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From the 
framework (p26): 
a Circular Process  

• Begin with 
observations 

• Think about what 
we’ve seen....what 
does this tell us? 

• Helpful to think with 
someone...

• Make a decision 
about how to respond

• Observe again



A daily 
reminder?



Some items to 
remember…fr
om the 
educators’ 
guide:

‘Nova Scotia’s Early 
Learning Curriculum 
Framework supports the 
educator in a reflective 
planning cycle that allows 
for collaboration between 
children and educators’ 
(p25)



•‘The learning goals are 
intended to guide the 
design of learning 
environments and 
inform the development 
of program activities 
and experiences for 
children (p27)

•That is; the goals are 
not intended to be 
discrete skills



Frequent questions that arise around observation: 
what are yours?

What am I looking for?

There are so many things happening….how do I know 
what to pay attention to?

What is the difference between observation for 
curriculum decisions, and observation for assessment?



So much to 
see....a five-
minute scan 

of a classroom

In the construction area...

Nancy, Ali and Hailey, all toddlers, 
have moved several long hollow 
blocks to the centre  of the room 
and have arranged them to form 
a square enclosure. Nancy lies 
on the floor inside the square, 
on a shaggy white rug.  The 
other children drape long chiffon 
scarves over both the blocks and 
Nancy, to make a kind of see-
through covering



WHAT INTRIGUES YOU ABOUT THESE 
SCENARIOS?

WHAT QUESTIONS ARISE FOR YOU?

WHAT DO YOU WONDER?



Aaron, (5 years) has made a list 
on a clipboard of all  the 
children in the room (11 at the 
moment) and is approaching 
each child to ask ‘Are you 
here?’ He then makes a mark 
next to their name and moves 
on.

Alison (2 yrs) works alone 
at  the easel.  She slowly 
dips her brush into green 
paint, presses it onto the 
top of the paper, and 
watches the paint trickle 
down to the bottom. She 
repeats this action nine 
times before moving to the 
other side of the easel, 
where she repeats the 
action with red paint



Around the 
room…

Aaron, (5 years) has made a list 
on a clipboard of all  the children 
in the room (11 at the moment) 
and is approaching each child to 
ask ‘Are you here?’ He then makes 
a mark next to their name and 
moves on.



In the art 
space:

Alison (2 yrs) works alone at  the 
easel.  She slowly dips her brush 
into green paint, presses it onto 
the top of the paper, and watches 
the paint trickle down to the 
bottom. She repeats this action 
nine times before moving to the 
other side of the easel, where she 
repeats the action with red paint.



What to 
consider when 
observing in 
your setting :

What are the children 
playing at? What is 
their idea?

Do they have a 
repetitive idea that 
they keep coming back 
to? 

What might be their 
underlying agenda?

What are their 
strategies?



Be aware 
that….

When observing, we tend to 
‘see the familiar’ or ‘what we 
expect to see.’

The most useful observations 
are when we do not assume 
anything

Disequilibrium can occur when 
we are looking for something 
and we don’t know what it is!



Importantly….

What are they saying?

Listen carefully to their conversations 
with other children, their questions, 
arguments. Write these down, verbatim!



Watch for how
children use 
materials.  Are 
they sticking 
with one 
approach?

Do they 
experiment? 
Combine 
materials in 
unexpected 
ways?



Watch for 
changes in play: 
changes in 
playmates, 
materials, levels 
of complexity, 
length of play, 
and so on....



Tease out….What is 
significant?

Is this new for the child? 
Or ‘old hat’?

Is this interesting for you 
as a teacher to think 
about? Puzzling in some 
way? 

Does the event 
demonstrate the child’s 
thinking or ideas or 
struggles in some way?

Does it show prior 
knowledge or a 
misunderstanding?



Example: Replicating a circle 
game...



Same age,
different
heights, 
following up 
on a 
conversation



what can we take from these images?





Observing 
children’s 
responses 
to 
literature

We can respond to 
their responses by:

Providing opportunities 
within the environment

Not as an ‘activity’ but 
as an invitation



After reading ‘Harry the dirty dog’

Black and white paint at the easel provokes a response….







Following  up on discussion…





How to write 
it down....

Anecdotal recordings....

• short, fast notes – usually done ‘on the 
fly’ as we work

• holds the moment in your mind until 
you can think more about it

• all teachers contribute a few each day to 
think about during a team meeting or 
perhaps while children are resting, or at 
the end of the day

e.g. ‘Jessica cut up paper into small 
rectangles and printed a numeral on 
each one.  She handed them out to 
children, telling  them it was ‘time for 
the movie.’



Narratives

A longer piece, usually a 
complete picture of what 
transpired, with all the details.

If an anecdote is like a 
snapshot, then a narrative is a 
similar to a movie

Use this when you need more 
information....but….it is hard to 
find time to do this!



Photography 
as a form of 
observation

• Photos should be 
natural and candid, 
never posed

• Take many, keep on 
memory card, then 
edit at the end of day

• Get up close!

• Show facial 
expressions or hands 
in action



Considerations: Infants and 
toddlers





Photographs

What do you see? 
(No 
interpretations)

What is happening 
in the photo?

What thoughts 
and questions 
arise for you?



Video

•Gives us detailed 
information that 
we may not 
normally notice; 
the ‘big picture.’

• If working alone, 
video can be 
your observer, 
for viewing later



Observing outdoors

Works exactly the 
same way as indoors…

Providing we have 
materials with us: in 
pockets, backpacks 

etc

Eg small notepads, 
small clipboards, a 

camera

We can be considering 
how children are 

connecting to the land 
and learning from it.



What might happen in this 
space? Why could it be an 
important space?



What do you wonder about the difference 
between painting indoors and painting 
outdoors?



Organizing for 
observation

• Sticky notes, 
and....baskets to 
put them in

• Holding files; one 
for each child

• Clipboard for each 
area, with a staff 
person to be 
responsible for that 
area



Sketch 
Notebooks; 
an informal 
observation 
and thinking 
tool



Tree of Life, 1837

Charles Darwin

Light Bulb 1886

Thomas Edison



Student 
examples







What 
techniques 
can we use to 
help us 
organize data, 
our thoughts, 
our questions?



Would these people call 
themselves artists? 



How to write 
your 

observation

•Write only what you see, 
briefly 

•Don’t interpret what you are 
seeing – yet! Take time 
afterwards to think and to 
share with others

•Be descriptive

Let’s try.....watch videotape, 
write as many brief anecdotes 
as you can. 



Now...how to 
respond?
Making decisions 
based on 
observations

Some choices:

1.Provide an 
invitation to see 
what happens or to 
gather more 
information...



Example: Small rolled fabric pieces in response 
to an investigation of quilting



An invitation to paint after watching growth of 
plant...think about the intentionality of 
materials.  Yet, anything might happen!



2. Change the 
environment

….to support what 
you think is going on. 
This could be a 
minor  change (e.g
adding materials) or 
a larger one 
(changing a whole 
shelf, or area)



e.g. adding simple looms in the art space, as an 
extension to frequent threading.





3. Invite an 
‘expert’ to 
come visit and 
share 
expertise

A parent with 
a talent

Artisan

Skilled 
tradesperson

Another 
teacher



4. Venture 
out

Take the children 
out into the 
community to 
respond to their 
curiosity and 
gather more 
knowledge...this is 
research!


