 
these sheets to support children who have not yet met developmental 
expectations for their age and stage. These sheets can be adapted to meet the 
needs of individuals and can: 

• support identification of strengths and current areas for further support 
and development 

• recognise the unique child and how they are as a learner 

• capture both the child's voice and parent voice 

 There are two examples (Pen Portrait and Pupil Profile), which have been 
developed to provide a clear way of recording individual strengths and areas of 
development.   
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Cohort Tracking  
These sheets can be used to support practitioners to identify key groups of 
children who require particular support in an area of learning and what that 
support needs to be.  There is also space to record how effective this has been 
when progress is next reviewed. 
 
This sheet should be adapted and used flexibly according to the needs of the 
cohort, it can: 

• focus on an area of learning and the different ability groups within this 
area of learning 

• focus on a group of children in one area of learning and show their 
progress and provision across a period of time 

• focus on a group of children across several areas of learning 

 

                             
 

Progress check at age two  
 
There is documentation on the VLE to support practitioners in meeting the 
requirements of the progress check at age 2.  
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The examples included above are suggested models to support when identifying 
strengths and areas of development and can be found on the VLE.  Practitioners 
should use the documentation that is useful to them and may use alternatives 
or develop their own. 
 

Alternative and Additional Assessment Tools  

Some children may require further assessments to fully identify their needs and 
next steps in learning.  They may also require more frequent review to fully 
ensure that their needs are identified and supported appropriately.  If you are 
using a tool that is successful for you and your children, there is no need for this 
to change. 
 

For further reading, Penn Green have also written supporting guidance for 
practitioners: A celebratory approach to SEND Assessment in the Early Years, A 
Celebratory Approach to SEND Assessment in the Early Years 
 
  

 
 

The first guiding principle of the Celebratory approach is that:  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Any assessment must 

honour both the child 

and their family. 
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‘where there is a reciprocal exchange of information from home to setting and 

from the setting to home, children will experience continuity and a consistent 

approach to their development and learning.’ 

A-Celebratory-Approach-to-SEND-Assessment-in-the-Early-Years.pdf 

(pengreen.org) 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inclusion fund- clear on what assesment tool and why  

SEN Panel – TBC - DEB 

EAL? – LINDA HARVEY?? 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                    

Assessment Tools 

chart .docx
 

 

This document provides a sample of alternative assessments and gives 

information about how and when you might use them. There are many other 

assessment tools that you may currently use or choose to use in the future to 

provide the right assessments for children and their individual needs. 

The South Glos Way Early Years Inclusion 

Toolkit provides advice, guidance and 

templates, including support to implement 

the Graduated approach. 

The South Glos Way Inclusion Toolkit | 

SafeguardingSouth Gloucestershire Safeguarding 

If you have identified an area of need for individual 
children or cohorts then you may wish to consider 
accessing further support and funding through the 
Inclusion Fund. When putting together your 
Inclusion Fund application you will need to ensure 
that you are clear on what assessment tool you have 
used and why you have used it. Examples of 
completed paperwork can be found on the VLE. 
 

https://www.pengreen.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/A-Celebratory-Approach-to-SEND-Assessment-in-the-Early-Years.pdf
https://www.pengreen.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/A-Celebratory-Approach-to-SEND-Assessment-in-the-Early-Years.pdf
http://sites.southglos.gov.uk/safeguarding/children/the-south-glos-way-inclusion-toolkit/
http://sites.southglos.gov.uk/safeguarding/children/the-south-glos-way-inclusion-toolkit/
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Planning and Curriculum Development 

Neither the EYFS nor Ofsted require you to have a written curriculum map, 

detailing progression across the year.  It is however expected that EYFS 

practitioners can confidently articulate their curriculum and how their children 

are progressing and developing in each area of learning. 

Therefore, it is a setting decision on how you record this information. 

Accurate assessment should be used to inform planning and provision.  When 

considering your curriculum, you may also wish to use the following documents 

to support your discussions. Individual settings may have additional 

considerations that are specific to their community and cohorts when 

considering their curriculum. 

There is further information to support planning and curriculum development on 

the VLE  

Home | The VLE (fusionvle.com) 

 
Ofsted will not: 

 • Create unnecessary workload for staff through its recommendations 

 • Advocate a particular method of planning, teaching or assessment; it is up to 

providers to determine their practices and it is up to leaders to justify these on 

their own merits rather than by referring to this handbook 

Ofsted does not require providers to:  

•provide EYFS curriculum planning in any specific format for inspection 

 •prepare any performance and children tracking information for Ofsted  

•do additional work or to ask children to do work specifically for the inspection 

“Assessment is about noticing what children can do and what they know. It is 

not about producing lots of data and evidence. Effective assessment requires 

practitioners to understand child development. Practitioners also need to be 

clear about what they want their children to know and be able to do. Accurate 

https://sgca.fusionvle.com/index.php
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assessment can highlight whether a child needs extra help and support. 

Assessment should be useful and not take practitioners away from children for 

long periods of time.” Ofsted Early Education Update (Early Years Providers) 

Summer May 2021 

 

Conclusion 

When practitioners are evaluating the effectiveness of their assessment 

processes they should consider:  

 

• child development, both the biological and cultural aspects, and its 

impact on how learning may best be supported 

 

 • planning that ensures a relevant, motivating, flexible and interesting 

curriculum 

 

 • provision of an environment that truly enables successful learning by all 

children in their care 

 

 • the need for detailed understanding of the EYFS framework for 

assessment to gather accurate, reliable, and meaningful information 

 

 • the importance of high-quality adult interaction, which is sensitive and 

adaptive to the needs of individual children and capable of promoting 

learning 

 

 • organisational aspects of provision, resources, curriculum, and people  

 

Successful implementation of these aspects of pedagogy and provision will 

enable practitioners to make an accurate, reliable, and consistent assessment of 

children’s learning. (EYFSP Profile Handbook 2021) 
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Appendix: Key documents to support 

assessments 

Early years foundation stage (EYFS) statutory framework - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 

  Birth To 5 Matters – Guidance by the sector, for the sector 

 

Development Matters - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 

 

OPAL-MILESTONES.pdf (beya.org.uk) 

EAL Programme - The Bell Foundation (bell-foundation.org.uk) 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-years-foundation-stage-framework--2
https://www.birthto5matters.org.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/development-matters--2
https://beya.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/OPAL-MILESTONES.pdf
https://www.bell-foundation.org.uk/eal-programme/

