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Early childhood teachers’ work and technology in an era of
assessment
Koeun Kim

Department of Early Childhood Education, Sungshin Women’s University, Seoul, Korea

ABSTRACT
This paper provides an empirical account of the complex nature of
early childhood teachers’ work with growing accountability
demands for collecting, reporting, and using child assessment
data in the U.S. context. Particularly, this paper focuses on
preschool teachers’ experience of changes in their roles and
pedagogical work in implementing a criterion-referenced,
commercial online child assessment system. In doing so, this
paper draws on data from a qualitative research study conducted
at four Head Start sites that included semi-structured, individual
interviews with six teachers and five child development specialists
during three different assessment checkpoint periods; multiple
observations of four Head Start classrooms for five months; and
an analysis of related documents. The findings from this paper
highlight that the use of commercial online childhood assessment
system increased and expanded teacher work with additional
responsibilities and concomitant change in assessment,
curriculum, and pedagogy, as well as their views of themselves as
professionals.
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Introduction

In the field of education, a great deal of scholarly attention has been given to the intensifi-
cation of teachers’ work in the current neoliberal educational reform context, including
increased work demands, chronic lack of time, a reduction of teacher autonomy with stan-
dardized curricular, prescriptive pedagogy, and high-stakes testing regimes (Easthope and
Easthope 2000; Lingard, Martino, and Rezai-Rashti 2013; Valli and Buese 2007).

Similarly, global discourses of quality, standards and performativity have come to dom-
inate and reconfigure early childhood practice and teacher work in the United States
(Brown and Weber 2016; Bullough et al. 2014) and other countries, such as Australia
(Bown and Sumsion 2007; Kilderry 2015; Nuttall, Thomas, and Wood 2014) and UK
(Bradbury 2012; 2014; Osgood 2006; Roberts-Holmes 2015). In particular, assessment
requirements have been imposed as a way to create a system for data-driven accountability
in the field of early childhood education (Goldstein and Flake 2016). It is notable in the
findings from previous research studies in the England context that child assessment man-
dates profoundly increase teacher workload, change how teachers do their everyday work,
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and (re)shape their perceptions of themselves as professionals (Roberts-Holmes 2015;
Roberts-Holmes and Bradbury 2016).

In response to the ‘datafication’ of early childhood education (Roberts-Holmes and
Bradbury 2016, 600), more commercial publishers provide online assessment tools in
addition to their original print versions (Balajthy 2007). An emerging critical body of lit-
erature addresses concerns about work-extending or managerial technologies (Towers
et al. 2006), suggesting greater needs for recognizing the dynamics of technology use
where technologies can potentially make teacher work more challenging and highly
demanding (Selwyn, Nemorin, and Johnson 2017).

Based on a qualitative research study of four Head Start sites that serve low income pre-
school children in the USA, this paper provides an empirical account of how early child-
hood assessment policies play out in (re)shaping teachers’ professional work by focusing
on teachers’ ‘experience of [work] intensification’ (Ballet and Kelchtermans 2009, 1151).
In addressing the distinctive nature of early childhood teachers’ work intensification,
this paper specifically explores the everyday experiences of teachers in performing an
observation based, ongoing assessment of children and the role of a commercial online
assessment tool in this process.

Work intensification, assessment, and technology

Under growing external pressures, teachers are expected to accomplish an increasing
number of tasks both inside and outside the classrooms, in less time and with fewer
resources, to comply with multiplying policy changes and reforms. Apple (1986) elabo-
rated the intensification thesis to explain significant changes in the nature and demands
of the teaching job that are summed up as a ‘degradation of labor’ (p. 4). In Apple’s
account, teachers are ever more subject to externally imposed standards, in-class assess-
ment/testing mandates, quality control and administrative and clerical tasks, with little
or no room for teacher autonomy, creative thinking, and collegial relationships. As a
response to chronic work overload, teachers often rely on simplified technological sol-
utions such as prepackaged curriculum and assessment materials, leading to a process
of ‘deskilling’ that involves a growing separation of planning from ‘execution’ in teachers’
work (Apple 1986, 40). In other words, teachers are expected to execute the decisions
made by others concerning curricular goals, process, outcomes and assessment criteria.

In this paper, I take a close look at the child assessment requirements as a potential
source of intensification in early childhood teachers’ work. Traditionally, teacher obser-
vations of children in natural settings have been considered the authentic early childhood
assessment practice. However, it has currently taken on a new meaning, combined with
externally imposed standards describing desired child outcomes. Child assessment is
incorporated into the culture of ‘performance management’ or ‘continuous quality
improvement’ of early childhood programs (Derrick-Mills 2015, 2). For example, Head
Start, as the longest, publicly funded preschool program for low income children in the
USA, is required to create a system of data-driven decision-making practices at both
program-wide and individual classroom levels. Head Start must establish school readiness
goals, plan for achieving those goals, measure individual children’s progress, and report
aggregate data at a program wide level multiple times per year. Head Start programs
are also mandated to demonstrate their use of child outcome data ‘in combination with

928 K. KIM

Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Not for distribution. 4



other program data … to direct continuous improvement related to curriculum, instruc-
tion, professional development, program design and other program decisions’ (Office of
Head Start 2011, 1307.3 (b)(2)(i)). Non-compliance with these requirements could
result in a loss of its next five years of funding.

Limited evidence from existing literature, primarily based on a survey study of Head Start
directors and follow-up site visits, implies that growing accountability demands for collect-
ing, reporting, and using child assessment data have posed significant challenges to teachers’
work (Derrick-Mills et al. 2015; Isaacs et al. 2015). Valli and Buese’s (2007) concepts-role
increase, role intensification, and role expansion- provide a useful framework for describing
the changes in Head Start teachers’ work. First, teacher’s work has increased as they are pri-
marily responsible for managing the day-to-day work of collecting ongoing assessment data
in their classrooms. Second, the assessment mandate provides a framework for measuring
teacher’s performativity. Teacher’s success or lack of it is not judged just by the final
child assessment results reported as numerical data. Rather, the entire processes involved
in the production of ongoing child assessment data are now under surveillance. This
process entails concomitant change in various aspects of teacher work, including assessment,
curriculum, and pedagogy. Third, the role of teachers as an assessor has expanded outside
the classroom with added responsibilities. In the current high stakes inspection context, tea-
chers are expected to take their assessment efforts more seriously than ever in order to
produce the correct program-level, ‘compliance data’ (Selwyn, Henderson, and Chao
2015, 769). This creates greater needs for ongoing professional development (e.g. online
training provided by commercial developers of the tools, coaching/mentoring, workshop,
etc.), meetings (e.g. regular data review sessions, committee, teacher support group, etc.),
and other collaborative work outside the classroom.

The shifting assessment policy demands promote an environment in which early child-
hood programs increasingly rely on the commercially available, technology-enhanced
assessment tools to jump-starts their compliance with accountability requirements. One
example most commonly used in the USA is the Teaching Strategies (TS) Gold assessment
system. As being categorized into a ‘computer-based observational recording keeping’
system (Balajthy 2007, 243), TS Gold requires teachers to enter anecdotal records of chil-
dren’s learning and development online and score those against predetermined objectives
and dimensions, using 0–9 rating scales, which is aligned with state early learning stan-
dards in the USA. The online systems use those scores to automatically generate
reports and summaries. Gradually moving toward functioning as an online data-based
decision making tool, TS Gold translates the information that has been entered in the
system for a particular child into instruction/intervention recommendations that teachers
can simply drop and drag into their daily and weekly plan online.

Previous research studies (Buzhardt et al. 2011; Ledoux, Yoder, and Hanes 2010; Tanyel
and Knopf 2011) suggest that the integration of technology into existing daily early child-
hood practice is not a simple matter, but the technology serves as a vehicle through which
pre-determined child assessment criteria work to initiate subtle and often substantial
changes in teacher practice, including curriculum development, instructional decision
making, and assessment focus. The existing literature on the changing landscape of a tech-
nology-rich, education system further addresses the need to rethink the place of teachers
in this environment. For example, in their discussion of new professionalism required for
teachers in the digital age, Shaffer, Nash, and Ruis (2015) argue that teachers move away
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from being a central figure in the classroom to assuming a new role as ‘coordinators,
orchestrators, and interpreters of feedback’ coming through digital technology (p. 18).

In addition, a body of critical scholarship on digital technologies in education (Fenwick and
Edwards 2016; Selwyn 2011, 2015; Williamson 2015) suggests that technology often serves to
support the bureaucratic interests and administrative concerns of the schools and thus sustain
and strengthen managerial control of teachers’ work. For example, Selwyn and his colleagues
(Selwyn, Henderson, and Chao 2015; Selwyn, Nemorin, and Johnson 2017) provides a
number of empirical accounts, in his case study schools in various contexts and settings, of
how existing disciplinary concerns of schools continue to shape the nature of in-school use
of technology that reinforces standardization of teachers’ labor process, intensifies managerial
control of curricula with mandated ‘best’ practice models, and imposes the data-driven audit
culture. Therefore, it is important to note here that technology integration does not simply
refer to changes in the skills and knowledge that teachers must develop to use those tools,
but more importantly, it works to potentially change who they are as teachers as it also
involves the process of instilling new values, norms and ways of thinking.

Methodology

Setting and participants

This paper draws on a qualitative research study conducted during academic year 2011–
2012 at one U.S. Head Start grantee that serves over 1000 children from birth to five years
of age with a variety of program options. At the time data collection began, this Head Start
grantee made the switch from the paper version to a web-based child assessment system,
‘Teaching Strategies Gold.’ Four half-day, Head Start centers were selected as main
research sites. All of the four Head Start centers were a single classroom site, but varied
in terms of its location, racial/ethnic demographics, and teachers’ years of teaching experi-
ence. All but one of the four Head Start centers provided double session classes with a co-
teaching model where one leader teacher and one co-teacher work as a team for 17 chil-
dren in the morning and a different group of 17 children in the afternoon. One teacher at
each Head Start center fills the additional duties of the site director in addition to her
teaching position. All of the lead teachers and co-teachers at the four Head Start sites
(n = 6) agreed to participate in this study.

Data collection and analysis

To deepen insights into how teachers perceive and experience their work associated with
the assessment mandate, this paper draws on data from multiple, semi-structured inter-
views with six teachers during three assessment checkpoint periods. During the first inter-
view, teachers were asked to tell about their work and themselves as early childhood
professionals in light of the recent policy changes. The second interview focused on the
details of teachers’ experiences concerning assessment practice and curriculum
decision-making process. The final interview, at the end of school year, allowed teachers
to explore their additional thoughts and feelings about a year-long experience with TS
Gold. Having multiple interviews contributed to establishing some level of trust in ways
to help teachers share often emotionally charged, intensification experiences of their

930 K. KIM

Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Not for distribution. 6



work. The multiple-interview approach was especially important because it allowed me to
capture teachers’ in-the-moment insights throughout the entire assessment process, as
well as teachers’ overall reflection after they finalized their end-of-year assessment data.

The triangulation process included using data from multiple observations of four Head
Start sites for five months (twice per week at each site) to note the nature of teachers’ work
and responsibilities associated with child assessment in and outside the classroom, peda-
gogical practice, and curricular focus. I also analyzed a number of relevant documents,
including copies of teachers’ observation notes, TS Gold–generated reports, and materials.
At the time of data collection, five child development specialists, as a management team in
an organizational hierarchy, traveled to their assigned Head Start sites to monitor the
compliance of each site with Head Start performance standards and provide support to
teachers in the delivery of quality curriculum and instruction. Therefore, in order to
understand how existing organizational structure, culture, and power relations interacted
with a new online assessment system to shape and regulate teachers’ work, I conducted
one individual interview with five Head Start child development specialists.

In the first stage of data analysis, I examined all of the data from multiple data sources
to identify the types of tasks that teachers involved or were encouraged to undertake as
they strived for fulfilling the ongoing assessment mandate, especially when using TS
Gold (see Table 1). I then analyzed interview data concerning temporal perceptions and

Table 1. Types of teacher work associated with ongoing child assessment mandate.

Learning Data collection and online data entry
Data analysis, reporting, and

use

Topics . Classroom observation
. On the spot assessment
. Testing
. Guided play
. Selection of assessment materials
. Creation/Modification of

checklists/ observation forms
. Supervision of teacher assistants
. Communication with colleagues
. Coordination of the use of

computer resources with
colleagues

. Collection of handwritten
observation notes

. Entering observation notes online

. Tagging each piece of observation
note with related objectives or
dimensions

. Translation of observation notes
into scores

. Checking (missing)
documentation/completion rate of
checkpoint data entry

. Curriculum alignment

. Curriculum pacing

. Differentiated small group
instruction

. Grouping/Placement of children

. Categorization/Classification of
children

. Instructional planning: Teacher
directed activities

. Making informed decisions
about children’s levels

. Generation of reports

. Comparison of each child’s
knowledge, skills, and
behaviors

. Modification in child
individualization goals

. Parent teacher conference

. Program wide data review
session

. Progression of child development and
learning

. TS Gold objectives, dimensions, indicators,
and examples

. TS Gold components, structure and online
tools

. Computer and online system

. Factual anecdotal notes

Methods
. Self-directed: Website navigation and

online tool exploration; Reference to guides
in print & objectives classroom poster

. Online training provided by TS Gold:
Interrater reliability certification

. Program wide training and professional
development support

. Coaching/mentoring sessions with
supervisors (child development specialist)

. Teacher support group
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experiences of teachers to perform the tasks identified in the initial analysis. Some
examples of initial coding were time saving/consuming, time management, scarcity, and
urgency that indicated an increase and expansion of teacher work; and the feeling of
lack of time and the need to make, save, or manage their time. Using these codes, I
reread data and linked the tasks identified in the initial analysis to develop thematic
elements that accounted for how teachers made every effort to generate, save, and
manage time or how they were pressured to do so. This process gave new meaning to
the types of tasks I identified in the initial analysis. For example, I initially categorized
the task of ‘differentiated small group instruction’ into teacher data use, but it was later
understood as integral part of making/saving time to collect ‘appropriate’ child assessment
data, with an overarching theme of ‘teaching to the data collection’ (Kim 2016, 98). In the
subsequent analysis, I holistically examined all of the data several more times, and
especially reread interview data, juxtaposing it with the document analysis of TS Gold
materials (e.g. official guides, marketing materials, tips available through the web-site,
etc.,). Through various stages of data analysis, the main theme and thematic elements
were eventually identified from multiple data sources.

Findings

Intensification of teachers’ learning role, data collection burden, and
performativity

The child assessment mandate has generated an increasing number of tasks and added
responsibilities as teachers are required to reskill themselves in learning a new online
tool, documenting children’s progress in ways to show evidence of teachers’ performativ-
ity, and creating a data-driven decision making process (see Table 1).

In interviews, teachers frequently used words such as ‘first time’ and ‘not knowing’ to
describe their experience with the new assessment technology, indicating the ‘intensifica-
tion of teachers’ learning role’ (Valli and Buese 2007, 542). Teachers expressed concerns
about the pace of rapid changes with insufficient training and no additional technological
resources. With little support, teachers felt they were held responsible for developing their
own knowledge and skills, describing this process as ‘learning by doing’, ‘trial and error’, or
a ‘high learning curve.’ ‘Learning by doing’ took a great deal of teacher time, motivation
and effort. For example, one teacher, turning fifty at the time of this study, addressed her
struggles with (re)learning how to do tasks in new ways, using a computer.

In focusing their efforts on learning the new system, teachers reported the need for
taking a look at the TS Gold website and guidelines more often, especially learning
about prescribed child assessment criteria. One teacher explained below:

We take assessments, and then we put those assessments on the computer and then we click
on the different areas that it goes for. And then you’re rating what level the kids are at … .
There is a book that explains it all … . I don’t know what all those [assessment] areas are, so
that takes me longer. I have to use the book and look up each thing and see where it can go.
Once you have that memorized, if we keep doing this for years, which is what their plan is, it
will get easier.

Some teachers took their learning further all by themselves, or at least they felt the neces-
sity to explore additional online tools as indicated below:
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I learned different parts of it. There are reports you can run. Developmental summary reports
are really helpful for [parent teacher] conferences … . It was neat because it has suggested
next steps, and says this is where the child is, and this is what they’re going to be doing
next. And that links to activities that you can use for planning. So now that I’mmore familiar
with it, and know more about it, I think we’ll use it more frequently in the next year, for plan-
ning purposes, and in communication with parents.

In theory, ongoing child observation is considered a natural part of what teachers do
during the regular classroom activities and routine. However, one teacher described the
nature of caring work that is always ‘bound up with communal rhythms and needs’ of
others’ (Bryson 2007, 134): ‘Because I think at play time, you’re always interrupted.
You can work one-on-one, but there’s somebody needing something, or there are kids
arguing somewhere else. There are all those other things going on at the same time.’ In
addition, finding time for online data entry was noted in the teacher interview as one of
the biggest challenges. TS Gold provides quick tips on how to save time (TS Gold
online: Time-saving features n.d., 3): ‘Enter documentation and preliminary levels each
day instead of waiting until the end of a week or checkpoint period. Staying current
with data entry will help make the end of each checkpoint period stress-free.’ Although
supposedly simple, the saving tips are based on the unspoken assumption that teachers
should ‘make’ additional time daily, during a break, after class or at home. I learned
from both classroom observations and teacher interviews that although teachers worked
very hard to ‘make’ additional time by eating lunch while working on a computer and
staying after school, it was not always successful, resulting in constant feelings of
getting behind. Not successfully making time daily, teachers described the checkpoint
deadline as ‘panicking’ or ‘killing us’ and felt a greater need for substitutes so that they
could be out of their classroom to complete the assessment requirements.

Reliance on external expertise: technology as a solution to use or a problem to
solve?

Teachers were naturally drawn to navigating built-in TS Gold online tools to learn how to
‘save’ their time in collecting assessment data during a typical school day. Time saving is
the biggest promise that assessment technology claims to offer, saying ‘spend less time at
the computer and more time with children’ (TS Gold online: Time-saving features n.d., 1).
However, taking advantage of the supposedly time-saving features of technology means
substantial investment of teacher time and effortful learning in (re)skilling themselves
to do assessment in TS Gold ways. One teacher said, ‘with the [TS] Gold assessment,
we’ve been really changing how we observe or write the notes down.’

TS Gold was initially the reason teachers felt pressed for time as it created new demands
that required enormous amount of time and energy being spent on learning about the tool,
gathering overwhelming evidence, and online data entry. Ironically, teachers were asked or
felt the need to use TS Gold more often as it supposedly promised to offer a quick solution
to the problems that it actually created. As teachers turned to TS Gold as a solution, it
entailed changes in assessment practice, curriculum and pedagogical decision, which
could be summed up in the concept of ‘teaching to the data collection’, meaning that
mounting pressure for data collection provided the main driving force for teachers to
plan and organize classroom activities around TS Gold (Kim 2016, 98).
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As the TS Gold demands a broad range of developmental and learning outcomes, tea-
chers were rushed to cover an enormous amount of curriculum material with focus on
breadth over depth. Most often, the greater pressure for successful data collection
guided teachers’ curriculum decision as one teacher explained:

The way that we do the small group planning is we look at the [TS Gold] objectives to see
which we’re still needing to observe because we have to take the anecdotal notes on all the
students to enter in the computer. So we look at where the needs are for that, and then we
try to plan one objective for each small group.

In this way, small group activities are restricted to certain types, with little or no oppor-
tunities for aesthetic and creativity expression unless it is explicitly linked to or combined
with TS Gold objectives and dimensions, especially in language, literacy and math. In
addition, during free play time, teachers intentionally guided children one at a time to
do certain activities with teacher-selected materials that could generate TS Gold data.
One teacher described this change, ‘I guess we do tend to lean more towards the academic
stuff.’

Sources of intensification: working through teachers themselves and a local
context

As teachers’ temporal perceptions and experience with performing TS Gold tasks certainly
indicated, TS Gold-imposed assessment burden was one of the biggest challenges in their
work and major sources of some negative emotions such as anxiety, stress, and tiredness.
In their ‘performance of compliance’ (Sims and Waniganayake 2015, 333), Head Start tea-
chers were too vulnerable to resist it in a current high stake accountability environment
(Bullough et al. 2014). Teachers corroborated: ‘It has to be done. I mean it’s not an
option. It’s required for performance standards … . It’s required for a job. It’s a required
activity.’

TS Gold online tools such as ‘login history for a user,’ and ‘assessment status report’
allowed supervisors to monitor teachers’ online activity and their progress in data entry
as one child development specialist noted:

It makes things easier because I don’t have to wait until the checkpoint to get data about
what’s happening in the classrooms. At any time, I can jump on and kind check how
many pieces of documentation have been entered, when is the last time the teacher actually
logged on … . It’s much easier in that aspect for monitoring and being able to get a feel.

Paradoxically, most participating teachers made optimistic comments about TS Gold itself
as necessarily beneficial for children and teachers in the long run. In other words, assess-
ment requirements intensify teachers’ work, not just as external pressures and for compli-
ance purposes only, but at the same time through creating a strong desire among teachers
to be recognized as competent professionals with strong commitment to do the best for
their children. With ongoing controversy over the impact of Head Start programs in
the USA, Head Start children’s learning outcomes have always been under public scrutiny,
including the National Reporting System (NRS), the first nationwide, standardized tests of
all 4- and 5-year-old Head Start children on a limited set of academic skills (Paulsell et al.
2006). In this context, the idea that teachers have multiple observations of children across
all developmental and learning domains, following the natural flow of their daily routine is
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considered best for providing a ‘true’ picture of children, which appears to be a sign for
increased autonomy, flexibility, and empowerment for local programs and individual tea-
chers. Therefore, while striving to streamline their data collection efforts, teachers concur-
rently showed their professional commitment to continue their ongoing observation until
they collected the evidence to demonstrate children’s progress to the next higher level. In
establishing themselves as ‘ongoing’ assessors in their continuous search for ‘right’ obser-
vation, teachers were bound by a pre-determined TS Gold development and learning
continuum.

It is worth noting here that teachers constantly placed themselves in an imaginary
future that would be improved and necessarily better than their present work conditions,
with great emphasis on the role of their learning. Below are several examples from teacher
interviews: ‘Once I learn, then I’ll be able to be better at it’; ‘I know more about it, I think
it’ll be really helpful next year for using those tools’; ‘It’s hard for me, but I understand it
and I think it’s going to be so much easier next year.’ As Costas and Grey (2014) theorize
the concept of the ‘future temporality of disciplinary power’ (p. 909), ‘the present is inher-
ently constructed as the basis for preparing and improving oneself towards this future’ and
thus ‘sacrifices in the present are regarded as essential for and largely understood through
their future prospect’ (p. 910). Therefore, intensification of teachers’ learning role is not
only brought about by external mandates in the form of pressure, expectation, or encour-
agement from their supervisors, but it also works through teachers themselves as self- dis-
ciplined professionals.

In addition, Head Start teachers and child development specialists understood TS Gold,
particularly its online data entry requirements, as an extension of a documentation that
they had always been doing to provide evidence of their work, which then served to
justify the work intensification. One child development specialist said: ‘Because we need
proof. You couldn’t just score kids one day and say everybody is at a 5[level], [and say]
my job is done. They need to be held accountable for that.’ Similarly, teachers believed
that it could serve their needs to get recognition for their work. Below was one typical
response among teachers when asked about their experience with documentation in
general, including online data entry:

If you and I were talking, but I don’t write it someplace … . Then, that conversation never
happened. Even though you and I know we did it, if it’s not written down on paper,
there’s no way to prove that we’ve done this, and since, for Head Start, we have to report
back to the Federal government. If it isn’t written down, it didn’t happen because you
don’t have anything to show anybody … I want to get credit for the good things that I’m
doing … . People need to know how much we are doing. Um, [it] drives me nuts on how
much we have to do and how much that has increased over the years, but I also see how
quality has increased because of this.

Discussion and limitation

The findings of this research study show that demands for the production of ongoing child
assessment data intensifies early childhood teachers’ work in the USA, indicating global
trends of ‘data-based accountability’ that Roberts-Holmes and Bradbury (2016) described
in the England context or ‘paper warfare’ that Australian teachers experience in the
‘culture of new managerialism’ (O’Brien and Down 2002, 123). As Ballet and his
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colleagues (Ballet and Kelchtermans 2008, 2009) refined Apple’s intensification thesis, tea-
chers’ experience of intensification does not just come from external accountability press-
ures only. Rather, the evidence from this research study suggests that internal sources such
as individual teachers’ commitment, a strong desire for recognition as competent pro-
fessionals, and ‘willingness to change’ to do the very best for their children (Ballet and
Kelchtermans 2008, 47) contribute to the work intensification. Most often, education
reforms construct an increase in teacher responsibilities and work as inevitable for estab-
lishing teachers’ professional status with production of knowledge about what a good
teacher is/does, which then cultivates a ‘passion for excellence’ (Ball 2003, 2015) in tea-
chers themselves to successfully complete new tasks.

In addition, the findings of this research study suggest that assessment technology
further complicates the work intensification process. As a ‘sociotechnical system’, TS
Gold is ‘loaded with values, interests and assumptions that shape and limit’ the images
of young children, best practice, and teachers’ roles (Selwyn 2015, 69). TS Gold limited
the role of teachers to ‘assessor as technician’, or at the best, ‘assessor as the interpreter
of the law’ in Davison (2004, 325)’s terms. Teachers repeated the ‘effortful’ process to
understand TS Gold objectives, dimensions and indicators and collect the right data
until ‘effortful’ eventually became ‘automatic.’ Greater emphasis was placed on the agree-
ment with the ‘master ratings’ determined by external experts (e.g. TS Gold developers) for
‘accuracy of teachers’ judgments’ (A guide to TS Gold: Interrater Reliability Certification
2012, 3). Therefore, TS Gold imposes the view of ‘mechanistic, procedural, [and] see-
mingly universalized assessment process’ in which inconsistencies are considered a
‘threat to reliability’ and thus needs to be resolved by appropriate training and practice
(Davison 2004, 324). TS Gold seemingly grants teachers a high degree of trust and auton-
omy as the best person to know the children in their classrooms. However, professional
judgement of teachers is seen to be ‘trusted’ or defensible only when teachers can
provide written proof. More importantly, if it is not based on externally imposed, TS
Gold criteria, teachers’ personal/professional judgment is simply disregarded as
‘guesswork.’

Furthermore, TS Gold was integrated into the pre-existing hierarchical structure,
culture of compliance, and documentation in Head Start. With ‘permanent visibility’ of
online work, TS Gold tightened the ‘managerial control’ (Selwyn 2011, 473) of teachers’
work, as teachers themselves internalized the norms associated with TS Gold and moni-
tored themselves.

With a small sample of teachers, this study has not sought to generalize the findings
beyond the experiences of research participants. However, in order to make the
findings potentially transferable to other settings in understanding the pressures that tea-
chers currently face with an online assessment tool, I provide the rich description of tea-
chers’ viewpoints. Although this research study was conducted in 2011–2012, the findings
still provide insights into understanding the broader range of consequences of utilizing
assessment technology and the implication for teacher work intensification as not much
work has been published in regard to this topic in the field of early childhood education.
According to 2017 Head Start Program Information Report (Office of Head Start 2018),
more than half of all Head Start programs across the country (62.98%) still use TS
Gold. In addition, most of the Head Start programs (99.25%) use online data management
system provided by for-profit firms (Office of Head Start 2018). With increasing emphasis

936 K. KIM

Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Not for distribution. 12



on data-based performativity in the U.S. and internationally, it seems likely that the
number of early childhood programs that rely on online assessment solutions will con-
tinue to grow. Therefore, longitudinal studies would be beneficial in tracing the
ongoing effects of using commercial online assessment systems.
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ABSTRACT
This paper illustrates an evaluation model emerging from Australian
research. With reference to a range of contexts, its usefulness is
demonstrated through application to two professional
development initiatives designed to improve continuity of
learning in the context of the transition to school. The model
reconceptualises approaches to considering and reporting
educational change. Responding to an Australian state
government’s recognition that aspects of the transition to school
process necessitated changed dialogue between teachers and
educators in prior to school and the formal school sector, the
research team facilitated two eight-month multi-site explorations
of core concepts, philosophies and practices. Ethics protocols
were followed throughout the collaborative project. While this
research acknowledges Wenger’s (2009. ‘Social learning capability:
Four essays on innovation and learning in social systems.’ Social
Innovation, Sociedade e Trabalho. Booklets 12 – separate
supplement, MTSS/GEP & EQUAL Portugal, Lisbon.) claim that
‘social learning capability’ is ‘the most fundamental aspect of the
communities of practice approach’ [Omidvar, O., and R. Kislov.
2014. ‘The evolution of the communities of practice approach:
Toward knowledgeability in a landscape of practice- An interview
with Etienne Wenger-Trayner.’ Journal of Management Inquiry 23:
266–275., p.268], experience in this cross-sector initiative suggests
that the intersections of relationship, facilitative infrastructure and
‘spirals of engagement’ [Fleet, A., and C. Patterson. 2001.
‘Professional growth reconceptualised: Early childhood staff
searching for meaning.’ Early Childhood Research and Practice 3 (2),
ERIC Number: ED458042.] are also key in educational change, and
should thus be visible in an evaluation model.
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Introduction

This research reconceptualises approaches to evaluating and reporting educational change
using the vehicle of a transition to school initiative. It proposes a multi-faceted model that
was developed in a particular Australian circumstance but which can be seen to be appli-
cable in multiple evaluation contexts. Responding to the Victorian state government’s rec-
ognition that aspects of the transition process would benefit from enhanced dialogue
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between teachers and educators in prior to school settings and the school sector, the
research team facilitated an eight-month multi-site exploration of core concepts, philos-
ophies and practices related to transition to school processes, with a focus on improving
continuity of learning for the state’s school entrants. Ethics protocols were followed
throughout the collaborative project. The model which is the focus of this paper both
emerged from the data in these studies and evolved to encapsulate the evaluation. The
model evolved from the study as a way to represent the complexity of the field of
study; its origins are grounded in the data (it emerges from the experience of the data),
but simultaneously it became a vehicle for interpretation.

Philosophical underpinnings

The work in this paper is grounded within a philosophical paradigm which:

. Values the adult learner engaged in communities of learners over time

. Foregrounds the voices of children in issues that concern them (UN 1989)

. Prioritises relationships in educational endeavours

. Pursues outcomes in responsive, flexible and cyclical ways

. Seeks richly complex layers of interpretation rather than linear simplicity in educational
evaluation.

This complexity may be seen as emerging from a range of sources, generally under the
umbrella of ‘social constructivism’. Informally, these approaches might be conceptualised
as ‘multi-faceted systemic interactionism’. For example, in an interview with Omidvar and
Kislov (2014), Wenger-Traynor, coming from an intersection of computer science and
anthropology and positioning himself as a social learning theorist, notes that social or
learning theory alone does not account for the evolving conceptualisation he brings to
the construct of ‘communities of practice’ (which he evolved in collaboration with Lave,
1991) under the rubric of ‘situated learning’ and ‘social learning capability’ (2009).
Wenger-Traynor states that conceptions of his work have shifted to a focus more on ‘mul-
tiple communities and systems of practice… there is also an emphasis on learning capa-
bility as a characterization of those systems and the relationships that exist within those
systems’ (Omidvar and Kislov 2014, 270).

Further, recognising Fullan’s (1999, 2000, 2001, 2005, 2007, 2008) theories of change
(e.g. the importance of time and recognition of multiple influences), change leadership
and implications from related research, potential for an innovative conceptualisation of
educational change processes has evolved. Experience in this cross-sector initiative
suggests that the intersections of relationship, facilitative infrastructure and ‘spirals of
engagement’ (Fleet and Patterson 2001) are key in educational change.

The Australian educational context

In schools and prior to school settings there are national systems that are overseen by a
relevant authority in each state and territory. The National Quality Framework
(ACECQA n.d.) is the national system for the regulation and quality assessment of
prior to school services which is also accompanied by a regulatory authority in each
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state and territory. Australian schools come under a national system which includes the
requirement to implement the Australian Curriculum (Foundation – Year 10)(ACARA
n.d.). Relevant authorities in each state and territory make decisions about the implemen-
tation of the Australian curriculum in their schools according to regional priorities.

The example: why focus on transition?

In Australia, transition to school has been afforded growing attention in the past 10 years
due to the increasing body of evidence demonstrating the importance of this period in the
lives of young children and their families. Research shows that children’s transition to
school experience can impact on their social connections and their academic adjustment
in the new educational setting (Dockett and Perry 2007; Dunlop and Fabian 2007; Organ-
isation for Economic Co-operation and Development 2006), thus impacting on children’s
wellbeing and longer-term school achievement.

Previously transition to school has been considered in the realm of readiness for school,
with children deemed as more or less ready for school in relation to their age and devel-
opment (Farra, Goldfield, and Moore 2007). Dockett and Perry (2009), however, describe
school readiness as ‘contested and controversial’ (p.20). They argue readiness means
different things to different people. More recently, the notion of readiness has been
extended to include all key stakeholders. This includes children, families, teachers and
educators in prior to school settings and in schools, as well as the broader community
(Farra, Goldfield, and Moore 2007).

Rethinking transition to school within this broader context aligns with Bronfenbren-
ner’s ecological systems model (1979 & 1986 as cited in Bronfenbrenner and Morris
2006). This model recognises the layers of influence impacting on a child, beginning
with their immediate family and extending out to people and organisations within the
child’s immediate experience, as well as the interactions between them. This includes tea-
chers and educators in prior to school settings and schools (Dunlop & Fabian, 2002, cited
in Dockett and Perry 2006; Smith et al. 2010). The work of Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta
(2000) builds on Bronfenbrenner’s work and highlights the significance of relational
factors that can positively and negatively impact transition to school. Further, the
acknowledgement of context and the fluidity of relationships over time also come into
play). These can impact on children’s relationships in school (see for example Joerdens
2014). Understanding contexts enables recognising differences in the supports required
for different communities. The Secretariat of Aboriginal and Islander Child Care
(SNAICC) report (2013) identified the need for transition to school processes that
would provide security, foster inclusion into school communities and increase opportu-
nities for children’s success at school. The report acknowledged,

Evidence demonstrates that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families can
face particular challenges through the transition process, largely due to higher levels of dis-
advantage, lower participation in early childhood services, and a lack of cultural competence
within many mainstream schools. (p.41)

Teacher knowledge and beliefs about processes for transitions and educational experiences
in the opposite educational setting can impact on opportunities afforded to children in
each of these spaces (Petriwskyj 2013). Myths and misconceptions about expectations
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can create barriers to effective transition to school processes (Dockett and Perry 2007).
Conversely, shared knowledge and shared understanding of pedagogy and curricula
enables teachers to provide environments where a flow of learning is more likely to
occur. Furthermore, ongoing, sustainable relationships allow for conversations about chil-
dren’s continuity of learning (Dockett and Perry 2014; Margetts and Kienig 2013).

Children’s continuity of learning is bolstered through a shared understanding that the
education afforded to children is built on their existing knowledge. In achieving this, tea-
chers and educators across educational settings must commit to work outside of their tra-
ditional boundaries and work in collaboration with other professionals. A commitment to
dialogue and a deeper understanding of sites of education (prior to school settings and
schools) is critical. Prior to school teachers and educators must remain open and
curious to understand the ways in which teaching and learning take place in school set-
tings. Conversely, school teachers and leaders must remain committed to understanding
the ways in which teaching and learning takes place in prior to school settings.

The role of professional growth in educational change: background for the
initiative

Having set the Australian context and established the importance of the processes associ-
ated with transition to school, we turn to the role of professional development alongside
two educational change initiatives. This information is provided to enable readers to visu-
alise the locus of the subsequent situated model for evaluating educational change.

Ongoing professional learning across the education sector is recognised as a core com-
ponent of professional practice (Edwards and Nuttall 2009; Groundwater-Smith and
Campbell 2009). It is particularly valuable when supporting teachers and educators who
are working with young children and their families across the potentially complex juncture
between the prior to school and beginning to school experience – that period known as
‘the transition to school’. Given the importance of the early years and the potential for
either positive or negative transition to school experiences, scaffolded support for both
families and teachers and educators can yield rich benefits for children and the adults
responsible for them.

Desimone’s conceptual paper (2009, 183) suggests that the critical features of Pro-
fessional Development (PD), rather than the type/structure are core to effectiveness.
While not definitive, there is clear evidence that the characteristics of PD that increase
teacher knowledge and skills while assisting in improving practice and contributing to
student outcomes relate to: content focus, active learning, coherence, duration, and collec-
tive participation. These key characteristics of effective professional development can be
mapped against the components of the illustrative initiatives as follows:

Fuligni et al. (2009) also note the importance of each setting’s context in exploring the
associations between professional development and the beliefs and practices of teachers
and educators. These findings reflect what is widely known about characteristics of
adult learning. As Helterbarn and Fennimore stated (2004):

It does not make sense to spend time and resources on professional educational opportunities
unless they are viewed by the recipients as being important and helpful… professional devel-
opment must help teachers to make sense of the increasing demands of accountability and to
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respond to those demands in ways that truly support the growth and learning of children.
Such an effort is particularly important for those who teach very young children (p.267).

Foreshadowing Desimone’s evidence-based recommendations (2009), they then continue:
‘It would appear then that excellent professional development must recognize and
strengthen authentic teacher voice while linking that voice to genuine opportunities to
improve practice in areas of genuine importance and interest’ (p.268). These areas
would thus seem to be germane to any evaluation exercise.

Methodology

The following situated learning model of educational change was developed out of the first
transition to school professional development initiative (Figure 1). It was then useful in
conceptualising and interpreting the second professional development initiative designed
to improve continuity of learning in the context of transition to school (Figure 2). Both
initiatives were funded by the Victorian Department of Education and Training (DET)
and conducted in Victoria, Australia. These initiatives built on previous work undertaken
by the Victorian DET that identified the importance of reciprocal visits and joint pro-
fessional learning in supporting a positive transition to school for children and families
(Astbury 2009). The situated learning model of educational change (Fleet et al. 2015)
was developed by the research team to be used as an evaluation framework, incorporating
elements of the relational agency framework (Edwards 2012) as required by the state
funding body. From these perspectives, professionals are viewed to possess relational
agency when they are able to see others’ perspectives, to work together to build
common knowledge, develop shared goals, and to understand and subscribe to strategies
to ensure effective implementation for achieving the goals.

A case study design was employed in both projects. Case study methodology allows for
an in-depth study of the phenomenon (Yin 2009, 2011); in this instance the inter-

Figure 1. Situated model for evaluating educational change: General applicability (Fleet et al. 2015).
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relationships occurring during transition to school processes, within the specific commu-
nity context. Ethics protocols were approved through Macquarie University and the Vic-
torian DET. While there were institutional-based (school and prior to school settings)
requirements for participating in the professional development and relationship-building
components of the initiatives, participants could elect whether they chose to be involved in
the associated research. All participants elected to be involved in both components.

Qualitative methodology was used for data collection, incorporating reflection sheets
completed by participants, final evaluation questionnaires and reflective journals main-
tained by the project team. Data were analysed to identify key themes and processes
that would refine the development of the evaluation framework and thereby contribute
findings for the study.

The initial project was undertaken by Semann and Slattery and the Institute of Early
Childhood, Macquarie University from October 2014 through June 2015 (Semann et al.
2015). Focus sites included a regional Victorian city and a high growth area in an outer
suburb of Melbourne, Victoria. The project was facilitated by two external facilitators in
each site through eight half-day professional gatherings once a month over eight
months, attended by the prior to school and school teachers and some executive and
support staff. Each session provided opportunities for participants to develop an under-
standing of their counterparts’ experiences,e.g. sharing of curriculum frameworks, docu-
mentation requirements, working with families, processes for transition to school and

Figure 2. Situated learning model of educational change: Fostering reciprocal visits to support Koorie
children and families entering school (Fleet et al. 2015).
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children’s voices in the transition to school. In addition, the 21 participants took part in
reciprocal visits to different educational settings. Eleven people participated in one site,
including five teachers from prior to school settings and six from schools. Participants
in the other site included four teachers from prior to school settings and six from schools.

The second project was facilitated by Semann and Slattery, the Institute of Early Child-
hood Macquarie University and the Boon Wurrung Foundation between October 2015
and May 2016 (Semann et al. 2016). In this instance, two Victorian regional sites were
selected due to the high numbers of Koorie children and families in these areas, one a
regional town and one a regional city. The project team replicated the approach taken
in the initial project, with some differences. In this instance, the project was facilitated
by three external facilitators, including a senior Aboriginal leader, through six half-day
professional gatherings held once a month over six months. Participants (n = 44) also
took part in reciprocal visits to different educational settings. Twenty-one people attended
in one site, including eight teachers from prior to school settings and eight from schools, as
well as five Koorie Engagement Support Officers (KESOs) and Koorie Preschool Assistants
(KPSAs). Twenty-three people attended in the other site, including three from prior to
school settings and eight from schools, as well as five KESOs and KPSAs. In this site,
seven people from two additional services were invited to join the project due to their sig-
nificant role within the community in providing support, information and advice to
Koorie people and their families.

The initiatives were found to strengthen relationships and resulted in more open com-
munication between teachers and educators in prior to school settings and in schools.
They also supported greater knowledge of and respect for pedagogical practice across edu-
cational settings, resulting in increased understanding of the continuity of children’s
learning.

An additional feature of the second project was the provision of joint professional
development open to local communities as well as schools and prior to school services.
Three professional development sessions were held in both sites and attended by a total
of 159 people. Topic areas (e.g. Strengthening community connections; Embedding Abori-
ginal perspectives, Mathematical understandings for young children) were informed by
participant responses to initial reflection sheets and conversations in early professional
gatherings.

Internationally, professional development is being seen increasingly in the frame of
‘Professional Learning’ (Groundwater-Smith and Campbell 2009) and is often associated
with generating educational change (Fleet and Patterson 2009; Semann et al. 2015). It is
clear that single-session interventions have limited value in engaging hearts and minds
in educational priorities or changing professional practices. The innovations described
here moved beyond a single session model, strengthening possibilities for the state-
funded programme to progress its goals and improve transition to school practices. The
strategies used reflect principles of adult learning, including the importance of active
engagement with personally valuable content over time. Opportunities to contribute to
these processes encourages participant agency, which is crucial in effecting educational
change. The accompanying evaluation component enabled the project team to provide
the funding body with participant feedback on the degree of success of this strategy.
Funding could be determined as a limitation to these initiatives. The availability of
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funding ensures ‘buy in’ through releasing teachers to attend sessions. This factor is
acknowledged in the model through the section on ‘infrastructure components’.

Evaluating educational change

Evaluations of educational change initiatives lend themselves to a form of situated/inte-
grated evaluation for several reasons. First, they allow those leading and participating in
change to track the movement of such initiatives in order to identify successes and chal-
lenges. Secondly, the introduction of evaluation makes it possible for change agents to
share with others not necessarily involved directly with the process of change, the
lessons learned which others might draw from for their own benefits in order to inform
localised change initiatives. In undertaking such evaluations, Wilkes and Bligh (1999)
suggest that educational evaluation is ‘a systematic appraisal of the quality of teaching
and learning’ (p.1269). Further, it is suggested that in undertaking the evaluation of edu-
cational change initiatives it is worthwhile differentiating between monitoring, evaluating
and assessing such initiatives. Wilkes and Bligh (1999) suggest that monitoring is centred
on the gathering and recording of data, assessment refers to the quality measures related to
the determination of performance, and evaluation applies during the monitoring process
‘to place a value on an activity’ (p.1269).

Inherent in evaluating educational change is the cycle of:

(1) identifying the activity being evaluated
(2) collecting and assessing evaluation data
(3) reflecting on and analysing the data collected and
(4) planning and preparing for further action.

Much akin to the cycle of practitioner inquiry (see Fleet, DeGioia, and Patterson 2017),
this process of evaluation ensures that evaluation leads to further action. Moreover, the
tools by which the evaluation can take place are diverse and the choice of suitability
will vary across educational sites. Such tools may include questionnaires, focus groups,
self-assessment, peer assessment, practitioner inquiry projects, and qualitative assessments
to name but a few.

As explained above, this model for evaluating educational change initiatives was devel-
oped following a transition to school consultancy (Semann et al. 2015), and subsequently
shared with the international community (Fleet et al. 2015). A second study provided an
opportunity to affirm the relevance of this conceptualisation through application to the
evaluation of another change initiative. The focus for this second consultancy was the fos-
tering of reciprocal visits across the prior to school/school border in order to support the
effective transition to school (particularly) for Koorie children and their families. The situ-
ated learning model for evaluating educational change (see Figure 1) (Fleet et al. 2015) was
deemed a useful vehicle for consolidating and discussing the findings from this study, as
represented in Figure 2. Key elements are presented below, as an illustrative example of the
model in use. The following link connects to a page on the Department’s website that
includes all of their research about transition to school, including both of the reciprocal
visits projects. http://www.education.vic.gov.au/about/research/Pages/transitionresearch.
aspx
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The elements of the model can be seen to incorporate the key characteristics identified
by Desimone (2009) as central to professional development as indicated in Table 1: i.e.
Content is evidenced in the Knowledges, Active learning is evidenced in the Processes,
Coherence is made visible through the intersection of elements. Duration is identified
as a key Component, and Collective participation is a central feature of the Situated Learn-
ing Model.

As highlighted by Fullan (2012), ‘ … systems have gone overboard on assessment as a
solution’. In contrast, this model has multiple pieces of key information to assist providers,
funders, and participants, reminding all stakeholders that professional learning takes place
in social contexts. In discussing Communities of Practice, Omidvar and Kislov (2014, 266)
note that learning ‘is seen as a collective, relational, and social process’. Relationships
among the people involved become critical (Edwards 2005, 2012). The highlighting of pro-
cesses enables recognition of cyclical responsive engagement (Fleet and Patterson 2001,
2009), with the ability to incorporate feedback from participants as the project unfolded
rather than being dependent on a predetermined transmitted programme to achieve
project goals. This participatory pedagogy and consequent approach to evaluation reflects
the well-grounded work of Formosinho and Pascal (2016, pxxiv):

local, situated participatory pedagogies in action require professional journeys on assessment
and evaluation that allow the central actors (teachers, children, parents) to be empowered in
the processes of quality development and pedagogic evaluation, giving them voice in matters
that concern them… .

This expanded model incorporates the pieces specific to the second project context being
used for illustration. It specifies the knowledges necessary for contributing to, learning
from and evaluating the initiative, as well as particular items present in the contributing
elements. This provides specific examples of the components and processes embedded in
the Reciprocal Visits project. Should an initiative be seen as less than successful, lack of
knowledge in one of the ‘feeder areas’ may well be identified as a contributing factor.

In a related context, the model has since been used by one of the authors to evaluate and
report on a pilot project for a local council in Victoria (report not available to the public).
In this example, the change initiative was building the capacity of educators to support the
inclusion of children with complex needs in selected kindergartens through a targeted pro-
fessional learning programme facilitated over five months, and some of the subsections of
the model were adapted accordingly (i.e. the necessary Knowledges to be foundational in
that project). The Situated Learning Model provided a useful evaluation and reporting

Table 1. Application of Desimone (2009) to illustrative examples.
Core features for PD effectiveness
(Desimone 2009) Aspects reflected in these initiatives

Content focus Children’s effective transition to school is of interest/relevance to all participants
Active learning Workshop structure included hands-on consideration of elements in transition

resources
Coherence (with teacher knowledge
and beliefs)

Designed to enable participants with diverse perspectives to engage with the
processes offered

Duration As departmental focus had been on transition, these two projects both had cyclical
components over approximately eight months each

Collective participation Linking of prior to school and prior to school teachers and educators enabled
engagement from previously siloed sectors
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frame that was informative and valued by the client. Further use of this model would
enable generalizability and strengthen the applicability of the model to different situations.

Incorporating the situated learning model

Following (Table 2) is a tabular representation of data collected for the evaluation reports
as applicable to both initiatives, using the Situated Learning Model as the reference point.
It offers a short-hand or summary of key elements. It is essential to acknowledge that no
piece can be evaluated in isolation from each of the others as they intersect to represent the
rich complexity of change initiatives. An evaluation report can deal with these elements in
narrative form, using summative graphs and tables where appropriate, with illustrative
cases and vignettes for layering depth and experiential learning. Details are available,
for example, on the report’s websites:

Supporting reciprocal visits for transition to school (Koorie focus) http://www.
education.vic.gov.au/Documents/childhood/professionals/learning/Transition%20to%20
School%20%20Supporting%20Reciprocal%20Visits%20Koorie%20focus.pdf

Supporting reciprocal visits for transition to school http://www.education.vic.gov.au/
Documents/about/research/transpositivestarttoschool.PDF

These reports make visible the knowledges that were evidenced in these change initiat-
ives (as indicated in Table 2), as well as the key elements, under the headings of Infrastruc-
ture, People, Processes, and the Situated social learning as enacted through reciprocal visits
across settings.

The pieces in Table 2 provide building blocks for multi-layered evaluation applicable to
each element, including assessment of the presence or absence of each. Given this frame,
evaluation needs to address all pieces of the model through multiple modalities and meth-
odologies as demonstrated (for example) through:

. Facilitator reflective journals

. Participant surveys

. Records of participation

. Participant learning presentations

. Facilitated website video of change

in order to demonstrate the:

Table 2. Representation of nature of knowledges and elements in the Situated Learning Model.
Knowledges

About the sector Shared across areas of responsibility
About change processes Made explicit through project experiences
About adult learning Used to shape initiatives
About transition to school Exchanged between facilitators and participants

Elements
Infrastructure components Funding Essential to enable participation

Facilitators To scaffold processes
Time Enabling processing of new ideas
Resources Supporting learning

People Building relationships Agency of participants and multiple stakeholders
Processes Input Participant feedback re content

Workshops Think sheets prompting learning
Situated social learning Reciprocal visits Contextualised pedagogy
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. Nature of engagement of participants

. Benefits to children and their families

. Usefulness to sector, and

. Satisfaction to funding body

Through the lens of situated social learning, this multi-layered approach to evaluation
enables complexity to become visible rather than being overly simplified through single or
narrow measures (e.g. for school achievement).

Discussion and implications

In a consideration of current philosophies of education, Margonis (2012) referred to
the ‘orchestration of a dynamic intersubjective context’ and called on the sector to
view ‘educational events as social’ (rather than individual) events (p.5). This orien-
tation led him to promote a relational philosophy of education, which is evidenced
in this study. As we have known since last century (Fullan 1999, 59), ‘Valuing recipro-
city is of critical importance’; thus demonstrations of reciprocity should be evidenced
in any evaluation report.

The Situated Learning model was designed as part of a reconceptualisation of evaluat-
ing and reporting educational change using the vehicle of transition to school initiatives.
Consideration of this representation can also assist at the stage of project design, as key
components and intersections are foregrounded. Findings that arise from the use of the
model and a consideration of the points raised here include:

. the importance of professional learning/professional development (PD) and the key
features / components of effective PD to promote positive change

. the importance of evaluation in designing educational change initiatives

. the interrelatedness and/or intersection of the key components of the model (as
opposed to viewing them in isolation) and the impact on outcomes

. the voice/agency of the learner (participant) in evaluating educational change initiatives

. the potential application of the model across educational contexts.

Broadly, this Situated Model for Evaluating Educational Change (‘Situated Learning
Model’) highlights the intersections of People, Processes, and Facilitative infrastructure
components, considering situated social learning, potentially through spirals of engage-
ment. Such intersections are dependent, however, on the foundational and/or incorpor-
ated knowledges related to the local context and focus of the change initiative, as well
as knowledge regarding adult learning, and potentially, of change processes themselves.

Things that are “certain” on paper mask a more complex reality, and higher standards and
increased accountability simply generate more paper; they do not address the fact that we do
not all do and see things in the same way. (Lubeck 1998, 290)

Some of these complexities can be seen as provocations throughout the processes of edu-
cational change which are made more visible through the interwoven elements of this
model. These provocations can be demonstrated through this evaluation process to
have practical applicability for both policy development and pedagogical initiatives.
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ABSTRACT
The international application of standard-based measures to assess
ECEC quality raises crucial questions concerning the cultural
complexities and the problematic validity of instruments migrating
out of their cultural cradle; nevertheless the topic has received only
marginal attention in the literature. This paper, which aims to
address this gap, presents the research design and first findings
from the Italian data collected within the European study CARE and
a national extension, developing a critical-cultural approach to the
Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) – a standard-based
instrument to evaluate teacher–child interactions in U.S. classrooms.
ECEC experts and teachers have been involved in focused
discussions of CLASS recognizing elements of continuity,
differences and disagreements and key-features of the teacher–
child relationship not captured by the tool. Results offer interesting
insights into a methodological reflection on the international use of
standardized evaluation tools and into a theoretical reflection on
‘universal vs. culture-related’ views on education and quality.
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Introduction

An increasing body of research has documented the crucial role played by ECEC attend-
ance in improving children’s cognitive and language development, socio-emotional com-
petencies and academic success (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat 2014;
OECD 2013a; Sylva et al. 2004). The extent to which ECEC can lead to these positive
benefits is closely linked to the quality of the ECEC provision: early childhood education
matters, but only high-quality ECEC makes a difference (Pianta et al. 2009; Sylva et al.
2004; Vandell and Wolfe 2000).

The central role of quality raises an inevitable question: how can quality be measured?
This issue has attracted educational researchers’ attention, resulting in the development of
several measures to assess it (Grammatikopoulos, Gregoriadis, and Zachopoulou 2015;
Ishimine and Tayler 2014). Most of these measures are standard-based tools, often devel-
oped in the U.S.A., widely used at the international level.

The international application of these above-mentioned evaluation measures, despite
offering some advantages (Grammatikopoulos, Gregoriadis, and Zachopoulou 2015),
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may also lead to pitfalls, especially if the cultural complexities in the cross-cultural use of
these instruments are not taken into account. Quality is a ‘value- and cultural-based
concept’ (OECD 2013b, 35) and its conceptualization may vary across different cultural
contexts (Dahlberg, Moss, and Pence 2007; Tobin 2005; Vandenbroeck and Peeters
2014). Although we are witness to the globalization of evaluation tools, this topic has
received only marginal attention in the literature. A few recent studies (Ishimine and
Tayler 2014) discuss and debate the problematic validity of instruments migrating out
of their cultural cradle since they have a cultural matrix, which refers to specific scientific
and cultural worlds (pedagogical representations, structural characteristics of the settings,
cultural images of children…).

As we argue in this paper, rigorous critical reflection on cultural consistency and eco-
logical validity is an essential condition when applying these measures internationally, in
ECEC services in cultural contexts that are different from the original ones. While it is
appropriate – on a scientific and political level – to recognize the continuity and size of
agreements between different countries and cultures regarding quality in ECEC, it is
just as important to emphasize the variety of local children’s education cultures and to
question a rigid universalistic idea of educational standards of quality. Uncritical use of
assessment tools across cultures might lead to negative repercussions, both theoretically
and practically: for example, not taking into account and not enhancing local
features regarding the concept of quality; applying instruments perceived as distant and
unshared by local professionals; promoting a homogenizing concept of ECEC quality in
the long term, which is blind to the idea that ‘the diversity of cultural ways within a
nation and around the world is a resource for creativity and the future of humanity’
(Rogoff 2003, 18).

This paper, which aims to address this gap, presents the research design and first find-
ings from the Italian data collected within the European study CARE and a national exten-
sion, developing a critical-cultural approach to the Classroom Assessment Scoring System
(CLASS) – a standard-based instrument to evaluate teacher–child interactions in U.S.
classrooms (CLASS Toddler and Pre-K versions – La Paro, Hamre, and Pianta 2012;
Pianta, La Paro, and Hamre 2008).

The European project CARE and the Italian study: a critical cultural study
on CLASS

The European research project CARE – CurriculumQuality Analysis and Impact Review of
European ECEC (January 2014–December 2016) is a collaborative project, involving 11
countries and addressing issues related to ECEC quality and curriculums in Europe.
The central goal of this project is to develop an evidence-based and culture-sensitive Euro-
pean framework of quality indicators1. One of the main research actions of the CARE
project is a multiple case-study of 0–3 and 3–6 ECEC centres in eight European countries2,
collecting video-data from four ‘good practice’ ECEC centres in each country (Reggio
Emilia and Milan in Italy). The CLASS tool is being applied to the European video-
clips to carry out a quantitative analysis of the encodings3.

The authors of this paper are leading a qualitative and cultural ethnographic study4

(Gillen et al. 2007; Rogoff 2003; Tobin, Hsueh, and Karasawa 2009) of the selected
ECEC settings and the CLASS tool5 aimed at:
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a. questioning the international application of CLASS, developing a cultural-sensitive
and critical approach;

b. realizing amulti-voice discussion on CLASS in three countries (Italy, Portugal and the
Netherlands), in order to elicit different cultural viewpoints on quality and pedagogy
in ECEC settings, and to compare and contrast local theories with the values and the
cultural models embedded in the instrument.

The theoretical part of the study encompasses a thorough overview of the studies
regarding the instrument, its psychometrical properties, and the main findings emerging
from its application and validation to different cultural contexts (see section 3).

In the empirical part, we involved teachers and pedagogical coordinators from the four
selected ECEC centres and national experts in ECE in reflective dialogues to critically
discuss the CLASS tool and the video-clips realized. This reflective approach to assessment
measures has been already experimented with in Italian ECEC services (Bondioli and
Ferrari 2004; Ferrari 2002; Savio 2008). It consists in regarding tools not merely as
means of assessing quality or as standards to conform to, but rather as opportunities to
activate a process of comparison, by analogy or by contrast, that lets emerge in a
clearer and more precise way practitioners’ latent pedagogies and quality assumptions.
Specifically, in the current case, CLASS dimensions, indicators and behavioural markers
were used as a topic-map for extensive and in-depth exploration of the pedagogical
approaches and choices in interacting with children, highlighting the local-cultural peda-
gogical traits and, concurrently, the cultural values embedded in the tool itself. The CLASS
tool was assumed to be a powerful highlighter of different cultural perspectives and a
stimulus to activate ‘intercultural dialogue’ supported by and with the instrument itself.
The value inherent in consulting these different groups of stakeholders, at various levels
involved in the service life, was that they could offer an insider perspective, informing
us about service underpinning principles, values and goals, and, accordingly, about a con-
ceptualization of quality that characterizes the Italian EC educational culture.

In order to discuss the CLASS tool, research participants were involved in focus groups
and reflective seminars organized according to the following steps:

1. introduction to the CLASS tool (Toddler or Pre-K version): presentation of the theor-
etical framework, detailed description of the dimensions, viewing of sample video-clips;

2. observation of a video-clip from a national centre and encoding using CLASS: the tea-
chers, divided into groups, focus on 3–4 dimensions to encode, with one dimension
common across the groups. This made it possible to cover all the dimensions, to
have a common dimension and to give teachers an easier task than asking them to
encode all the dimensions;

3. comparison between the codes assigned by a certified observer (CLASS perspective)
and by teachers (pedagogical-cultural perspective);

4. observation of video-clips from the centre they are employed in, sharing the feedback
provided by CLASS.

A reflective seminar was organized for each participating centre, involving its teachers
and pedagogical coordinators in focus groups to elicit their opinion of the CLASS tool and
discuss its framework. In Reggio Emilia a mixed group of infant–toddler centres and
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preschool teachers, pedagogical coordinators and national experts participated in the dis-
cussion, as is typical of formative and research experiences in some Italian municipal rea-
lities and, in particular, in the municipal ECEC services of Reggio Emilia (Bondioli and
Ferrari 2004; Musatti and Picchio M 2010). The set of questions that guided these discus-
sions is presented in Box 1.

Box 1. A cultural analysis of the CLASS tool: guiding questions.

Continuities Do any dimensions and indicators in the instrument seem familiar? Which ones?
Disagreements What dimensions/indicators you would eliminate and why?
Missing elements What dimension/indicator would you add (i.e. what dimensions/indicators are missing regarding

the teacher–child relationship that you consider key)?
Differences What dimensions/indicators do you perceive as more exposed to a different cultural

interpretation, if any?

At the national level, an extension of the study adopting the same methodology involved a
larger number of teachers from 0–3 and 3–6 services (nidi and scuole d’infanzia), to
broaden the cultural analysis of CLASS6. Table 1 offers an overall overview of the partici-
pants involved in the qualitative analysis of the tool initiated within the CARE project and
then extended at national level.

Due to the potential sensitivity of this investigation, particular care was taken to uphold
research ethics. The procedures and the purpose of the research were explained in detail to
all participants and their informed consent was obtained.

Results from the literature review and first tentative results from the data analysis, rea-
lized through a thematic analysis approach (Boyatzis 1998; Braun and Clarke 2006) of
focus-group interviews and discussions with Italian teachers, pedagogical coordinators
and national experts, are presented in the following sections.

The theoretical study: conceptual framework of CLASS and validity issues
in cross-cultural applications

CLASS is a standardized observation system, based on developmental theory and focused
on process quality, analysing teacher–child interactions and what teachers do with the
materials they have (La Paro, Pianta, and Stuhlman 2004; Pianta, La Paro, and Hamre
2008). As the authors point out, daily interactions between teachers and children are
among the most accessible aspects of teachers’ jobs that can be reliably observed and
assessed (Hamre et al. 2013) and process quality provides powerful predictors of children’s

Table 1. Participants involved in the critical-cultural discussion on the CLASS tool.
Preschool Infant–toddler centre

Services involved 9 7
Care project 2 2
National extension 7 5

Teachers 65 36
Care project 24 12
National extension 41 24

Pedagogical coordinators 8
Care project 5
National extension 3

National experts 3
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outcomes (Hamre et al. 2013; Howes et al. 2008; Mashburn et al. 2008; Montie, Xiang, and
Schweinhart 2006).

An innovative aspect of the tool, highlighted by the authors, is to provide a common
metric and vocabulary across age levels. Many versions of the tool are currently available
(Infant, Toddler, Pre-K, K–3, Upper Elementary, Secondary) and heterotypic continuity
accounts for variation across grades and ages in the dimensions of teacher–child relation-
ships and their specific behavioural indicators, but the assumption is that effective
teacher–child interactions share commonalities across age levels, mirroring an invariant
latent structure (Hamre et al. 2007; La Paro, Hamre, and Pianta 2012).

Furthermore, regarding both emotional and instructional features of the classroom,
CLASS provides a more comprehensive and systematic framework than most other
models of classroom practice (Hamre et al. 2007). For instance, the Pre-K version
organizes effective teacher–child interactions into three broad domains, embracing 10
dimensions overall (see Table 2) hypothesized to be relevant in promoting student learn-
ing and social development (Pianta, La Paro, and Hamre 2008).

Results from several studies show that classroom quality, as assessed by CLASS, is linked
to various academic, social, and behavioural outcomes during children’s early years, as well
as at the end of preschool and first grade (Hamre et al. 2013; Howes et al. 2008; Mashburn
et al. 2008; Pianta, La Paro, and Hamre 2008). The growing popularity of CLASS is therefore
not surprising: it has been vastly used in evaluation and research in over 4000 preschool to
sixth-grade classrooms across the U.S.A., covering a broad range of classroom contexts
(Hamre et al. 2013), as well as at the international level to evaluate the efficacy of
teacher–child interactions and children’s outcomes in Australia (Tayler et al. 2013),
Canada (Bouchard et al. 2014), Chile (Treviño, Toledo, and Gempp 2013), Belgium
(Buyse et al. 2008; Declercq and Laevers 2015), Israel (Ziv and Aviezer 2014), Ecuador
(Araujo et al. 2014), Finland (Pakarinen et al. 2010; Salminen et al. 2012),
France (Dessus, Cosnefroy, and Joët 2014), Germany (von Suchodoletz et al. 2014), Portugal
(Cadima, Leal, and Burchinal 2010), and the Netherlands (Slot 2014).

Table 2. Domains and dimensions of the CLASS Pre-K (Pianta, La Paro, and Hamre 2008).
Domain Dimension Description

Emotional Support Positive Climate Reflects the overall emotional tone of the classroom and the connection
between teacher and students

Negative Climate Reflects the overall level of expressed negativity in the classroom
Teacher Sensitivity Encompasses the teacher’s awareness and responsiveness to students’

academic and emotional needs
Regard for Student
Perspective

Reflects the degree to which the teacher’s interactions with students and
classroom activities place emphasis on student interests, motivations
and autonomy

Classroom
Organization

Behaviour
Management

Captures the teacher’s ability to anticipate problem behaviour and use
effective methods to prevent and redirect misbehaviour

Productivity Reflects how well the teacher manages instructional time and routines,
and offers students opportunities to be involved in learning activities

Instructional Learning
Formats

Considers how well the teacher maximizes student interest, engagement
and ability to learn from activities

Instructional
Support

Concept Development Focuses on the teacher’s use of instructional discussions and activities to
promote student high-order thinking skills and cognition

Quality of Feedback Reflects the degree to which the teacher provides effective feedback to
expand student learning, understanding and persistence

Language Modelling Assesses the quality and amount of the teacher’s use of language-
stimulation and language-facilitation techniques
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However, recent studies (Ishimine and Tayler 2014; Sandilos and DiPerna 2014) have
discussed some issues that question the validity of this tool when applied in cultural con-
texts different from the original one:

1. reliability testing: in order to use this tool, it is necessary to attend observation training
and then pass a reliability test that relies on an online format, providing each applicant
with five videos to be watched and coded. At least 80% reliability with the master codes
is required to be certified as a reliable observer and annual recertification is required to
maintain the licence. As long as the videos provided depict U.S. classrooms, the sound-
ness of this procedure is questionable when the tool is applied at international level. As
Ishimine and Tayler (2014) have clearly pointed out: Is it still a valid process to become
a reliable observer using U.S.-based classroom videos and then apply the skills in inter-
national contexts?

2. structural validity of CLASS in international contexts (Sandilos and DiPerna 2014):
several researchers have investigated psychometric properties and structural validity
of CLASS in different cultural contexts (Bouchard et al. 2014; Cadima, Leal, and Burch-
inal 2010; Declercq and Laevers 2015; Dessus, Cosnefroy, and Joët 2014; Pakarinen
et al. 2010; Slot 2014; Treviño, Toledo, and Gempp 2013; von Suchodoletz et al.
2014; Ziv and Aviezer 2014). Some studies have suggested that the factorial model
does not always sufficiently describe classroom quality when applied to international
contexts. For instance, Pakarinen et al. (2010), using data from 49 Finnish kindergarten
classrooms, indicated that the three-domain model (i.e. the Teaching through Inter-
action framework, Hamre et al. 2013) did not fit the data well: the Negative Climate
dimension showed poor discriminatory validity in the CFA. The authors decided to
remove the Negative Climate item from the model and allow the residual of the
Quality of Feedback item to correlate with the Concept Development item. The result-
ing final model fitted the data well. This pattern is not peculiar to Finnish classrooms.
Similar psychometric inconsistencies with the original model have been reported also
in other countries (Bouchard et al. 2014; Declercq and Laevers 2015; Dessus, Cosne-
froy, and Joët 2014; Treviño, Toledo, and Gempp 2013; von Suchodoletz et al.
2014). These findings suggest that more research is needed to clarify potential differ-
ences in the structure and function of classroom interactions at the international
level and raise questions about applicability of the CLASS outside the U.S.A.: Beyond
statistics, what is the meaning of these inconsistencies? Might they mirror cultural fea-
tures of effective teacher–child relationships not captured by the tool? Is it still a valid
process to remove dimensions from a structured instrument that should include them?
What are the consequences?

3. cultural sensitivity: the CLASS framework recognizes that teacher–child interactions
can be affected by cultural variability and that behavioural markers can be culturally
bound (Hamre, Goffin, and Kraft-Sayre 2009; Pianta and Hamre 2009; Vitiello
2013). For instance, one of the indicators analysed within the Positive Climate dimen-
sion is the respect that teachers show to children. According to the CLASS manual, eye
contact is one of the behavioural markers that conveys respect. However, in some cul-
tures this behaviour is not a display of respect and cultural norms discourage eye
contact between adults and children. Therefore, in these situations, the CLASS
manual suggests not to consider eye contact within evidence of respect, relying on
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other behavioural markers to assess Positive Climate (Hamre, Goffin, and Kraft-Sayre
2009; Pianta and Hamre 2009). However, the acknowledgement of cultural differences
seems to be limited to the behavioural level, without affecting the overall structure and
the dimensions. The authors suggest that the dimensions of classroom quality assessed
by CLASS are relevant across cultures (Hamre et al. 2013; Hamre, Goffin, and Kraft-
Sayre 2009; Pianta and Hamre 2009; Vitiello 2013):

The Teaching through Interactions framework offers only one window into teacher
effectiveness. However, we argue that interactions among teachers and students are among
the most important aspects of teachers’ jobs. There is also initial evidence that this model
for understanding classroom interactions is consistent across other cultures. (Hamre et al.
2013, 482)

Studies drawing on the field of cross-cultural and anthropological research (Rogoff
2003; Tobin 2005) advise caution in assuming conceptualizations of quality (both struc-
ture and process quality) to be universal: ECEC quality, early childhood pedagogies and
teacher–child relational patterns ‘are not universal or culture free but instead are reflec-
tions of values and concerns of particular people in a particular time and place’ (Tobin
2005, 426). In fact, they might have both a universal and a cultural-related nature
(Rogoff 2003). Hence, is it enough to take cultural variability and complexity into
account only at the behavioural-marker level? Can the conceptualization of effective
teacher–child interactions proposed by CLASS transcend cultural differences?

Discussing CLASS with Italian teachers, pedagogical coordinators and
national experts

CLASS provided the research participants with a common lens and framework for obser-
vation and comparison, recognizing continuities between their local-cultural perspective
and that offered by the tool, and key features in teacher–child relationships not captured
by CLASS (missing elements) or interpreted differently from the local cultural, scientific,
pedagogical background (differences). Some disagreements were expressed as well. At
these four levels, some main recurring themes highlighted by the participants can be
pointed out and reviewed as follows, in light of the existing national ECEC literature.

Continuities: the centrality of the teacher–child relationship

Pedagogia delle relazioni (pedagogy of relationships) is a pedagogy where interpersonal
relationships are considered to be a fundamental means for supporting children’s socio-
emotional and cognitive development. It is one of the keywords in describing the pedagogy
of early childhood education in Italy (Cochran 2011; Mantovani 2007). Therefore, the
emphasis placed on the key role of teacher–child interactions in defining classroom
quality was welcomed by the Italian teachers, who consider it a crucial factor in defining
ECEC quality. They judge the observational lens provided by CLASS as interesting
and valuable, especially for the dual and comprehensive concept of relationships
that this tool considers, addressing both emotional and instructional features of the
classroom.

Specifically, the most appreciated dimensions of CLASS Pre-K and Toddler have been:

688 G. PASTORI AND V. PAGANI

Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Not for distribution. 36



. Positive Climate, due to the importance given to some emotional aspects (warmth,
enjoyment, respect…) also considered crucial by Italian practitioners;

. Regard for Student/Child Perspective, recognizing the valuable contribution that chil-
dren’s interests and ideas can provide in classroom activities;

. Concept development (Facilitation of Learning and Development in the Toddler
version) and Quality of feedback, because they underline that high-quality teaching
is focused on the process of learning and on stimulating children’s reasoning and think-
ing rather than on rote instruction.

Differences: the methodological framework and learning concepts

Italian teachers have expressed their different perspectives at several levels:

1. at the methodological level, the difference concerns the CLASS observational pro-
cedure: Italian teachers – at all school levels – are not familiar with standardized instru-
ments and with observational approaches that assign codes rapidly (CLASS requires
attribution of numerical ratings in 10 minutes), without ‘injecting external expla-
nations for what the observer sees taking place’ (Pianta, La Paro, and Hamre 2008,
12) and without taking into account the pre-existing relational histories with children.
They are not used to focusing exclusively on visible behaviour, regardless of the
peculiarities of their local context, the shared pedagogical principles of the service
underpinning their choices, or the significance of the activities proposed for the chil-
dren. Overall, the participatory approach typical of Italian ECEC services promotes
evaluation with teachers rather than of teachers, implementing research projects that
involve practitioners in reflective self-observation and self-evaluation processes: evalu-
ation data are co-constructed by observers and teachers in order to acquire real
meaning (Bondioli and Savio 2015).

2. at the content level, a relevant difference regards the concept of children’s learning.
Both the CLASS Toddler and Pre-K versions feature a specific domain (Engaged
Support for Learning and Instructional Support, respectively) that takes into account
children’s learning within the relational context, focusing solely on the cognitive and
linguistic declinations. Conversely, the research participants share a broader vision
of what learning is. It also embraces children’s socio-emotional development and the
role of teachers in fostering it (Mantovani 2007):

What do we want to promote? … Learning cannot just be cognitive and linguistic! (Peda-
gogical coordinator)

Mirroring holistic Italian pedagogical tradition, research participants consider it crucial
for a high-quality ECEC service to provide children with opportunities to learn to
cooperate, to be part of a group or a community, to be responsible for others, to regulate
their emotions and to understand and recognize those of others, to acquire basic life skills.
None of these aspects are included in the CLASS definition of learning; even the emotional
support provided by teachers, although well developed by the authors and considered a
crucial feature for analysing classroom interactions, is never conceived of as a learning
theme.
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Missing elements: spaces and materials, the peer group, the child as a resource
and intercultural and inclusive competence

The four most recurring features of teacher–child relationships not included in CLASS
and mentioned by Italian practitioners are:

1. the lack of attention paid to the physical classroom environment. According to Italian
pedagogical tradition (Cochran 2011; Mantovani 2007; Musatti 2007), the organization
and aesthetics of the space is a crucial dimension (the core concepts of ‘regia educativa’
– Montessori 1950 – and ‘space as third teacher’ – Malaguzzi 1993 are well known). It
plays a key role in scaffolding children’s learning, self-confidence, independence and
socialization, creating the condition to construct significant, supportive relationships.
In other words, the relationships teachers want to promote are part of the space and
materials:

I have a doubt about the basic choice, that is observing the relationship notwithstanding the
context, the creation of the context. In my opinion those things go hand in hand and I don’t
know if it’s correct to separate them. (Preschool teacher)

2. the marginal role assigned to peer relationships: CLASS, focusing mainly on one-to-
one interactions between the teacher and the child (Pianta and Hamre 2009), considers
peer relationships almost exclusively from a socio-emotional point of view and not as a
key factor in promoting children’s learning and socio-cognitive development. There-
fore it does not give due emphasis to the crucial role played by teachers in fostering
peer interactions, socialization, reciprocal support and learning as a quality indicator
of teacher–child/children interactions. Conversely, peer relationships are a central
aspect in Italian pedagogy (Malaguzzi 1993; Musatti 2007). Not featuring a low
teacher–child ratio, Italy has developed significant reflections on sociability among
peers, learning through peer interaction and on the teachers’ double focus on both
the individual and the group:

I didn’t see the social dimension among children, how the adult supports cooperation among
children… . Prosociality is missing even in terms of learning. (Preschool teacher)

3. a not active enough role assigned to children as resource. This third, cross-dimensional
issue, closely linked to the previous one, concerns the reciprocal roles of teachers and
children. CLASS assesses what teachers do when interacting with children; therefore
the teacher is the protagonist of the observation. According to Italian practitioners,
the excessive emphasis placed on the adult results in underestimating the children,
who are not fully seen as resources and often seem passive receivers of the teacher’s
interventions. This perspective leads, for instance, to a reductive concept of learning
as a top-down process from teachers to children, or to an idea of behaviour manage-
ment conceived of as only the teacher’s responsibility:

It is probably in the exchange and in what children already know that the most interesting
learning occurs… . Some theories can be shared and generate new suggestions in the
other children, perhaps producing new ideas, something that can be built together.
(Infant-toddler centre teacher)

Rules are not given, they are discussed and co-established with children. (Preschool teacher).
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4. the absence of intercultural and inclusive education. As Vitiello points out, ‘although
CLASS scores are correlated with teachers’ acceptance of diversity, the CLASS
measure does not specifically assess cultural competence, cultural sensitivity, or teach-
ing strategies specific to dual language learners’ (2013, 7–8). However, according to
Italian teachers, fostering intercultural and inclusive competencies should be con-
sidered an essential aspect of classroom quality. Teachers should promote inclusion
and encourage children to be aware of and respect all forms of diversity and difference
between individuals and groups. They recognize that early childhood education plays a
pivotal role in establishing this foundation (Barrett, Huber, and Reynolds 2014; Gay
2002; Perry and Southwell 2011). This perspective is also rooted in the long-standing
Italian tradition of inclusiveness: Italian ECEC services – well before Italy became a
multicultural country – were conceived of as inclusive and universal environments,
for all children, regardless of their conditions and origins (Canevaro 2007).

Disagreements: productivity (‘Where is the hurry?) and when non-intervention is
effective as well

Two aspects raised several perplexities among teachers:

1. the first is the dimension Productivity – a feature in CLASS Pre-K, that encompasses
how efficiently teachers deal with disruptions and managerial tasks and keep children
busy, offering them something to do throughout observation. As a result, ‘in this class-
room, it would be difficult to imagine more instructional time being squeezed out of
the day’ (Pianta, La Paro, and Hamre 2008, 52). Italian teachers from both preschool
and infant–toddler centres criticized this idea and questioned the educational value of
having children constantly being engaged in doing something. In Italy early childhood
years are considered ‘a very precious time in one’s life, a time that should be tasted,
explored, and experienced without haste. “Where is the hurry?” is a question posed
in early childhood pedagogy in Italy today’ (Mantovani 2007, 1118):

Productivity. Maybe I’d think twice about that. I mean, it’s true that you have to maximize
the time and everything… it’s also true that you have to be very relaxed… . Even doing
nothing for the children is still doing something. (Preschool teacher)

This attitude is supported by peculiar characteristics of Italian ECEC services: in Italy
children spend on average six to nine hours per day, five days a week in the service and
teachers can rely on an extended amount of time (especially compared with other
countries where ECEC programmes are generally part-time – e.g. the Netherlands or
the UK) to interact and work with children. The service is conceived as a shared ‘daily
life context’, a place to live in for teachers and children. Thus, teachers’ attention is
focused on providing a high-quality ‘life in the service’, ensuring a holistic rich experience,
free from pressure, rather than on ‘the program of the service’ (Mantovani 2007).

2. a second point of disagreement is cross-dimensional and regards the definition of
what strategies can be considered effective in interacting with children, and specifi-
cally when non-intervention can be considered a good practice. According to the
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CLASS manual, in high-quality classrooms teachers intervene in an effective and
timely manner in dealing with children’s misbehaviour or in providing support
when students send behavioural signals indicating a need for help or attention.

Italian teachers challenge this conceptualization. They agree that a good teacher has to
be aware of children’s needs, concerns, conflicts and unacceptable behaviours; neverthe-
less, they think that this awareness should not necessarily result in timely intervention
by the adult. They would introduce a new dimension – ‘Effective strategies of non-inter-
vention’ – that, echoing Malaguzzi’s pedagogy (1993), recognizes the value of and encom-
passes the possibility for the teacher to take time to observe the child and peer reaction
before deciding if and how to intervene:

We keep coming back to the idea of teachers, children and their relationship. Conflict: how
do I manage it? If I think that children are a resource for each other, I would never consider
promptness as a quality indicator … that doesn’t mean that I’m not aware, or that I don’t
care at all. It means that I allow time for children’s autonomy, to let them find their own sol-
ution. (National expert)

Dealing with some children you have to adopt this strategy [non-intervention] because they
constantly request your help, therefore at that point you have to ignore them because they
have to learn to do things by themselves. I mean, the adult has to progressively step aside
and leave more room to the child. (Preschool teacher)

CLASS, assuming that its framework can be applied to other cultures, does not capture
– or would even give low scores to – these differences in the meanings and interpretations
assigned to teacher behaviours and choices.

As Tobin (2005) argues, though, these alternative approaches in interacting with children
and managing their behaviour invite reflection on what effective strategies are, and question
taken-for-granted assumptions about good practices and their supposed universality.

Discussion

In this paper we have discussed, through a literature review and the voices of some Italian
teachers, the potential limits in accepting the framework provided by the CLASS tool as
valid across cultures without due care. This qualitative study is still ongoing; the inter-
national project is going to include a cross-country analysis of the tool also involving
groups of teachers from Portugal and the Netherlands. In Italy the extension is developing
a quantitative phase, involving a large enough sample of teachers and video-clips to vali-
date the factorial model in the Italian context and see how far the qualitative analysis of the
instrument might find correspondences in the quantitative one.

As the Italian teachers have pointed out, CLASS is an interesting and insightful instru-
ment, but there are also many dissonant elements that do not seem to fully mirror the
meanings assigned to effective teacher–child relationships in the Italian context.

Although our reflection has focused solely on the CLASS tool and has involved a
limited number of participants, the tentative results presented can lead to broader reflec-
tion on the international use of standard-based assessment instruments.

We recognize that their cross-cultural application can be a valuable resource and can
offer undeniable advantages (such as common ground and a shared language to
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compare ECEC services and to elicit continuities across countries). However, we also
argue for the importance and the need to develop critical reflection on their cultural con-
sistency and ecological validity when applied in cultural contexts different from the orig-
inal ones.

As showed referring to CLASS, it is not possible to assume that assessment instruments
are culture-free: they are children of the contexts in which they were developed and,
migrating to other countries, they still unavoidably reflect pedagogical and organizational
features of their native cultural cradle. Quality is a value-laden construct, it is ‘neither
neutral nor self-evident, but saturated with values and assumptions. It is not essential,
but a constructed concept’ (Moss and Dahlberg 2008, 5). Therefore, different groups in
different places can have different views of what quality is or different interpretations of
the same defining criteria. We think it is not necessary to assume an extreme relativistic
position: some universal criteria may have different local interpretations and implemen-
tations (Rogoff 2003).

If we apply the tools uncritically, without taking into account the underlying cultural
complexities, we risk assessing the services on the basis of criteria that do not belong to
them, and cannot fully encompass and capture their quality. This reduces the assessment
tool and the overall evaluation process to a sort of screen that obscures the meanings that
emerge from contexts, silencing the different interpretations and conceptualizations of
quality and pedagogy in ECEC settings. The tools, instead of being a means to measure
quality, become the main criterion for defining what quality is: ‘quality is de facto prede-
fined as what is measured by quality rating scales’ (Vandenbroeck and Peeters 2014, 155).

A critical cultural approach questions the rigid universalistic idea of educational stan-
dards of quality and recognizes the value of cultural differences.

It is also an invitation to overcome a reductive idea of adapting standard-based assess-
ment instruments to different cultural contexts as mere translation of the instruments and
as statistical confirmation of their underpinning factorial model – sometimes obtained
with shortcuts and tricks (such as eliminating ‘disobedient’ dimensions that do not fit
in the model) – an idea that undermines the ecological validity of the instruments
themselves.

Promoting a critical cultural approach to evaluation tools means above all ceasing to
consider the relationship between the tools and the services they evaluate only in a top-
down, unidirectional way. We suggest that both assessment and validation-adaptation
processes can benefit from a reversed perspective that involves professionals in a reflective
experience and an intercultural dialogue supported by and with the instruments. It offers
teachers an enriching opportunity to express the definitions of quality underlying their
practices; to acquire a deeper awareness of them; and to compare and even intentionally
contaminate their local theories with values embedded in the instrument. It can therefore
foster professional development and reflection and, consequently, improve quality. This
should undoubtedly be the main, ultimate goal of every evaluation process.

Notes

1. 7th Framework Programme SSH-2013, Project coordinator Paul Leseman (Utrecht Univer-
sity). The Italian research team, supervised by Professor Susanna Mantovani, consists of
researchers from University of Milan-Bicocca – Department of Human Sciences (G.
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Pastori, C. Bove, P. Braga, F. Zaninelli, S. Cescato, V. Pagani, G. Banzi e T. Morgandi) and
from Reggio Children (C. Giudici, C. Rinaldi, P. Cagliari, M. Castagnetti, S. Bonilauri,
L. Colla, M. Ruozzi, M. Nicolosi – till November 2014). Besides Italy, Belgium, Denmark,
Finland, Germany, Greece, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal and England are
also taking part in the CARE project.

2. England, Finland, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, and Portugal.
3. M.K. Lekkanen (Jyvaskyla University) is the international leader of the WP2 (Curriculum,

Pedagogy, and Classrooom quality: promoting effectiveness of ECEC, Task 2.3); P. Slot
(Utrecht University), J. Cadima (Instituto Universitário de Lisboa) and J. Salminen (Jyvaskyla
University) are responsible for the quantitative analysis. J. Salminen is also conducting a
qualitative discourse analysis on educational dialogues.

4. Our greatest gratitude to professor Susanna Mantovani, who inspired the research and gave
her support and insights.

5. The same methodology will be applied also in Portugal and the Netherlands, furthering the
discussion to other countries and enabling broader cross-cultural comparison.

6. The national extension (Pagani, doctoral thesis, in progress/forthcoming), besides extending
the qualitative critical-cultural analysis started within the CARE project, is complementing/
has complemented the qualitative exploration with a quantitative analysis of the tool adopt-
ing a mixed-methods research design (Creswell and Plano Clark 2011). Quantitative data (i.e.
preschool and infant–toddler centres classroom observations coded using, respectively, the
CLASS Pre-K and Toddler) were used to test even at statistical level the applicability and gen-
eralizability of the CLASS framework to the Italian ECEC context.
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3
THE NATURE AND PURPOSE 
OF ASSESSMENT AND 
EVALUATION WITHIN A 
PARTICIPATORY PEDAGOGY

Christine Pascal and Tony Bertram

Introduction

This chapter aims to critically explore the nature, purposes and value of assessment
and evaluation processes within a participatory pedagogy. It will begin with a
clarification of the contribution of assessment and evaluation to developing and
ensuring the quality of early childhood education and supporting sector account -
ability. It will then explore the nature and focus of participatory assessment and
evaluation processes.

In a participatory paradigm, pedagogic approaches are favoured which are co-
constructed, where the learners (practitioners, parents and children) actively lead
their own learning and development, and are seen as active and equal partners in
the construction of the curriculum and the learning environment and processes
adopted. Learning and development are seen as a socio-cultural processes (Vygotsky,
1978; Bruner, 1996; Rogoff, 2003) in which those who are within the context
(teacher, child, parent) are viewed as citizens, or subjects with democratic rights
to have a voice in its realisation (Pascal and Bertram, 2009, 2012). In this paradigm
pedagogic and andragogic (Knowles, 1973; Mezirow, 2006) learning approaches
for both children and practitioners are favoured which are dynamic, co-constructed
and socially situated, viewing the child’s and the adult’s overall developmental
outcomes holistically. Learning and development are thus seen as complex, non-
linear processes, and learning experiences are not compartmentalised into rigidly
defined areas with linear, pre-programmed steps through which learners progress
but rather as a set of ‘affordances’ (Gibson, 1977) or opportunities from which the
learner constructs their own meanings and developmental journey. Assessment and
evaluation processes are therefore required which match this complex, democratic,
dynamic and multi-dimensional educational reality. Participatory assessment and
evaluation processes in early childhood settings are fundamentally characterised by
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those involved within an educational context systemically gathering evidence to
gain greater knowledge, understanding and confidence to make constructive
changes for the better. It is an internally led, subjective and deeply attached process
rather than an externally driven, objective, detached process.

A further quality of participatory assessment and evaluation is that it is based on
a strong ethical code of action with the express aim of actively encouraging the
participation of those involved in the early years context, including children and
parents, giving them voice and power in the evaluation process.

Through our work for the Effective Early Learning (EEL) Programme and the
Accounting Early for Life Long Learning (AcE) Programme we have learned a lot
about the challenges of listening well and operating to enhance child and parent
participation in assessment and evaluation processes. This work has revealed that:

• there is a strong demand for more open dialogues from parents, practitioners
and children in all communities;

• there is a clear awareness by parents, practitioners and children of the inequity
in the relationships in many early childhood settings and a desire to challenge
this through more dialogue and training.

These findings, which are derived from our analysis of the views expressed in our
evaluative focus group dialogues, have challenged us to develop a strategy for
opening and deepening equitable and respectful dialogues in early childhood
settings. We have taken these messages into the next phase of work which offers
training materials and activities that aim to change practice by encouraging more
open interaction and equitable dialogues between the children, parents, practitioners
and researchers in our richly diverse communities. The idea of ‘Opening Windows’
comes from a quote by Mahatma Ghandi (speech given 1 June 1921):

I do not want my house to be walled in on all sides, and my windows to
be closed. Instead, I want the cultures of all lands to be blown about my
house as freely as possible. But I refuse to be blown off my feet by any.

(Gandhi, 1981, p. 170)

We were inspired by the idea of opening our early childhood institutions and
practices to feel and breathe the diversity of cultures and world views that prevail
in twenty-first century communities, and how this openness to difference and
diversity might actually strengthen community cohesion and identity for all. This
is the intention of the participatory paradigm which we hope to embed in early
childhood research and practice.

Our work has also been inspired by Freire’s dialogic and reflexive action in a
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1972) where he promotes the challenge of working with
those who are domesticated or silenced with the clear aim of liberation. His work of
course was with adults but we have applied these radical ideas to our work as
researchers and practitioners with children. The first step in this process of liberation

60 Pascal and Bertram

Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Not for distribution. 47



is ‘consciousness raising’ and the development of selfhood in the oppressed
(practitioners and children) with the intention of helping them to name their world
and to begin to shape it, that is, it is an empowerment approach. The capacity of
young children to adopt and participate actively in such encounters has been shown
in the popularity of ‘circle time’ which has become a predominant activity in early
childhood settings. The key difference is that we are aiming to create listening
circles in which children are given the floor to initiate and generate their own
ideas and where dialogues are symmetrical in terms of power distribution.

In these projects we have trained researchers and practitioners to use a variety
of techniques/approaches which encourage the voices, dialogues and narratives from
children and parents to be listened to, given status and acted upon. This model of
symmetrical dialogue was initially modelled by the research team, but increas-
ingly practitioners and parents have been encouraged and empowered to take over
this role and embed it into their daily ways of working and being with children.
The development process has been fully documented, and participants were
encouraged to keep journals, so that the impact of the project intervention could
be fully evaluated. A key finding was that practitioners and parents needed to develop
new confidence, competences and commitment before symmetrical dialogues
could begin. The process of redistributing power was harder than we had
anticipated. This difficulty was expressed in many ways, with many practitioners
and parents resisting the opportunities to allow children to ‘name their world’ and
shape their dialogue with it (Freire, 1970). Many showed a reluctance to ‘take the
lid off’ the existing status quo in the fear that they would not be able to control
or handle what followed. We have found this resistance or internalised oppression
(Freire, 1970) has to be acknowledged and worked through respectfully and
compassionately.

Our experimentation and innovations in this project have led to a programme
with the express aim of developing strategies and practices which support
democratic, equalising and participative encounters within early childhood set-
tings and also primary schools for researchers, practitioners, parents and children. 
This has meant initial work to enhance the skills of participants, both researchers
and practitioners, in understanding diversity, clarifying values, supporting open
dialogues, handling conflict and developing active listening approaches.

At the heart of this work is a process of critical self-evaluation, reflection and
action (praxis) with the guiding purpose of advancing practice and supporting
practitioners to develop a more profound understanding of their work and,
therefore, a more effective delivery of services to children and families. In short,
it is action based and transformational for the settings and the people involved in
the delivery and receipt of services. As J. McNiff points out, it involves,

a strategy that helps you to live in the way you feel is a good way. It helps
you to live out the things you believe in (your values); and it enables you
to give reasons every step of the way.

(McNiff, 2010, p. 6)
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This culturally and socially located, insider led, participatory approach has a number
of strengths. It is fundamentally focused on finding out more about practice and
exploring what works and why from the front line, and using this knowledge to
transform realities. To date, much of the evaluation evidence that has informed
practice in early childhood education has been generated from external sources
but this alternative approach radically shifts this perspective and attempts to gain
from evidence that originates within the real world of practice, through the active
and authentic participation of those involved generating their own agendas and
data for further exploration, enquiry and change. Key strengths in this approach
are that those involved in practice themselves identify ways to improve their world
and take responsibility for this action, inspiring and generating collaborative
learning and action. It is able to give a close account of what works, how and
why, thus ensuring credibility and utility in the real world of practice. And finally,
and critically for those who work with young children and families, it has an ethical
and values transparent stance.

The purpose of participatory assessment and evaluation

The fundamental purpose of assessment and evaluation in early childhood educa -
tional settings is to interrogate, document and make informed judgements about
the quality and effectiveness of early learning experiences offered to young children.
The intention is to provide those involved in the creation of learning oppor tunities
with rigorous evidence which can be used to direct and further develop the
pedagogic offer to ensure all children have access to a continuously improving,
high quality educational programme. The organisational aspiration is that responsi -
bility for self-directed and continuous development, through established assessment
and evaluation processes, resides with those inside, rather than outside of the
organisation, as this will ensure that the education offered is appropriate, challenging
and fit for purpose. Within a participatory pedagogy, assessment and evaluation
are viewed as two, mutually interdependent processes which together ensure that
the co-constructed learning experiences offered to, and experienced by, children
within early education contexts have value and impact for the child, the family
and the wider social community or society in which they are located i.e. they are
of quality. In this sense, assessment and evaluation are essential pedagogic tools for
ensuring that the education offered is culturally situated, empowering and
transformational for all those involved.

Assessment and evaluation are also the key means by which accountability for
educational inputs are realised. Accountability is another key aim of assessment and
evaluation processes and this is seen as having three aspects or facets. Firstly,
assessment and evaluation evidence can feed accountability by providing a narrative
or ‘account’ of the educational process and its outcomes. Secondly, the evidence
can provide an explanation or ‘account’ of why and how learning occurred. Thirdly,
the evidence can provide a quantitative or qualitative ‘measure’ or ‘count’ of what
has been achieved. In a participatory paradigm, all three senses of accountability
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are achieved through the adoption of rigorous assessment and evaluation processes
and are seen as desirable and necessary responsibilities towards those involved for
ensuring high quality educational experiences are available for all.

In this approach, it is also argued that to realise these intentions of accountability
for, and improvement of, quality fully, it is essential that those involved in creating,
experiencing and benefiting from the education offered are viewed as active
partners and participants in all assessment and evaluation processes (Bertram and
Pascal, 2006, 2009, 2012). This movement is part of a slow but growing
acknowledgement of the centrality of the rights of children as citizens and
recognition of Articles 12 and 13 of the UNCRC (1989; ratified by UK in 1991)
which state that:

Article 12: The Governments of all countries should ensure that a child who
is capable of forming his or her own views should have the right to express
those views freely in all matters affecting that child, and that the views of
that child should be given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity
of the child;

Article 13: (which includes the right to freedom of expression): This right
shall include freedom to seek, receive and impart ideas of all kinds, regardless
of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through
any other media of the child’s choice.

Progress towards embedding these rights continues, but the deeper changes in values
and attitudes required to realise this commitment for all children in all early
childhood settings are hard to make a reality. In many settings these hard fought
for rights of children are not yet evident in practice. Many children are not listened
to in their daily lives, whether at home or in schools, and the development of their
capacity to participate effectively as citizens is thus restricted. This situation
particularly characterises the reality of our youngest children, who can remain
‘silenced’ and often excluded from the decisions which shape their lives with the
rationale that they are ‘too young’ to express their rights and voice and that we,
as adults, have to act on their behalf. We have also found that in ‘crossing the
border’ from home to school, children from migrant, travelling, asylum-seeking
and refugee families across a range of diverse communities and backgrounds are
even less likely to be heard (Bertram and Pascal, 2006, 2008). It is our view that
if all our children are to enjoy the rights enshrined in the UNCRC then research
and practice needs to fundamentally reshape its paradigm to become more inclusive
and participatory.

Our own work, and that of many other researchers and practitioners in the
field, has documented the challenges to making this paradigm shift happen
(Woodhead, 1999; Lloyd-Smith and Tarr, 2000; Lewis and Lindsay, 2000; Clark
and Moss, 2001; Oliveira-Formosinho and Barros, 2006; Dahlberg et al., 2006).
These initiatives reflect a growing acceptance of the view of young children as
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citizens with rights and voice in our services, with the underpinning notion, well
expressed by Lloyd-Smith and Tarr (2000), that ‘reality experienced by children
and young people in educational settings cannot be fully comprehended by
inference and assumption’. At the heart of this view is that the actual experiences
perceived by the child cannot be inferred by others and so practitioners must include
their voices as they speak and not as we infer or interpret. It is our belief that our
task as practitioners is to meet this challenge and open our eyes and ears and minds
to these voices; to become expert and active listeners to children and to recognise
the many ways in which children skilfully communicate their realities to us
(Malaguzzi, 1998).

Perhaps in response to this body of work which promotes children’s perspectives,
we can also trace a growing recognition in the early years’ sector of the import-
ance of listening to young children’s perspectives within assessment and evaluation
processes. This collective participation in assessment and evaluation processes
ensures shared responsibility and ownership, and helps to ensure that the evidence
gathered has relevance and utility for quality improvement, another essential goal
in creating high quality education for all. In this sense assessment and evaluation
become highly attached, embedded and culturally located within the educational
context and are viewed as an ongoing, internally driven and continuous process,
rather than as an externally owned, detached, objective event. This approach also
acknowledges that children, parents and practitioners have agency, capacity and
the democratic right to shape, name and influence their world for the better. 
In this sense, assessment and evaluation processes can be seen as highly political,
liberating and transforming forces for those involved (Freire, 1970; Bertram 
and Pascal, 2006; Pascal and Bertram, 2009, 2012; Formosinho and Oliveira-
Formosinho, 2012). Finally, in this account of participatory assessment and
evaluation practices, we are seeking to offer a means of establishing robust and
practice based evidence which may be used for critical reflection and action
(praxis) which we believe is at the heart of quality early education.

In summary, participatory assessment and evaluation has two key objectives.
Firstly, it aims to produce relevant and practical knowledge and actions which are
directly useful for improving the quality of early education offered within an early
education setting. Secondly, assessment and evaluation seeks to empower those
within an early education setting to seek social transformation through a process
of constructing and using their own knowledge.

The generation of knowledge

Participatory assessment and evaluation is always situated within a specific context
and so embraces localism but it is also democratic and participatory in the wider
sense of society. Wenger’s (1998) ideas on communities of practice, for example, can
be seen to underpin and support this social and collaborative approach to knowledge
generation. But philosophically and politically, individual liberty as set against the
greater good of universalism and the power of the State carries political dangers
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on the right of neo-liberalism, and on the left of anarchy. A participatory approach
therefore takes the middle ground and foregrounds participation, voice and
democracy, in which individuals are acknowledged but as members of a wider
community. Because there is nothing as culturally and individually located, nothing
as central to our concept of identity and belonging as how we rear our young
children, early educational settings must recognise and be sensitive to these core
and localised significances and cultural diversities. Participatory assessment and
evaluation is careful of generalisations and universals and of reducing these com -
plexities to numerical representations which deny people’s plurality. In this
approach, knowledge is viewed as soundest and most trustworthy when it is 
co-constructed and validated by those who are in the field of inquiry. It purports
that knowledge can be localised and yet still be authentic, genuine and meaningful
and have transferability.

Liberation and transformation

Freire’s (1970) concept of ‘praxis’ is essentially political in that it seeks to explore
‘the study of practice’ with all its concomitants of avoiding ‘domesticity’ in
thinking by establishing a critical stance of self-awareness and self-critique. This
allows the creation of highly relevant but personalised and individualised libraries
of the world’s knowledge and thinking. Participatory assessment and evaluation
embraces this emphasis on the importance of inclusionary paradigms and method -
ologies which recognise the value of the polyphonic, multi-perspective approach
which leads to perceiving practitioners, parents and children as co-constructors 
of knowledge about the services and their development. Like McNiff’s (2010) action
researchers, this approach involves an intellectual story of adventurers, encourag-
ing leaders, explorers and risk takers working at the cutting edge of understanding
and knowledge creation in a Vygotskyian zone of development, embedded in a 
culture of transformation, which is forged by new integrated and cross-cultural,
cross-paradigm and cross-disciplinary collaborations. The wider understandings
which grow from these fertile participatory conditions is often messy but this 
‘chaos’, as Gladwell (2006) suggests, permits the creative emergence of new
methodologies and concepts. Much of this road has been travelled before but Reason
and Bradbury (2008) suggest an added resonance recently, claiming we are
witnessing,

an emerging worldview, more holistic, pluralist and egalitarian that is
eventually participative. This worldview sees human beings as co-creating
their reality through participation, through their experience, their imagination
and intuition, their thinking and their action. This participative worldview
is at the heart of inquiry methodologies that emphasise participation as a core
strategy.

(Reason and Bradbury, 2008, p. 324)
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In many countries we can see a new concern for grounded early childhood
evaluation practices emerging from the ‘bottom-up, not top-down’. As Martha
Zaslow, Director of the Office of Policy and Communications for the Society for
Research in Child Development stated,

We’re in the middle of a conceptual shift. We’ve had a very long-standing
assumption that knowledge-focused professional development – meaning
coursework and training – would suffice to yield changes in practice and
quality. We’re standing it on its head now, and beginning to say: if you want
to change practice and quality, you need to begin by directly intervening
with practice.

(Zaslow et al., 2010, p. 6)

We suggest that there are many possibilities for ‘intervening with practice’ in order
to transform and improve people’s lives but we feel that profound change should
and does grow from experience to conceptualisation and not the other way round.
For example, Barnett’s (2011) work examining what had and had not worked in
state-funded early intervention programmes in the USA which aimed to transform
children’s life chances suggests that the nature of professional development offered
to early childhood practitioners was a key factor in the success of an intervention.
His work showed that initiatives which focused on developing practitioner
knowledge, within a participatory approach, led to specific shifts in practice and
these had the greatest impact in enhancing children’s life chances. The potential
role and power of participatory evidence generation is being to be realised.

The nature of participatory assessment and evaluation

The nature of participatory assessment and evaluation practice is shaped by three
key concepts, which were central to the approach taken in the Effective Early
Learning Programme (Bertram and Pascal, 2006):

1. A democratic approach: the assessment and evaluation process adopts a ‘democratic
approach’, in which quality evaluation is viewed as a value laden enterprise,
which is best achieved through the active involvement of participants in the
process.

2. An inclusionary approach: this approach adopts an ‘inclusionary model’, in which
the evaluation process is viewed as something ‘done with’ participants and not
‘done to’ them.

3. Multiple perceptions and voices: the subjectivity of the definition is thus
acknowledged and the shared perceptions of quality are celebrated as central
to the debate about quality in each particular setting. Quality is defined by
the shared reflections and agreement of experienced practitioners, parents/
carers and children within the framework of the programme. It is validated
and scrutinised for accuracy by those closest to the learning experiences being
evaluated.
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This approach is therefore firmly founded on democratic principles and proponents
have to work hard to establish a feeling of partnership and shared ownership of
the whole process and must keep reflecting on the distribution of power within
these relationships. A philosophical commitment to this approach is reinforced with
the hope that it will also help the assessment and evaluation process become a major
vehicle for the professional development of the practitioners involved. It aims to
ensure that the individual settings become more responsive, better fit for purpose
and that those within them would be empowered by the process. The process of
review and implementation thus becomes part of the definition.

This approach to quality assessment and evaluation is not static or finite but is
locally situated and responsive to time, culture and place. We make no attempt to
give it a fixed definition but rather to provide a framework of reflective questions
which encourage the individuals within each setting, including the parents/carers
and children, to document and review how they experience the quality and effec -
tiveness of the learning process. The aim is to support practitioners to improve on
‘previous best’ through gradual, incremental change and development, not through
revolution. This approach has an underpinning philosophy which accepts that:

• judgements about quality need to be made;
• evaluation should emerge from an open, honest and collaborative dialogue

using a shared vocabulary;
• this dialogue should be generated over an extended period of time;
• the dialogue should have a clear, systematic and agreed framework and format;
• the evidence for evaluation is gathered together and questioned together;
• the evaluation process should lead to action plans;
• the action should be followed through, supported and monitored;
• the settings should take ownership of the process and its outcomes;
• all participants in the process should be encouraged to make a contribution

which is acknowledged and valued;
• collaboration and participation are more effective than compulsion and

hierarchies.

Participatory assessment and evaluation processes adheres to the following principles
of operation:

• Evaluation and Improvement are viewed as inseparable.
• The process of Evaluation and Improvement is participatory, democratic and

collaborative.
• The process promotes equality of opportunity and acknowledges cultural

diversity.
• The process is opted into and not imposed.
• The framework for evaluation is rigorous but flexible.
• The action plans are followed through and supported.
• The process is intended to empower and develop practitioners, parents/carers

and children.
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The focus of assessment and evaluation

To achieve this deeply transformational agenda, the focus of the assessment and
evaluation process has to go beyond assessing and evaluating educational or learning
outcomes, and adopt a wider, three-dimensional focus. It has to scrutinise critically
and in detail, (1) the pedagogic context, (2) the pedagogic processes and (3) the

CONTEXT PROCESS OUTCOME

10 Dimensions of 
Institutional Quality

3 Domains of Impact

• Aims & Objectives

• Care, Learning & Play 
Experiences

• Facilitating Care, 
Learning & Play 
Experiences

• Planning, Assessment & 
Record Keeping

• Staffing/Volunteering

• Physical Environment

• Relationships & 
Interaction

• Equal Opportunities

• Parent/Carer 
Partnership, Home & 
Community Liaison

• Management, Monitoring 
& Evaluation

Child 
Development :

• Emotional well-being

• Respect for self and 
others

• Dispositions to learn

• Academic achievements 
and scholarship

Adult Development

(Short/Long term)

Institutional 
Development

(Short/Long term)

‘BLACK BOX’
INTERACTIONS

Emotional
Well-being

Child
Engagement

Adult
Engagement

Professional 
Well-being

(Sensitivity, Stimulation, Autonomy)

Symbiotic

Negotiation
(continuity to 
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CULTURAL
DETERMINANT

CULTURALLY
DETERMINING

CULTURALLY
DETERMINED

FIGURE 3.1 EEL conceptual framework for evaluating and developing quality in early
childhood settings

Source: reproduced from Effective Early Learning Programme, Bertram and Pascal, 2006
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pedagogic outcomes, to discern their contribution to the value, power and impact
(transformational potential) of the education offered to, and experienced by, the
children. This wider evaluative focus has been realised in the Effective Early Learning
Programme (Bertram and Pascal, 2006), an established assessment and evaluation
strategy in many early childhood contexts in the UK and Portugal Oliveira-
Formosinho, 2009; Oliveira-Formosinho, Costa and Azevedo, 2009), which has
set out a three-dimensional focus to quality improvement in early childhood settings
as set out in Figure 3.1.

In this approach, the focus for assessment and evaluation has three strands:

1. Pedagogic Context evidence focuses on aspects of the setting that define the
environment in which early learning takes place. This includes such things as:

• Pedagogic Aims and Objectives
• Learning Experiences/Curriculum
• Learning and Teaching Strategies
• Planning, Assessment & Record Keeping
• Staffing
• Relationships and Interactions
• Inclusion, Equality and Diversity
• Parent, Family and Community Partnerships
• Physical Environment
• Leadership, Monitoring and Evaluation.

2. Pedagogic Process evidence focuses on quality and nature of the pedagogic
interactions between adults and children within a setting. This will involve
evidence gathering about such things as:

• Child Engagement and Involvement
• Adult Engagement
• Child Well-being
• Professional Well-being.

3. Pedagogic Outcomes evidence focuses on the consequent developmental impact
of the learning offered by a setting and is assessed at three levels of impact;
the children’s development, the adults’ development and the institutional
setting’s development. This will involve evidence gathering about:

• Children’s Development – in such areas as communication and language
development; attitudes and dispositions to learning; social-emotional
competence; physical development

• Practitioner and Parent Development
• Setting Development and Improvement.

In this conception of participatory assessment and evaluation, it is fully acknow -
ledged that any measures of Pedagogic Context, Process and Outcomes will be
embedded in, and dependent on, the wider socio-cultural environment. Each early
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childhood setting exists in an environment that is determined by the cultural norms
and values of that society or sub group within that society. Evaluation of the quality
of a setting will therefore be influenced by how far its values are shared and agreed
by all the setting’s participants and how far the setting agrees with the values of the
wider groups beyond, for example, its local community, the regional authority, the
government and other public opinions. This view of individual settings nested in
wider circles of influence is called an ‘ecological perspective’ (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

This wider, three-dimensional focus for assessment and evaluation in early
childhood ensures that the pedagogic quality of a setting is viewed holistically, and
that each element of pedagogic practice is assessed and evaluated as a significant
constituent part of a dynamic, complex and interrelated system of relationships and
interactions.

The process of assessment and evaluation

The process of participatory assessment and evaluation has four distinct phases of
cyclical action, which flow into each other and encourage an ongoing process of
reflection and action, as exemplified in the EEL programme diagram in Figure 3.2.
Each Phase has a set of participatory and ethically agreed methods and strategies
that will support settings in implementing the process successfully and demo cratically.
Each stage of the process is also documented rigorously and reflected upon by all
those who have participated in the evidence gathering process. The intention is
to ensure all feel ownership at each stage of the development process and also a
real sense of shared responsibility in the evaluative outcomes and their implications
for the further improvement of the quality of practice.

Phase 1: Assessment and evaluation

In this first phase practitioners work together with colleagues, parents/carers and
children to document and assess the quality of early learning within the setting.
Evidence is gathered collaboratively about all aspects of the setting context and
processes. The resultant data are used by practitioners to facilitate a critical
assessment of the quality of early learning and care within their setting. All data
collected from the quality documentation and assessment are collated into a detailed
and carefully structured Evaluation Report of the quality of early learning within
each setting. The Evaluation Report is then shared with the practitioners in the
study setting for validation.

Phase 2: Action planning

The practitioners meet with all participants to identify the priorities for action.
This plan will be individual to the needs of each setting. A structured and
achievable action plan for the development of care, learning and development
should emerge which has clearly articulated targets within an identified time scale.
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Phase 3: Improvement

A programme of individual and/or setting development which relates closely to
the agreed targets of the action plan is implemented. Throughout this phase, progress
should be monitored and the practitioners are encouraged to gather evidence upon
the effect of the action on the quality of the children’s care, learning and develop -
ment experiences within the setting (impact measures).
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FIGURE 3.2 EEL assessment and evaluation cycle
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Phase 4: Reflection

Practitioners are encouraged to reflect upon the evaluation and improvement
process, and to review the evidence of the impact of their action plan upon the
quality of the children’s learning within their setting. The practitioners collate their
findings in a Reflective Summary Report which includes the results of the final data
gathering and the participants’ views on further improvement, leading into another
cycle of evaluation and improvement.
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5
THE SEARCH FOR A 
HOLISTIC APPROACH 
TO EVALUATION

João Formosinho and Júlia Formosinho

This chapter presents our own holistic approach to evaluation which embodies an
ethically principled and democratic perspective incorporating the active contribu -
tion of children, practitioners and families. This approach is interested in all aspects
of children’s learning with an intention to see the whole child, rather than frag -
mented elements of her/his identity, learning processes and progression in learning.

It is known that assessment and evaluation procedures may foster or hinder 
the full development of the foundational pedagogic approach. This holistic
pedagogic approach is congruent with childhood participatory pedagogies and 
co-constructivist epistemologies.

This holistic pedagogic approach to evaluation sets out to conceptualise and use
a standpoint to assessment that is situated in place, time and cultures serving primarily
children and families, but also professionals, early childhood centres and the wider
community, research and the educational system.

This approach requires from the professionals a conscious engagement of their
integrated thinking, doing and feeling to achieve a deeply contextualised
understanding of children’s learning, thus slowly creating an antidote for resilience
to the generalised pressure for using abstract and decontextualised assessment and
evaluation instruments.

The epistemological stance – inadequacy of the 
applicationist view on educational assessment and 
evaluation

Education has been seen for decades by researchers and policy makers as the
application of positivist science, just as technology is seen as a mere application of
natural sciences achievements. Scientists like psychologists, sociologists and
economists conduct research, develop theory, create knowledge; practitioners and
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policy makers apply in the field the knowledge thus produced. This sums up this
applicationist view of social professional practice.

Thus the identity of the field of education was compartmentalised by the scientific
domains that came to be more influential in its development. The very essence of
education developed as cumulative processes of the various natures of the central
scientific domains: psychology of education (educational psychology and
developmental psychology), sociology of education, economy of education and
also history of education, anthropology of education and others. But education as
a field of action is much more that this accumulation of compartmentalised
knowledge. It is a field per se, in its own right (Dewey, 1938; Malaguzzi, 1998).
Over the last twenty years, in the field of early years pedagogy, we have also seen
a call for attention to pedagogy as a field in its own right (Freire, 1996; Oliveira-
Formosinho, 2007; Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2012).

The applicationist perspective of the positivist paradigm in
educational assessment and evaluation

Rejection of complexity

As Morin (1986) says, classical science rejected complexity in virtue of the principle
of reduction that consists in knowing any composite from the knowledge of its 
basic elements. It also embraced the principle of disjunction that consists in separating
cognitive difficulties, leading to the separation of disciplines. As you isolate the
object, the complexity disappears: in a closed discipline this decontextual-
ised object is not a scientific problem.

The rejection of complexity does not serve social sciences nor education and
childhood pedagogy. Childhood pedagogy as praxis sits in complexity because it
serves multidimensional holistic children in interaction with peers and educators.

Absence of contextualisation

Flyberg (1998, 2010) comments that knowledge mode characteristic of disciplinary
science isolates objects one from another and isolates them from their environment.
The principle of scientific experimentation allows taking a body in nature, isolating
it in a controlled laboratory environment and studying this object in reaction to
the variations that one makes it undergo. It is possible to know a certain number
of its qualities and properties,1 but it does not serve either educational action 
as praxis or educational research as transformation (Oliveira-Formosinho and
Formosinho, 2012). According to Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho (2012)
we need to jointly undertake a search for a social science of the social and for an
educational science of praxis.
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Control of subjectivism

The objective knowledge which is the ideal of positivistic science resulted in the
need of eliminating subjectivity, i.e. the emotional part inherent to each observer,
to each researcher, but it also comprised the elimination of the subject, i.e. the
being which conceives and knows.

As Giddens writes:

The technical language and theoretical propositions of the natural sciences
are insulated from the world with which they are concerned because that
world does not answer back. But social theory cannot be insulated from its
‘object-world,’ which is a subject-world.

(Giddens, 1982, p. 13)

The applicationist perspective in early childhood education 
as reductionism

As early years assessment has been conducted in the psychological tradition within
a positivist research paradigm, it is important to elaborate on this to best understand
early years evaluation.

Psychological reductionisms

Childhood pedagogy developed in the times where psychology (behavioural
psychology and later developmental psychology) was striving to adopt the
positivistic research paradigm. The positivistic paradigm of psychological research
developed measuring instruments for the purposes of research which were then
transferred to early years assessment – we have been seeing the adoption of these
research instruments for the pedagogic evaluation of children’s learning. The
dominance of psychology in the development of childhood pedagogy has been
constant throughout the twentieth century – it has been often seen mainly at the
level of assessment as mere application either of behavioural psychology or of
developmental psychology.2

The imperialistic view of psychology over education, as Lawrence Kohlberg
(1987) put it, is very clear in what concerns assessment of learning. Childhood
pedagogy traditions of assessment mirror practices imported from the field of
psychology without the needed contextualisation.

The positivist paradigm of classical science in education transforms childhood
pedagogy on a mere applied field for the major disciplines. Education is perceived
and conceptualised as a linear and simple application of other major sciences. This
is the process of reduction and simplification typical of the positivist paradigm
(Morin, 1986).

The reductionism of behavioural psychology is the belief that behaviour is the best
indicator of capacities and students’ learning. Kozulin (1998) says:
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Recently a number of attempts have been made to venture beyond both the
total rejection and the complete acceptance of the psychometric paradigm.
These alternative approaches have been developed in the context of different
research and evaluation traditions and in some instances reflected conflicting
goals and objectives. Against such a background, it is useful to inquire into
those tacit assumptions that constitute the paradigm of standard intellectual
testing:

• The manifest level of functioning reveals the child’s inner abilities more
or less accurately.

• Unaided performance is the best format for assessment.
• The goal of testing is to predict the future functioning and to classify

the child according to his or her level of abilities.
(Kozulin, 1998, pp. 88–89)

The belief that the visible functioning is the best way to measure learning and the
privileged way to measure capacities is a simplification, which is made untrue by
the sheer complexity of human living and learning where cognition and emotion
are of paramount importance.

The reductionism of developmental psychology that influenced early years curricula
(developmental appropriate practices and other similar curricula) gave rise to
practices of early childhood education highly centred on psychological stages of
different developmental domains. With Malaguzzi (1998) we can say that Piaget
presents an image of an interactive child that negotiates with the environment and
is a participant in his learning processes; but if his predefined stage sequence is
viewed as identical for everyone this may conceal individual processes. This
simplification is made fictitious by the fact that the contextual nature of human
development and the equal influence of nurture and nature in children’s growth
generate a diversity of individual paths.

Transmissive pedagogy reductionism

The reductionism of transmissive pedagogy is the belief, so well deconstructed by 
Paulo Freire (1996), that the exact reproduction of learned knowledge is the best
indicator to measure learning and to evaluate individual capacities. The devaluing
of discovery learning and project work, of creativity and problem solving com -
petences, had been a constant characteristic of transmissive pedagogy. Even when
a teacher experiences more participative methods in their classrooms, evaluation
is often marked by the transmissive syndrome.

Transmissive pedagogy ignores or minimises the complexity of each child’s 
living experiences, ignores or minimises the complexity of knowledge itself 
(the inter action between the different scientific disciplines and the inevitable inter -
action between curricular subjects, the need for interdisciplinary studies and trans -
discip linary topics), ignores or minimises the sheer complexity of the educational
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act. In short, it ignores or minimises the complexity of human living and learning
in a complex world. For this purpose the school creates a closed environment,
ignoring all that children learn outside its walls (Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1996).

Education being essentially the preparation of the younger generations for the
future, we must recognise the principle of rational uncertainty (Morin, 1986, 2008).
Education cannot rely solely on the transmission of past knowledge minimising
the apprenticeship of the essential competencies of learning how to learn, of search -
ing and organising new information, of problem solving competencies and
devaluing educational imagination and human creativity.

Nowadays we experience an acceleration of history (Hargreaves and Fink, 2006)
which makes this transmissive emphasis more inadequate. The complexity of learning
and knowing and of knowledge development in a complex world cannot be
understood only by the reproduction of the different separate disciplinary segments
of human knowledge.

Dimensions of the applicationist view of educational
assessment and evaluation

As seen in the first chapter, this process of simplification begins in the organisational
dimension, through the building of an educational assembly line which reduces the
complexity of any work to a sequence of very simple mechanical tasks. The shaping
of the mass education assembly line makes final assessment and evaluation the
equivalent of quality control of the finished product in the industrial world.

This process of simplification pervades the curricular dimension through the
systematic and sequential explicitation of the prescribed contents for each subject
(coupled often with the prescribed didactics), to be transmitted irrespective of the
interests, needs and projects of the learning group and independently of the
individual progress of each learner. The curriculum is built as an accumulation of
the syllabus of the different disciplines. The general curricular aims are to be obtained
through the summing up of the specific objectives for each subject. This is the
essence of the reductionist simplification process – uniformity and abstractness.

This process of simplification permeates the pedagogical dimension, through
standardisation of processes and outcomes in teaching. All this process is based on
abstract concepts of schools and classrooms, content and process, teacher and learner.
That is, the pedagogical process is designed for abstract schools, abstract teachers
and abstract learners in a detached process. This is the essence of the reductionist
simplification process – abstractness and detachedness.

Finally, this process of simplification ends up in the evaluative dimension, through
standardisation of processes and outcomes in teaching. Evaluation is nearly reduced
to the assessment meaning by the application of measurement instruments. What
is valued in this simplistic evaluation process? The exact reproduction of the content
transmitted by the teacher that is the devolution of the knowledge deposited by
the teacher (Freire, 1996) or presented in textbooks, workbooks, worksheets.
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This simplistic mode of evaluation is a consequence of a reductionist process at
organisational, curricular and pedagogical levels. It is a consequence of a specific
world vision that devalues human agency and rights.

The inadequacy of the applicationist view of educational
assessment and evaluation

Education as an application of the positivist science has not been very useful for
transforming educational praxis, since it does not generate pertinent knowledge
about praxis, about the human condition and the integrated contextual identity of
children, or about the processes involved in the transformation processes. These
very processes are those which depend funda mentally on the contextual human
action and interaction.

The reason why the natural sciences paradigm is not adequate to conduct
educational action (or research in social sciences) is that the object of the research
is not an inert raw material; it is a subject with cognition, sentiments and will; it
is a social actor with agency; it is a person with a specific life story and singular
projects. Many of the variables which influence the cause-effect relationship
described above are process variables dependent on the agency of the persons
involved and their life learning stories (Giddens, 1982; Formosinho and Oliveira-
Formosinho, 2012; Pascal and Bertram, 2012).

The predictions and explanations of the context-independent truths of natural
sciences do not apply to context dependent action which is a characteristic of human
activity as social theory cannot be insulated from its ‘object-world’, which is a
subject-world (Giddens, 1982).

The epistemological stance – a co-constructive view on
educational assessment and evaluation

A characterisation of holistic evaluation using comparison

One of the obstacles for learning is our own limited means for learning. In the
community of early childhood education, the applicationist view of assessment and
evaluation established some fixed ideas about rigour and objectivity. These fixed
ideas need to be confronted with other ideas because generation after generation
of professionals had been formed in dialogue with them. The only way to challenge
the imperialism of some ideas is to counter use other ideas. So, in summary, we are
sharing with the readers two tables that helped us in developing an understanding
of the aims and the processes of evaluation, Table 5.1 and Table 5.2.3

Assessment and evaluation should acknowledge the
complexity of children’s experience and of the educational act

The first important characteristic of a holistic assessment and evaluation in early
years is the respect towards the complexity of children’s identities and learning
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experience of the world and of themselves, the respect of the complexity of
knowledge and the respect of the complexity of the educational act. We propose
a complex holistic evaluation – holistic is not another concept to reduce and simplify
reality, rather it is a concept to uncover the complexity of learning, of knowledge,
of knowing about knowledge, and of being. In what concerns this last aspect,
neurosciences have made very clear the relationship between cognition and
emotion (Damásio, 1994, 1999).

The notion of holism has been developed by many, in different disciplines 
and methodologies, for instance in Goethe’s scientific method. The essence of
Goethean science is that of being holistic in two planes: firstly, at the level of process
putting forward the engagement of the researcher doing, feeling and thinking and,
secondly, at the level of the outcomes by trying to reach a deeply contextualised
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TABLE 5.1 The characteristics of holistic evaluation: the aims of evaluation in early
childhood

Reductionist evaluation Holistic evaluation

Intentionality of • Seeks just measuring • Seeks to understand
the evaluation learning learning and contribute

to further learning

Main characteristic • Traditional, • Participatory, holistic,
of the evaluation compartmentalised, ecological, inclusive

transmissive, selective

Assessment vs • Evaluation is centred on • Evaluation encompasses
evaluation assessment of limited areas integrated learning in all

thus narrowing the teaching areas
and learning

Orientation of • Outcomes oriented • Oriented towards contexts,
the evaluation processes and outcomes

Actors involved • It is a closed non-interactive • It is a participatory process,
in the evaluation process, involving only the involving the contribution
process teachers and/or the evaluators of the professionals, the

children and the families

Orientation of • It is a process in closed circuit, • It is an ecological process
the evaluation closed in itself open to various contexts

Focus of the 
evaluation process • The evaluation process focuses • The evaluation process

on what the learner does not focuses on what the learner 
yet know – deficit approach – knows to enlarge and 
to overcome that deficit enrich it

Selection versus • The selective dimension is • The inclusive dimension is
inclusiveness strong of paramount importance

Source: adapted from Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho (1996)
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understanding of phenomena understudy. It is recognised that to fully understand
the nature of Goethe’s method requires sustained engagement. Bortoft (1996, 1998)
and Steiner (1984) are helpful in the elucidation of Goethe’s method and assert
that throughout the course of life we forget that we learned our way of looking
at the world around us. He says that our ordinary way of seeing takes it for granted
that everything, including our bodies and minds, can be understood as manipulated
objects that can be taken apart and described in terms of their parts to then be
artificially put together.

So we learn separateness to see everything separated from us. In Lehrs’ (1951,
p. 73) terms we become permanent onlookers. Everything is separated from everything
thus we think of wholes as more or less well-organised collections of separate objects,
separate parts. There are many consequences of this, one is a poor understanding
of wholes as wholes decomposed in parts later recombined into the whole. The
whole is nothing in itself, as it is only a collection of parts.

Bortoft (1996, 1998) continues by saying that the merits of this method have
proven themselves beyond doubt in science and technology – the ‘inorganic’ world.
He doubts about its merits to understand the living world and uses the example
of a plant.
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TABLE 5.2 The characteristics of holistic evaluation: the processes of evaluation in 
early childhood

Reductionist evaluation Holistic evaluation

Mode of evaluation • Abstract processes • Concrete and situated
processes

Mode of evaluation • Follows the simplifying • Acknowledges the
simple vs complex logic of the transmissive complexity of the

pedagogy (such as tick box educational act through
tasks) documentation

Comprehensiveness • Compartmentalised • Holistic and integrated
fragmented

Time of evaluation • Periodic • Continuous and
systematic

Type of effects • Immediate effects • Immediate, medium and
long term effects

Connectedness • The evaluation is • The evaluation is
with learning independent from the connected with the

learning process, is self- learning process
sufficient

Rigour in evaluation • Rigour is obtained by • Rigour is obtained by
distance attachment and

triangulation
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Of course we can see a plant as built up of root, stem and leaf and this may
be useful for practical purposes, such as food, or medicine. However, the
living and growing plant as it is, is not actually built up from a root, stem
and leaf. At no point in the plant’s growth and development are these three
parts put together to form the whole plant. Root, stem and leaf gradually
form the process of growth in which they are continuous with each other
and the plant as a whole. The plant as a whole cannot therefore be fully
understood by explaining it in terms of its parts only.

(Bortoft, 1996, p. 77)

The problem is our learned way of seeing. The solution is to relearn our way of
seeing. Our learned way of seeing taught us to separate things that are not
separated, so after separating we recreate an artificial whole. The essential whole
is lost. The gap produces a dualistic thinking that then needs bridging and some -
times we discover artificial bridges. Why do we not go upstream and explore another
world view and another scientific paradigm? Why not explore complexity?

The whole is larger than the parts, meaning that the whole is not merely the
sum of the parts. The whole is more significant than the sum of the parts – any
evaluation of a part (a subject, a competence, a performance, etc.) is less revealing
than the evaluation of the whole and can only be properly understood in the
appreciation of the whole.

The whole does not assimilate the parts and the addition of parts does not
substitute the whole. The group of children is not just the sum of the individual
children; the classroom is not just the addition of all the children plus the educators.
Similarly the professional community of a centre is not just the sum of the indi -
vidual educators; likewise an early childhood centre is not the mere juxtaposition
of the different classrooms.

There is a dynamic character among the different parts that is an intrinsic part
of the whole. The relationship between the different parts is characterised by
interactivity, bi-directionality and re-cursivity (Morin, 1986, 2008). This means
that there is complexity in this dynamic. This holistic perspective does not represent
a reductionist simplification of the reality.

This means that a holistic perspective of assessment and evaluation cannot be
based on the summative appreciation of the different parts – the individual children,
the individual teachers and the individual classes. We have to set up mechanisms
to evaluate also the dynamics of the whole, that is, the recursive interaction 
among the parts as will be seen in Chapter 6 when presenting the documentation
of learning.

The child is a holistic entity, a holistic identity. This identity should be charac -
terised as an interactive (and recursive) integration of all the psychological
dimensions (cognitive and emotional, social and civic, aesthetic and physical) and
also of the social, historic and cultural dimension. Both the whole and the parts
should be considered (and evaluated) within their contexts and their interactions
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2006). At the level of rigour, a participatory intercultural
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pedagogy should take into account the interactive and recursive integration of all
the constituting dimensions of children’s identity. At the level of ethics this is a
pre-requisite for equity for all. Indeed it is known that children’s capacities and
intelligences are plural as well as the cultures they belong to. A participatory
intercultural pedagogy cannot ignore either the cultural differ ence or the individual
differences.

Since a paradigm of simplification controls classical science, by imposing a
principle of reduction and a principle of disjunction to any knowledge, the
paradigm of complexity put forward a principle of distinction and a principle of
conjunction (Morin, 1986).

Assessment and evaluation should acknowledge that human
action is contextual and culturally situated

Bronfenbrenner (2004, 2006) and other ecological approaches help the under -
standing of learning as developing in context. Learning of each individual child
and the group develops in their plural, social contexts and its interactions. Learning
is then ecological. Contexts are socially constructed, located in time, space and
culture. Evaluation is to be referred to children’s experiential learning in socio -
cultural contexts in specific pedagogic situations. Then assessment and evaluation
should follow an ecological approach.

As learning is contextual, there is a methodological4 (and ethical) stand on the
part of the professionals to conduct a reflexive analysis about the context of learning
– the educational environment. To assess and evaluate with thoroughness children’s
learning, professionals have to evaluate beforehand the quality of the learning
contexts, of the educational environments, and of the educational opportunities
provided for all children and for each individual child.5

Assessment and evaluation should acknowledge that human
action is not completely predictable

Assessment and evaluation should acknowledge that human action is not completely
predictable, meaning children’s learning and progress has a degree of uncertainty.
A certain degree of (apparent) failure is the price for human freedom. Education
is an action of persons with persons through persons. Persons have a will – this
mean that one cannot predict exactly the outcome of any given educational process.
This non predictability is inherent to human freedom (Formosinho, 2009).

Evaluation has consequences in the educational system since it facilitates or
hinders the progress in school, and has consequences for employment since it 
leads to certification of educational and professional credentials. But evaluation is
done against a background of expected behaviour, expectations from society,
professionals, parents and the teacher. Hence the evaluative judgement depends
not only on compliance with the standards achieved but also on the standards
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expected. Since evaluation impinges on a current child’s self image influencing her
current and even later life, it should be conducted within ethical principles as
presented in Chapter 7.

Assessment and evaluation should acknowledge that easily
observable short term outcomes are not the most important
results in education

The easily observable outcomes are not the only important results in education.
The most significant and relevant results of the educational action are not easily
observed only by the learner’s behaviour and/or by scales. The comprehensive
outcomes involve a blend of cognition, emotion, morality, social and civic
education, affective and empathetic education, values – not easily reachable by
measurement instruments.

The most significant and relevant outcomes of the educational processes can
only be evaluated in the medium and long term as seen in many longitudinal studies
(Araújo, 2015), since they are related with school success, job success and success
in personal life and other dimensions like wisdom and happiness.

Assessment and evaluation should acknowledge the isomorphic
nature of a co-constructive participatory pedagogy

A co-constructive participatory pedagogy is always embedded in the isomorphic
mode. Pedagogical isomorphism is a metaphor borrowed from natural sciences6 to
express the same equivalence of mode of development between adult learning mode
and children learning mode. Assessment and evaluation should acknowledge the
isomorphic nature of a co-constructive participatory pedagogy.

In a co-constructive pedagogy, when professionals promote children’s learning
journeys they are also encouraging their own learning journeys. Isomorphic
pedagogy acknowledges children and adults as persons and implies a pedagogy of
involvement which recognises the previous knowledge and experience of
participants and actively involves them in the processes of their own change
(Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2005).

As all human beings (adults and children alike) learn through homologous
processes, interpersonal interaction is an important scaffold for the intrapersonal
learning of both of them. There is interdependence between the intrapersonal
dimension of the learning process – the building of individual learning journeys –
and the interpersonal dimension – this building of individual learning journeys within
a learning community.

Assessment and evaluation are also subject to the same isomorphic mode, thus
the evaluation of children’s learning is always an instance to evaluate the
professionals’ learning.

There are different levels of isomorphism that are of significance for holistic
evaluation. Through the ontological isomorphic level between children and adults

The search for a holistic approach   103

Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Not for distribution. 71



we call attention to the parallelism of both deserving respect and the exercise of
rights; through the psychological isomorphism level we call attention to the
homologous mode of children and adult learning, both deserving involvement and
participation; through the pedagogic isomorphism stance we call attention to
children and adults having the need of liberating educational situations that grant
them voice and answers.

Assessment and evaluation should acknowledge the
connectedness in early years’ development

Another important characteristic of holistic evaluation is connectedness – as all parts
of the whole are connected, interrelated, all partial appreciation is incomplete or
even misleading.

In opposition to reduction, complexity requires that one tries to comprehend
the relations between the whole and the parts. The knowledge of the parts is not
enough, the knowledge of the whole as a whole is not enough, if one ignores its
parts; one is thus brought to move in loops to gather the knowledge of the whole
and its parts. Thus, the principle of reduction is substituted by a principle that
conceives the relation of whole-part mutual implication.

The principle of disjunction, of separation (between objects, between disciplines,
between notions, between subject and object of knowledge), should be substituted
by a principle that maintains the distinction, but that tries to establish the relation.

As Morin (1986) says, since we have been domesticated by our education which
taught us much more to separate than to connect, our aptitude for connecting is
underdeveloped and our aptitude for separating is overdeveloped. Holistic peda -
gogic evaluation of children’s learning needs sustained praxis both of deconstructing
separateness and of constructing connectedness to honour all children’s right to
participate in learning with their individual and social idiosyncrasies.

Assessment and evaluation should acknowledge the
intersubjectivity in early years assessment and evaluation

All authentic evaluation has a degree of subjectivity – the self-proclaimed objective
evaluation is necessarily partial and incomplete since it does not include the self-
awareness of the subject evaluator. All our appreciation of reality has a degree of
subjectivity. In holistic complex evaluation intersubjectivity is the criterion. This
means that triangulation of voices (teachers, children, parents) and triangulation of
instruments over time are of paramount importance to achieve a more authentic
appreciation (Bertram and Pascal, 2004, 2006). All authentic appreciation is
obtained not through distance but through reflexive critical close proximity.

Professionals have the civic right and the civic duty to monitor the daily
development of childhood pedagogy and to document children’s learning. They
use daily documentation as a tool for the pedagogic evaluation of learning aiming
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at the understanding of the holistic learners’ identities as dynamic and modifiable
through solidary teaching7 that brings about children’s learning possibilities through
the creation of cooperation and communication in learning situations and in its
narration.

Notes

1. But, as Morin (2008) said, one can also say that this principle of decontextualisation was
ill-fated, as soon as it was ported to the living. The observation since 1960 by Jane Goodall
of a tribe of chimpanzees in their natural environment showed the supremacy of
observation in a natural environment over experimentation in a laboratory for knowledge.
The idea of knowing the living in their environment became capital. The autonomy of
the living needs to be known in its environment, within context and culture. The identity
of the learner should to be developed and assessed in its context.

2. We note that psychology has been and is of paramount importance as one of the dialogues
of pedagogy.

3. Reductionist and holistic evaluation are presented as ideal types (pure types) using Max
Weber concept – it is a description and interpretation which stresses elements common
to most case of the given phenomenon, a synthesis of many diffuse individual phenomena
arranged according to a specific viewpoint built into a unified analytical construct. This
specific viewpoint is presented in the tables provided.

4. There is also an ethical stand to evaluate the contexts to better evaluate the child’s learning.
5. Assessment and evaluation based on documentation needs to make visible the relation-

ship between teaching and learning as has been seen in Chapter 2 and will be seen in
Chapter 6.

6. Isomorphism means in chemistry and mineralogy the property of crystallising in the same or
closely related forms, as exhibited by substances of analogous composition. In mathematics
means identity of form and operations between two sets or an exact correspondence as
regards the number of constituent elements and the relations between them.

7. To understand the concept of solidary teaching and solidary learning see Chapter 6.
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7
MORAL PANIC – SOCIAL AND 
CULTURAL VALUES

Introduction

As we have outlined in the first two chapters of this book digital technologies have 
a history of evolution located in the knowledge practices and cultural determinants 
of their time. Technological change is not a new phenomenon. Digital technology 
has evolved to its present state through a process of knowledge application about 
solid state physics through to the invention of the internet and World Wide Web 
to the ready availability of internet- enabled touchscreen technologies. Most recently 
tablet and mobile technologies have made digital resources ubiquitous in daily life, 
including the everyday experiences of young children. But the ubiquity of digital 
technologies and the continuing evolution of knowledge applications does not 
mean that the digital age is welcomed by everyone, and especially in so far as it 
relates to the experiences of younger children. Reactions to technological innova-
tions appear to be shaped by the three theories of technology we outlined in 
Chapter 4: technological determinism, substantive and critical. While for many 
people the substantive contribution of digital technologies to everyday life is wel-
comed or even taken for granted, for others these technological innovations are 
associated with new play and learning practices which they view more negatively. 
From a critical perspective it is the degree of coherence between values and expec-
tations and the purposes, behaviours and practices around technological innovation 
that influence the ways in which individuals and social groups react. When there is 
a mismatch between values and expectations and changing practices, accompanied 
by an assumption of technological determinism, then concerns, such as the possible 
social isolation of children or stunted social development, are likely to be more 
keenly expressed.
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110  Children and technologies

Reporting on the digital era

Newspaper articles and blogs across the world frequently raise alarms about young 
children spending many hours each week playing games online and being more 
familiar with virtual worlds than they are with face- to-face communications and 
relationships. For example, in the UK one headline referred to giving ‘babies’ an 
iPad as like playing Russian roulette with their developmental prospects (Harris, 
2015). In the previous year an article reporting the un- evidenced claims made on 
behalf of a teachers’ union was headlined ‘Infants unable to use toy building blocks 
due to iPad addiction’ (Paton, 2014). In Australia a headline linked screen time and 
the risk of harm to oral language development (Forwood, 2014). Huffington Post 
(2014) too linked use of digital technologies to negative outcomes for children’s 
development and in Kenya and Singapore newspapers reported potential dangers 
ranging from obesity, damage to eyesight, challenges to social and emotional devel-
opment, cyber- bullying and online abuse (Ondieki, 2016; Teng, 2013).
 Concern with the digital experiences of infants and children appears to reflect a 
continuing surprise (or alarm) that they wish to and are able to make use of digital 
technologies. This interest in age per se suggests an implicit expectation that such 
resources might be considered to be the preserve of adults or adolescents. Whether 
this sentiment arises from assumptions that adults and children inhabit different 
worlds or that new technologies should be first adopted by adults is unclear. 
However, what is clear is that the ways in which digital technologies have spread 
through all aspects of contemporary life (especially with the evolution of the IoT 
and the semantic web) mean that adults and children are routine participants in the 
digital age.
 An example of the kind of moral panic to be found among social commentators 
and in the traditional press around the digital experiences of preschool- age children 
in particular is to be found in an article which followed the publication of the UK 
Ofcom media use survey data for 2016. The article in the Daily Mail (Lambert, 
2016) began with the headline ‘The under-5s glued to screens for four hours each 
day’, before going on to explain that the latest survey data revealed that more than 
half of three and four year olds now ‘used’ a tablet and that they now spent 13 
minutes more online daily than in 2015. These headline points were followed in 
the article by statements from groups and individuals campaigning on a range of 
issues such as ‘better parenting’, spending time in nature and ‘values in education’. 
In their expressions of concern about the extent of children’s engagement with 
technologies these campaigners employed such terms as ‘digital addiction’ and 
‘catastrophic consequences’. That parents reported satisfaction with the balance 
between technological and other activities in their children’s lives, and that they 
continue with traditional practices such as reading stories at bedtime and watching 
family television programmes together was mentioned but was heavily outweighed 
by the reporting of negative reactions. The article does not suggest that adults 
should forego the use of tablets or that they may be at risk. The focus of attention 
is on the apparent tension between particular expectations about how young 
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 children should spend their time and how adults should parent and the assumed 
‘power’ of technological resources to impact children’s health and wellbeing.
 Some press reports raise alarm from the findings of single studies, suggesting 
direct associations between technology use and socially or developmentally unde-
sirable (or occasionally desirable) behaviours, often without taking account of the 
age of the users or the context or any apparent awareness of alternatives to their 
position of technological determinism. An example from an article in a UK news-
paper illustrates this tendency. The article was headlined ‘How digital technology 
and TV can inhibit children socially’ (Telegraph Reporter, 2014). The details of the 
article revealed that this headline was based on a comparison of 11 and 12 year olds 
who had no access to digital technologies for five days while at a nature and science 
camp and others who accessed the media as usual. The findings suggested that the 
children who had been at the camp and denied access to digital technologies were 
better able to identify emotions expressed in photographs of faces than the other 
participants. It is of course a considerable jump from this contextually specific and 
narrowly defined evidence to the generalised headline claim that spending time 
with digital resources inhibits the social development of all children. The tendency 
to over- claim from individual studies is particularly problematic when attending to 
the implications for young children because, as we described in Chapter 6, they are 
the least likely age to be represented in the research. Only 20 per cent of research 
studies about the outcomes of engaging with digital technologies include any chil-
dren under nine years old. Strikingly, despite children now being born into a digital 
age, only 4 per cent of research studies look specifically at the effects on children up 
to four years old (Holloway, Green, & Livingstone, 2013).
 Research publications are not immune either from expressions of concern that 
appear to be based on an untheorised position on technology. For instance, Dinleyici, 
Carman, Ozturk, and Sahin- Dagli, (2016) surveyed children’s use of specific forms of 
digital media by parents’ report and explored parents’ perspectives on their children’s 
digital activities. The researchers went on to conclude that their findings suggest that 
parents were ill informed about what was appropriate access to digital media ‘espe-
cially in the age group where electronic media use should be discouraged’ and that 
‘Therefore, physicians, especially paediatricians, should make parents and teachers 
media- literate’ (online publication – no page numbers, see Conclusion). It is important 
to ask if reflections of this type on children’s engagement with digital technologies 
can be seen as a contemporary manifestation of an anxious reaction to change that has 
occurred over many innovations which have followed since the invention of the 
transistor, through microprocessors, computing, the internet, World Wide Web and 
the advent of tablet computing. Wartella and Jennings (2000) point out that research 
about new forms of media typically begins by examining who is engaging with the 
innovations and in what circumstances, then moves to focus on the implications of 
exposure to the novel technology. They conclude that debates about children’s use 
of computers ‘echo those surrounding the introduction of other new media through-
out the past century’ (p. 32). It seems that researchers too may have a tendency to 
focus on potential negative outcomes.
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Reactions to innovations in media

Early studies on children and radio listening attended to questions about what chil-
dren were listening to and how much time they spent listening to the radio. By the 
1940s this had shifted to examining the effects of listening to radio on children’s 
lives and behaviours, such as their performance in school, emotional reactions and 
ability to distinguish between fantasy and reality. Listening to radio was found to be 
a ‘powerful force’ on children’s development, but was considered one mediated by 
other elements of the ecology of children’s lives such as stage of development and 
family background (Wartella & Jennings, 2000). Later in the 20th century tele-
vision was widely written about as a threat to book reading and to social life. This 
valorising of book reading seems commonplace now, however, at the time when 
technological developments began to reduce the cost of printing and make books 
accessible to more of the population, this was not greeted by all as a positive devel-
opment. Pearson (1999) suggests that in the mid- 18th to mid- 19th centuries reading 
was considered as a potentially ‘dangerous recreation’ by some members of society 
who were concerned about the impact that ready access to novels could have on 
young women who may begin to develop new ambitions and neglect their domestic 
duties. Even earlier writing by Plato (2005) suggested that writing was challenging 
memory skills as it removed the need to memorise.
 During the period of predominately broadcast media (the 1960s and into the 
1990s) there is an extensive research literature on the impact of young children 
watching television that echoes forward into 21st-century reactions to digital tech-
nology use by young children in both the popular media and research literature. 
For example, Singer and Singer (1984) argued:

The television set has become so intrinsic a feature of the Amer ican house-
hold that studies of the development and socialization of children must con-
sider it as much a potential source of influence as the home environment, the 
parents’ behavioural style and their socioeconomic milieu.

(p. 73)

Nevertheless, much of the potential influence that was studied focused on the ways 
in which television watching could have negative outcomes on children’s develop-
ment and behaviour rather than the ways in which engagement with this particular 
technology might enhance children’s participation in the world, support their 
learning or enhance their capacity to participate in the culture or practice of broad-
cast media in which they were growing up (see for instance Zuckerman & Zucker-
man, 1985). There were, and indeed continue to be, concerns expressed about the 
influence of television on the amount of time children spend sleeping, exposure to 
social stereotypes, advertising and inappropriate sexual behaviour, and attitudes to 
alcohol and substance abuse. For example, each of these topics, along with concerns 
about children becoming inactive, and consequentially obese, as a result of the time 
they spend watching television is listed on a current website giving advice to parents 
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on children’s development and behaviour (University of Michigan, 2017). The title 
of an investigation by Dietz Jr and Gortmaker (1985) gives a clear flavour of the 
direction of their work – ‘Do we fatten our children at the television set?’ They 
present findings headlined as showing that there were significant associations 
between the time children spent watching television and obesity but the authors go 
on to temper this by concluding that their analysis shows a less definitive picture of 
television viewing as an activity which may cause obesity in some children.
 Perhaps the most researched potential impact was the relationship between 
watching television programmes that contained images of violent actions and sub-
sequent measurement of aggressive behaviour by the young viewer. However, it is 
important to note the age of the children involved in the studies, the nuanced 
nature of the findings and that the conclusions are often based on correlations not 
causal associations. For instance, Eron, Hussman, Lefkowitz and Walder (1972) 
found that male and female 3rd grade children in the USA who preferred watching 
violent television programmes were rated by their peers as more aggressive in 
school. Following up both male and female participants 10 years later the research-
ers found that among boys (but not girls) a preference for violent television in 3rd 
grade was related to aggression in later years. The authors go on to suggest that, 
while it was not the only cause of aggressive behaviour, watching violent television 
in the early years was a probable causal influence.
 Josephson (1987) offers data that presents an even more confounded picture. 
This study focused on boys in 2nd and 3rd grade. The children watched violent and 
non- violent television programmes together in groups and their teachers rated each 
participant on an aggression scale before and after watching the television pro-
grammes. Josephson found that boys rated as typically aggressive behaved more 
aggressively during a follow- up activity when they had watched a violent pro-
gramme rather than a non- violent programme. For typically aggressive children 
aggression in the follow- up activity was heightened by being given a violence- 
related cue at the beginning of that phase. However, for boys rated as typically low 
in aggressiveness the findings were different. The evidence suggested that for these 
participants watching a violent programme and experiencing a violence- related cue 
suppressed aggression in the follow- up activity.
 These historically presented research findings alert us to over- simplified claims 
about cause and effect when considering the impact of new technologies on young 
children’s play and learning in a digital age, based on technological determinist 
expectations that innovations in technology will in themselves shape specific out-
comes. Such over- simplified claims can be found in studies that appear to herald the 
end of childhood due to the increasing presence of digital technologies in family life 
through to the plethora of recent research about the implications for children’s 
learning from the use of iPads in early childhood education settings. Yet gender, 
personality factors and the priming effect of the behaviour of others are all sug-
gested by these historical studies alone as factors which intervene to make a differ-
ence to outcomes in a way that is not yet evidenced in all contemporary discussions 
about young children’s engagement with digital technologies. As Wartella and 
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 Jennings (2000) pointed out, ‘the relationship is always between a kind of television 
and a kind of child in a kind of situation’ (p. 36).
 Furthermore, it is noteworthy that such ‘effects’ studies do not typically compare 
the influence of television with other activities, such as playing outside or imagina-
tive play, likely to be experienced by children in the relevant age group. Such 
activities appear to be taken for granted as appropriate and supportive of develop-
ment and historically it is what is seen as the ‘innovation’, particularly when it is a 
technological innovation, that is the subject of study when monitoring effects. 
However, when researchers do examine children’s contemporary play experiences 
from a more holistic perspective, digital technologies appear to augment rather than 
replace more traditional forms of play and learning. For example, using the Amer-
ican Academy of Pediatrics guidelines as a measure of the extent of engagement 
with digital resources, Vanderwater et al. (2007) found no differences in the length 
of time that children spent being read to or in outdoor play, regardless of whether 
they spent only the length of time recommended for digital activities or exceeded 
the guideline figure. Research in Australia by Moore (2015) attests to the cultural 
adaptiveness of play rather than the power of technological innovations to shape 
play. Moore (2015) investigated the imaginative play practices of children over four 
generations. She found that seven play practices (e.g. playing in trees, bedrooms 
and with popular- culture) remained stable over 40 years with three new play prac-
tices (e.g. accessibility to private play places and using toys in private and public 
play) emerging in the last 10 years.

Proper childhood – proper parenting

Just as television in the 20th century was seen by some social commentators as a 
threat to their understanding of traditional constructions of a ‘good childhood’, in 
the early 21st century technological innovations may once again be being treated as 
epitomising the threats and opportunities of contemporary society, especially for 
children and their families. Among writers concerned primarily with current and 
past parenting practices and the behaviour and educational outcomes of children 
and young people, digital technologies and online activities can be perceived as a 
symptom or driver of change for the worse, or at least a change that challenges their 
expectations about appropriate childhood activities (e.g. Goddard Blythe, 2011; 
House, 2011; Louv, 2010). Such commentators have an historically based under-
standing of the values and culture that they see as central to the macrosystem of 
their society and therefore representative of the ‘correct’ or ‘normal’ experiences 
supporting children’s development. As such, digital technologies and engagement 
with the World Wide Web can be characterised as a site of tension in which a 
society’s culture is being recreated and disputed. In this context, attention is often 
focused on the apparently singular relationship between technology and/or out-
comes or behaviours that are or have been highly valued in a society such as outdoor 
play or reading books. Such an essentially conservative and deterministic perspective 
contrasts with a more critically aware approach concerned with the play and learning 
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of young children growing up during the digital age and now with the reach of the 
IoT and the semantic web in young children’s knowledge economy.
 In Toxic Childhood Palmer (2006) places children’s engagement with digital 
technologies alongside other apparent ills of contemporary life, writing about the 
damaging potential for children of a ‘competitive, consumer- driven, screen- based 
lifestyle’ (p. xiii) and placing encounters with technology alongside chapters on the 
decline in outdoor play, family mealtimes and other societal changes in family prac-
tices. She expresses concern about the amount of time that children spend on 
screen- based activities and contrasts that with what she describes as interacting with 
real people in real play rather than in junk or screen- based play. Elsewhere, Palmer 
(2010) argues that what she sees as children’s screen- saturated lives are linked to the 
reported rise in attention deficit hyperactivity syndrome, dyslexia and autism. In his 
writing advocating ‘slow parenting’ Honoré (2008) too includes time spent on 
computers as one of the negative characteristics of contemporary life. Other areas 
of concern for Honoré include a lack of time and opportunity for outdoor play, an 
excess of extracurricular activities, and parental efforts to ensure that their child 
makes ideal developmental and educational progress. However, unlike Palmer who 
advocates limiting digital technology experiences, Honoré suggests that there are 
‘no one size fits all’ rules about the right number of hours to spend on the com-
puter. His approach is concerned with what feels right for individual families, while 
also ensuring that children spend time outdoors and have opportunities to explore 
and take risks.
 Beyond a concern with lifestyle changes and the use of particular resources for 
play and learning the content of digital media and its impact on young children 
raises anxieties for some commentators and policy- makers. Although we can agree 
that what children see, experience or hear will affect their development, it seems 
that it is the potential negative influences that attract more attention in terms of 
guidance for parenting and education. In 2013, the Amer ican Academy of Pediat-
rics (AAP) argued that children under two years of age should not be exposed to 
screen time in any medium but went on to advise that children older than two years 
can engage with ‘entertainment media’ with ‘high quality content’ for one to two 
hours per day. By 2016, the updated AAP guidelines recognised the pervasiveness 
of digital technologies in young children’s lives. The new recommendations place 
an emphasis on high- quality programming and avoiding ‘fast- paced’ or ‘distracting’ 
content. High- quality content is a phrase which raises questions about the defini-
tion of ‘quality’ and the kind of debate we are already familiar with around high 
culture and popular- culture in music, films and art (e.g. Gans, 1999). Furthermore, 
the substantive content of a story or game will be important regardless of the 
medium. Stories can be moral, aggressive, instructive, fun, scary and educative 
whether told, read, played in a game or accessed via digital media.
 Kaufman (2013) argues that it is what children do when interacting with screen-
 based technologies that is influential for learning. He points out that on- screen time 
can be used to learn science, communicate with grandparents, watch educational 
videos or create works of art. On the other hand, children may spend time playing 
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inappropriate traditional games or passively watching entertainment videos. Given 
these nuanced possibilities, Holloway et al. (2013) argue for more understanding 
about the impact of different screen- based activities rather than quantifying time 
on- screen or imposing a total ban on encounters with digital technologies. Interest-
ingly, in its revised advice in 2016 even the AAP (2016) has set aside their strong 
position on screen- avoidance for the youngest children in the case of video- 
chatting. Writing about the AAP’s review of evidence about children’s encounters 
with digital media, Brown, Shifrin, and Hill (2015) point out that research and the 
policy statements that are derived from empirical studies ‘lag behind’ digital innova-
tion and that the Academy’s previous position statements pre- dated the prolifera-
tion of iPads and apps. They go on to suggest that the ubiquity of digital encounters 
in contemporary life means that ‘screen time’ is ‘becoming simply time’ (p. 1, 
online).

Conclusion

Moral panic is a barometer for adult perceptions of what childhood should be like 
in any given age and is not necessarily an effective response to the developmental 
niche in which children are growing up. With social media and IoT digital medi-
ation sinking into daily life moral panic can be seen as an even less appropriate or 
constructive response for equipping children for life in the 21st century. How can 
teachers, researchers, administrators, policy- makers respond? We have begun to 
answer this question already by identifying the transformative developments in 
knowledge that have contributed to changing patterns of communication in the 
digital age. We have shown how the shift from point- to-point telephony engen-
dered new ways of thinking about communication and how new forms of com-
munication have embedded digitalised forms of knowledge and practices into daily 
activity. So far in this book we have tried to illustrate how the transformative capa-
city of cultural knowledge continuously shapes and reshapes the developmental 
niche for each generation of children – necessitating new respondent forms of play 
and learning. In the next chapter we turn our attention to exploring the digital age 
from the perspectives and experiences of children and their families.
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