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Abstract: Az all levels of edncation, learning assessment is generally
considered to be an essential part of teachers' work. For early childhood
educators, ie those who work with children from birth to age six, there are
special considerations that stem from the characteristics of those trained
and the nature of early learning. This paper reviews research on the
Jformative assessment of early learning and development. In this way,
important theoretical constructs related fo early learning are explored and
research on key aspects of early childhood learning is synthesized. We
discuss the methods that are most useful for painting a richer picture of
early learning and development. Some of the challenges inberent in
Sformative assessment in early childhood are also highlighted and
discussed.
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1. Introduction

At all levels of the education system, assessment is becoming
increasingly important in the opinion of educators about their work with
children, but also about their responsibility to society. In addition, the
principle that assessment influences teaching and teaching involves
assessment is considered as important in early education as it is in other
levels of the education system (Bowman et al., 2001; Clipa & Mata, 2020;
Shepard et al., 1998).

There is a long tradition of observing the child in eatly education.
Many of the pioneers in the field (eg, Froebel, Piaget, Vygotsky, and Issacs)
strongly promoted the processes of observing, listening, and reflecting on
children's actions and words. There have been significant theoretical
developments in recent decades in the way we think about eatly learning
(and development). The most important theorists (Anning et al., 2009) have
documented and described the significance and challenges of theories. socio-
cultural aspects of all aspects of practice, including assessment. Traditional
approaches, as well as recent advances in both theory and practice, together
provide the foundation for contemporary approaches to evaluation.

Both between and within countries, the heterogeneity that
characterizes early education gives rise to differences in curriculum
approach, in terms of teaching and, consequently, in terms of assessment. In
Ireland, as elsewhere, early education takes place in a variety of places,
including nurseries, kindergartens, primary schools and family care centers.
This leads to considerable diversity in terms of access, funding, training and
child-adult relationships and also undoubtedly leads to considerable
variations in quality from one context to another. In Ireland, the new
national framework open framework for early education, The Framework
for Early Learning can help to create a certain homogeneity in the quality of
children’s learning experiences from birth to six years. The interrelationship
between curriculum and assessment means that early learning assessment
issues and considerations are now being addressed in Ireland in an
imperative manner and in a way that promotes coherence between

curriculum and learning assessment. the curriculum tries to promote it.
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Indeed, there must be a constant interaction between curriculum and
assessment “to ensure the effectiveness of one” (Blenkin & Kelly, 1996). In
recognition of this interaction, the NCCA will issue guidance on assessing
early learning, which should accompany the curriculum when it is published.

This paper seeks to bring together key issues and considerations
related to day-to-day assessment in the various settings in which early
education is conducted. Taking them into account can help to theorize,
establish and model / reshape assessment practices, especially in countries
such as Ireland, where common structures, curricula and values are still
developing. At a practical level, this paper describes some of the most
important methods and approaches used in the formative assessment of
early learning.

A number of interesting problems, tensions and challenges that arise

in the material are explored, highlighted and discussed.

2. A definition of formative assessment

In the US, Bowman et al. (2001) suggest that the term assessment, as
applied in early childhood education, generally implies the intention to
provide a rich picture of how young children act, think, and learn. When the
educator makes judgments to support children in learning based on
information obtained through observation and interaction with them, then
assessment is considered formative, i.e. it promotes learning (Gipps 1994;
Torrance, 2001). A recent large-scale longitudinal study of eatly education in
England confirmed the importance of formative assessment in meeting
children's needs and supporting them in learning. It is argued that the
assessment should be in support of young children:

“We can use our assessments to shape and enrich our curriculum,
our interactions, as a whole: we can use our assessments as a way to identify
what children will be able to learn in the future, so that we can support and
expand this learning. Evaluation does part of our daily practice in trying to
achieve quality” (Drummond, 1993, p. 13).

Thus, the paper focuses on identifying and promoting approaches
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formative assessment that is based on current ideas about eatly
learning and that are consistent with the open framework curriculum. The
approaches identified are those

which can be used by educators of children up to the age of six, as

appropriate, in a variety of educational contexts.

3. Characterization of early learning

Assessment means creating visibility into the various ways children
learn (Carr, 2001; Drummond, 1993; Issacs, 1930). It is essential to
recognize the unique nature of development in early childhood. During the
eatly period, their children's learning in various dimensions of development
the different dimensions of development (for example: physical, motor,
linguistic, emotional) is larger than in any other period, but is also very
variable throughout them. It happens very quickly, has an episodic character
and is very sensitive to environmental conditions (Shepard et al., 1998).

Educators have consistently sought to convey the magnitude and
complexity of early processes (Athey, 1990; Bowman et al., 2001;
Drummond 1993; Nutbrown, 1999). For example, the complexity of
learning is demonstrated by the child's commitment to the act of
communication then, through language, in search of meaning and
understanding (Trevarthen, 2002; Wells, 19806). This is the genesis of the
development of further literacy. The presence of sensitive and empathetic
adults who are present and available to children in the early stages of life is a
critical factor in facilitating children's learning in the early stages of life.

Evaluation is an ongoing process and involves children's
observations in interesting, meaningful, challenging, and valuable
experiences (Bowman et al., 2001; Meisels, 1999; Torrance, 2001). Many
aspects of early learning are best assessed by observing children as they
engage in everyday experiences in an educational setting. Such an approach
is considered authentic since the tasks involved are carried out as part of the
day-to-day work and are not specifically intended for evaluation. This
approach to assessment thus recognizes that curriculum and assessment are
intertwined (Puckett & Black, 2000).
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Theoretical constructs related to early learning

Recently, a number of perspectives have emerged on the learning
process that they have a special resonance for early learning. These include
the ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris
1998); socio-cultural perspective and the perspective of activity theory
(Engestrom et al., 1999). All of these perspectives focus on the social nature
of learning and assessment. They also stress the importance the learning
environment and the context in which the learning process takes place.
There is the number of important constructs that unite them more or less.
These include: children as collaborators; children’s agency; children as co-
builders of meaning and knowledge. These constructs are especially useful
when we think about the quality of interactions between educators and
children. Quality interactions are increasingly recognized as central to all
aspects of pedagogy, including assessment (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Siraj-
Blatchford, 2002).

4. Children’s agency

The agency aims for more control over one's own mental activity
(Bruner, 1996). Recognition of the active management of children in
participation with adults in social activities is a cornerstone of socio-cultural
activity (Rogoff, 1990, 1998). From this perspective, the agency for young
children has two dimensions: that related to their efforts to play an active
role in the activities of adults and also their efforts to get help from adults
when they need it. Rogoff observes how, in social interactions, children
manage both their roles and those of adults. She also points out,
complementing the work of others, that there is a possibility that they may
be more active in situations where there is no deliberate attempt to teach
them, ie in "non-false" situations (Rogoff, 1990, 1998). Infants in the first
year of life may sometimes be observed to deliberately take the lead in
collaborative activities by seeking information or directing activities (Rogoff,
1990, 1998). Children often initiate such activity (Rogoff, 1998). , for
example, by trying to help the adult with daily tasks. Older and younger

children will seek to assert their independence in doing a special task for
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themselves, but a research by Rogoff suggests that also , will actively seek
assistance when they encounter a problem The extent to which children can
exercise control is culturally determined (Rogoff, 1990) In some cultures,
children are expected not to engage in or engage in adult activities. question,
while in other cases children are frequently involved in social activities with
adults and are free to make demands in social situations. Of course, the
fundamental way in which children declare their control is by determining
the direction of their attention.

The context, both interpersonal and socio-cultural, is a key issue not
only in terms of what children can learn, but also in terms of the extent to
which young children exercise control. The interpersonal dimension is an
essential feature of the earliest stages of social interactions and it seems that
when very young children engage in communication exchanges with familiar
adults, they often rely on mutual imitations. As adults try to engage with
children, it has been observed that they respond by imitating certain aspects
of their behavior. The child often rewards the adult's attention by expressing
joy in different ways. In this way, very young babies act in an “agentive”
way, “shaping adult behavior, even if their own behavior is influenced by
adults” (Parker-Rees, 2007, p. 9).

Understanding the relationships between young children is also
essential for identifying and assessing early learning. For example, young
children (aged 14-30 months) have been observed developing
communication with other children and varying their imitation of other
children's behaviors, thus demonstrating collaboration and control (Lindahl

& Pramling Samuelsson, 2002).

5. Children, participants in the construction of meaning and

knowledge

In New Zealand, Smith (1999) studied the incidence of joint care
episodes between infants and young children and their caregivers in
childcare centers. Children, collaborators in the learning process

The theory of learning proposed by Vygotsky (1978) and, in
particular, his concept of the area of forthcoming development provides the

basis for some of the most important recent initiatives in assessing children's
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individual learning (Lunt, 2000). Berk & Winsler (1995) describes the area of
Vygotsky's next development (ZPD) as:

“...a dynamic area of sensitivity in which learning and cognitive
development occur. Tasks that children cannot do individually, but can do
with the help of others invoke mental functions that are currently
developing, rather than those that are already mature. ” (Berk & Winsler,
1995, p. 20).

Listening-to-child collaboration in the ZPD is essential for effective
teaching and learning interactions, because in these interactions the educator
identifies how the child's learning can be assisted and what the child is able
to do with appropriate support. The educator also has the opportunity to
assess the impact of this support on the child's progress. Inter-subjectivity is
the place where the adult and the child acquire a common understanding
while undertaking a task is approached from different perspectives. The
inter-subjectivity obtained by adults and babies is different from that
achieved by adults and children who can use linguistic communication
(verbal and gestural) to achieve mutual understanding (Rogoff, 1990, 1998).

This then has implications for assessment processes in early childhood.
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