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No Child Left Behind 

Observation & Assessment Made Simple

A Practical Guide for Early Years & Primary Educators

Believing in the power of “Being with Children”
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About Me

Location:  Magherafelt, N.Ireland

Experience: Since 1988 – teaching, advisory work, 2YOP (NI), service & 

programme design, associate inspector, freelance consultancy & 

training since 2009

Pivot points: Leuven Scales, Reggio Emilia Approach, BJS, Lilian Katz … 

being in many different schools looking at practice

Current Role: Practice driven

• In-person / online training, mentoring and consultancy

• Transforming practice and provision – focus on outcomes for 

children through environment, materials, creativity, observation, 

planning and adult role

2

The Focus is on:
• process and pedagogical belief
⚬ moving away from tick sheets
⚬ not seeing observation as a compliance task 

• formative rather than summative assessment
• slowing down, being present and really seeing children

• responsive planning 
⚬ moving away from topic led teaching to child led learning

• building confidence in the process

• experiencing the joy that the process has to offer

About this Webinar
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The Webinar will include:

• Overview of the What, So What, Now What Approach

• How to Do an Observation

• How to Do an Assessment

• The importance of tuning into Involvement

• Managing the Observation & Assessment Process within a large group

• How to bring individual Assessments into your group plan
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Awareness Test
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Look AT
Rather than look FOR

Otherwise we will miss the bear! 

Remember!
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Observation, Assessment & Planning Cycle
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Correct – Factual Observation 

Date: 23.09.19

Child: Joe (age 3:8)

Approaches adult, taps her repeatedly on the arm 
and says “open, open, open” as he pushes a water 
bottle towards her.

Adult says, “Would you like me to open the bottle 
for you?”

Joe repeats, “open, open.” He maintains eye 
contact with the adult.

Adult opens the bottle.
Joe takes the bottle and lid from the adult.
Joe walks away and says nothing.

INV:    H. M. L  

Adult Initials: LK 
Summary: Describes exactly what the child did 

and said without interpreting. Gives solid evidence 
that can later be analysed.
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“Separate what you see from what you 
think about what you see”

Jen Selbitschka, 

Boulder Journey School, Colorado
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• Social context – is the child within a large group, small group or by themselves?

• What form of communication are they using? Verbal, non-verbal or no communication (just focus on what they 
are doing/saying). Remember children can successfully communicate non-verbally

• Physical actions – fine and gross motor. Be specific. Also note facial expressions

• Cognitive – what is the child exploring, doing?

• Duration – how long has the child been engaged in this experience?

• Concentration level – is the child easily distracted or are they totally absorbed in their learning?

• Note your initials, date and involvement level

When making observations, pay attention to:
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WHAT?
Describe what you observe the child doing (FACT) – focus on ordinary everyday moments which provide us with significant 
information. Collect a range of observations - not just those that you want to use to back up a concern

SO WHAT?
What are your observations telling you about the child’s development across the curriculum/developmental domains?
What are the child’s abilities, understandings / misunderstandings? 

We wonder … / We are concerned about …

NOW WHAT? 
What is the next level of intended learning and development for the child? How does the adult support this? What does the 
adult need to do? This may be a slow process - children need time to develop their understandings and abilities

The Process
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Assessment aligned with 
curriculum headings – 

Preschool (NI)
3–4-year-olds
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Assessment aligned with 
developmental headings –

Under Threes (NI)
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Assessment aligned with 
curriculum headings –

Preschool (NI)
3–4-year-olds
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Assessment aligned with 
curriculum headings – 

4-year-olds + (NI)
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What is Involvement?

What are the indicators of Involvement?
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Signals of Involvement

• Concentration

• Energy (Cognitive)

• Creativity (Problem Solving)

• Facial expression and posture

• Persistence

• Precision

• Language

• Satisfaction

An “involved” child is gaining a deep, motivated, intense and long-
term learning experience
Prof Ferre Laevers, Leuven University, Belgium
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Indicators that tell us that this child is 
experiencing a high level of involvement

• has been here for 45 mins

• concentration

• facial expression

• not easily distracted

• creative - problem solving

• precision

• persistence

• energy
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Mihaly Csikszentmihayli
“State of Flow”

Tasks Too Difficult

Tasks Too Easy 

Anxiety 
Worry

Anxiety 
Boredom

IN
VO

LVEM
ENT 

(Conditions for flow adapted from Csikszentmihayli)
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Child Involvement Scale

Low Level Involvement (Attending)
The child is inactive

This level is characterised by children staring into space, appearing totally absent, doing nothing, displaying no 
energy and being passive. 
Also used to address moments when the child is apparently active but there is an absence of cognitive demand.  
The child is displaying simple, repeated, stereotyped activity.

Make sure that your observations describe what this actually looks like.

Adaptation of 5-point Leuven Involvement Scale
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Child Involvement Scale

Medium Level Involvement (Participating)
Mainly continuous activity

The child is busy at an activity but it is at a routine level and the real signals for involvement are missing. There is 
some progress but energy is lacking and concentration is at a routine level. 
The child can be easily distracted.

What does this look like?

Adaptation of 5-point Leuven Involvement Scale
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Child Involvement Scale

High Level Involvement (Interacting)
Sustained intense activity

The child displays continuous involvement which is demonstrated by the involvement signals
Not all signals need be present but essential are:
• Concentration
• Creativity

• Energy
• Persistence

This intensity must be present for almost all the observation period

What does this look like?

Adaptation of 5-point Leuven Involvement Scale
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Management of Observations in a 
Large Group
• Observe all of the children all of the time

• Target 3 children (max) per week (whole team focus on same 3 children - not 
key worker dependent at the observation stage). Work as a team at all times

• Make time for assessments and next steps (preferably as a team) – you will 
need approximately 15-20 minutes per targeted child. That is 3 children per 
week. Do assessments at the beginning of the week and and adjust your 
planning and provision accordingly

• Key workers can complete assessments for their designated children, 
however, do confer with your team. This is where individualised planning 
takes place. 

• The number of observations per child will vary - it is not about quantity

• You will have approximately 3-4 assessments per child per year (more if you 
have small groups of children)
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Observations of 
Maeve (3:11)
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The Scribble Sheet
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Assessment of 
Maeve
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Support Documents (NI)
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• Make time for assessments and next steps - this is where the joy happens - when you pause to truly see children

• You will need approximately 15-20 minutes per targeted child. 3 children (max) per week. Key workers can complete 
assessments for their designated children (do confer with your team). This is where individual planning takes place. 

• What do you need to do in order to support the child to progress in their learning and development?

• Connect “individual next steps” to whole group planning – Place child’s initials beside individual learning intentions. 
Curriculum priorities should sit comfortably alongside children’s priorities - if focused on learning and development 
and not topics

• Progress will be picked up through spontaneous and future ongoing observations

Bringing Individual Assessments into Whole Class Planning
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Short Term Planning should 
be responsive to the 
children and informed by 
their priorities. 
This should align, for the 
most part, with curriculum 
goals

(Full plan on website)
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Coming March 
2026

Information on Book
Support Materials - Free to Download 

Access to How to Do Observation Training
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Website
www.claredevlin.org

33



O B E R V A T I O N  A N D
A S S E S S M E N T  M A D E  S I M P L E

This practical guide presents a clear step-by-step
approach to observation, assessment and planning in
early years and primary education with one powerful
aim: to ensure that no child goes unseen. It transforms
observation from a paperwork task into a meaningful
way of understanding children's learning through a
simple "What? So What? Now What?" framework.

Drawing on classroom experience and years of
mentoring educators, the book combines clear
explanations with real-life examples and reflective
prompts. It guides readers through noticing and
recording children's learning, making sense of
observations, and planning responsive next steps.

Chapters cover:
The “What, So What, Now What” observation process 
Observing learning outdoors
Embedding observation in daily practice
Linking involvement, wellbeing and learning
Making assessment work in practice 
Planning and creating the conditions for responsive
practice

Offering a fresh approach to observation that moves
beyond tick-boxes and encourages authentic
engagement with children's thinking and development,
this is an essential resource for students on Early
Childhood and Primary Education courses and
practicing educators.

Clare Devlin has taken a
potentially dry topic of
assessment and observation and
turned it into a conversational
sharing of practical strategies.
She weaves research and best
practice in and out of examples
and case studies and guides the
reader away from overwhelm to
calm application of easy-to-
follow steps and informed
teaching. - Dr. Kathryn Murray

Using her extensive practical
knowledge, Clare gets to the
heart of the process, making the
transition from ‘tick-box’
observations to understanding
and implementing
developmentally appropriate
strategies for analysis and
assessment. This is a universal
and invaluable guide for every
Early Years professional. - Kathy
Brodie

ISBN: 9781138087637
£16.99, 148 Pages
Published 25 March 2026
www.routledge.com/9781138087637

Clare Devlin

A Practical Guide for Early Years and
Primary Educators
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