Introduction

Assessments are a tool for social thinking and action. We suggest that in an early child-
hood or school setting this social thinking and action is of a particular kind and has a
particular purpose: mutual feedback and dialogue about learning. Aithough assess-
ment for this purpose is part of pedagogy and therefore can be ongoing and undoc-
umented, this chapter is about documented assessment. -

We take the view that learning and development, rather than being primarily about
individual achievement, is distributed over, stretched across, people, places and
things (Perkins, 1993; Salomon, 1993). This is a situated or sociocultural viewpoint
about learning and development, one in which the early childhood centre or the
classroom is seen as a ‘community of learners’ (Brown et al.,, 1993; Rogoff, 1990,
Wenger, 1998), and in which teaching will target the learner-plus-the-surround. In
James Wertsch's words, teaching and learning is about individual(s)-acting-with-
mediational-means (Wertsch, 1991: 12) rather than individuals on their own, and so
there is an emphasis on development as the transformation of participation in a range
of contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Rogoff, 1997). To be consistent with this view of
learning and development assessment needs to be distributed across people, places
and things.

People refers to peers, teachers, families in the widest sense: their relationships
with the learner, expectations, goals, prior knowledge and experience, and intuitions.
Places refers to features of the classtoom or early childhood setting, the centre
or classroom atmosphere and organisational structures. Things refers to artefacts
and materials. Given these general assumptions about learning, development and
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assessment we have found that the consequences of documented assessments in
early childhood can play out in three ways:

»  Assessments act as a ‘conscription device’ (a recruitment) for participants, estab-
lishing the membership of a social Commumty of learners and LeaLher‘; children,
families and the staff team,

¢ Assessments are a means by which competence and competent learners are
constructed.

e Assessmenis illustrate and support conténeity in learning, They provide a venue
for the negotiation and navigation of individual and collective learning trajecto-
ries. They invite participants to discuss what is being learned and to decide what
might come next. This storying and restorying constructs multiple pathways of
learning as ‘work in progress’.

This chapter explains and illustrates each of these three clusters of consequence,
using examples from New Zealand eatly childhood settings.

Community

Writing about classrooms, Roth and Roychoudhury (1994: 439) have suggested that
concept maps act as 4 ‘conscription device’ that ‘brings together individuals in a com-
mon task’ and ‘serves as a social glue between them’. Assessments can do this too. In
terms of ‘bringing individuals together in a common task’ they can illustrate and influ-
ence the curriculum for participating children, teachers and families. In a study by
Cowie (2000), Year 7-10 students (age 10-14) were emphatic that what would be ‘in
the test’ guided what they did and learned. While this is a kind of ‘hard conscription’,
a softer alternative is for participants to come to share and value similar goals. If we
return to the French medieval meaning of conscription, as ‘writing together’, then
conscription can refer to the co-construction of stories about learning and what is to
be learned, jointly authored by learners and teachers. In the following example, Quin
and her teacher write an assessment together, and Quin’s conclusion refers to the
learning that both teacher and learner might have gained.

Quiin draws a picture of hierhouse and Eetterbox W]th a Iarge 4 on'it: She dlctates‘_'_-.:
“an 'accompanymg story to her ch[ldcare teacher who has difficulty with the street:-f-
name; getting it wrong severai times. The teacher fma!iy looks' it up: and writes™
it correctly. The: teacher's errors are written into’ the assessment record: and a'----_.
mmerit on the Iearnmg in: 'thas eplsode is: also dlctated by Quin: 'Eve '
makes‘m;stakes L .
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Narrative assessments {(written by teachers or families, dictated by children), partic-
ularly those accompanied by photographs, are especially good conscription devices.
~In New Zealand a number of earty childhood centres are using ‘learning stories’ as a
- framework for assessment interactions (Carr, 2001a and b). This framework has been
“developed as a response to a socioculturally oriented national curriculum, as outlined
“in Chapter 1, in which the strands of outcome are well-being, belonging, communica-
tion, contribution and exploration: an emphasis on participation, ‘Learning stories’
are structured narratives that track children’s strengths and interests: they emphasise
he aim of early childhood as the development of children’s identities as competent
learners in a range of different arenas. They include an analysis of the learning (a

‘short-term review”) and a ‘what next?” section. The narratives frequently include the

interactions between teacher and learner, or between peers; often the episode is dic-
ted by the learner as a ‘child’s voice’. The portfolios or folders in which they are
“housed invite famiies to contribute their own stories and comments.
- The national curriculum document, 72 Whariki, leaves considerable opportunity
fqr local ‘weaving’ (T& Whariki means, in Maort, a woven malt) so the curriculum can
be locally responsive (Carr and May, 1994) and achievement can be locally legitimated
(Bishop and Glynn, 1999). The community may have a strong voice in the interpreta-
tion of such aims as ‘belonging’, ‘contribution’ and ‘communication’. The following
e_xarnple illustrates 4 parent’s role in shaping the curriculum thtough her contribution
to the assessments.
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Learning stories are designed to reflect and enhance reciprocal and responsive
interactions and to develop and support atmospheres of trust and respect. They
encourage children to be prepared to think about and to display their learning at
appropriate times (a disposition associated with early literacy achievement empha-
sised by Susan Hill and colleagues (1998: 165) and Bronwen Cowie’s research with
students aged 10-14), and they encourage families to share their expectations and
concerns. These documented, narrative and credit-based assessments crystallise the
long-standing early childhood practice of describing and discussing what a child has
done and achieved during the day — and of children taking home their paintings and
models. Etienne Wenger (1998) describes this process of documentation as an exam-
ple of ‘reification’: informal practice has been ‘concretised’ or reified.

A curriculum reified in written assessments that are accessible and detailed enables
children and families to suggest developments and alternatives, to bring ideas and
knowledge from home, and to clarify teachers’ interpretations. In this way the assess-
ment both enlists participation and is jointly constructed as an artefact of the commu-
nity of practice. In the following example, a parent adds an analysis to a learning story.

Research indicates the power of family expectations on learning achievernent and
on what could and should be achieved (Frome and Eecles, 1998). Documented
assessment makes learning visible in ways that can provide opportunities for negoti-
ation and families may revise their ‘folk’ (Olson and Bruner, 1996) assumptions.
Radford (2001) described a parent making a contribution to her son’s kindergarten
portfolio. One of the stories the parent chose to write about was of Tom making a card
for his Nan in which he wanted to draw a ‘gust of wind’ and persevered until he was
satisfied. The parent commented that writing stories for the portfolio led her 1o ‘stop
and really look’ at her view of valued learning in early childhood:

‘Cause you just get on with ordinary everyday life, and you start taking things for
granted about them, whereas this sort of thing [being invited to contribute to the
assessment folder] makes you stop and really look, and think about “ch ... yes that’s
reaily interesting”. Or that’s quite a big learning step for them, by doing what they did,
or what they said.’
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‘The same parent commented about her response to the early childhood centre’s
learning stories: ‘It's really made me realise, and I'm so glad, ‘cause now I'm quite
jappy to do more fun things with Tom, and don’t care if we don't do what Tused to
all “learning”.’ She had revised her views of what is involved in school readiness.
acumentation or data collection can also prompt teachers to revise their assump-
ions about children in their classrooms or early childhood centres (Timperley and
obinson, 2001).
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Henne Wenger has this 1o say about competence within a community (1998: 152):

When we are with a community of practice of which we are a full member, we are in
 famniliar territory. We can handle ourselves competently. We experience competence and
we are recognised as competent,

om the perspective of the early childhood centre as a community of learners or a
swmimunity of practice, the major goals and outcomes of learning are not primarily
he collection of skills and knowledge but are ‘successful participation in socially orga-
d activity and the development of studenis’ identities as learners’ (Greeno, 1997: 9).
pps (2002), writing about sociocultural approaches to assessment, comments that
sessment plays a key role in identity formation, in particular because of its public
nature’. Writers on assessment remind us that students bring models of learning and
of the self as a learner which may be an obstacle to their own learning (Purdie and
tie, 1996). Black and Wiliam comment that “There is evidence from many studies
‘learners’ beliefs about their capacity as learners can affect their achievement’
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learning community children will have the opportunity to take up a range of
{focultural roles and acquire their associated skills, knowledges and attitudes:
ier, student, friend, measurer, jam-maker, tower-builder, painter, observer of
ects, reader. In the following example, Tyler-Jackson is a teacher for Tenaya. Some
e later, Tenaya takes on the same sort of teacher role for Sean.

a setting where the curriculum is woven locally or ‘permeable’ (Comber, 2000),
dren set curriculum goais for each other. In the following example, Tyler-Jackson
‘taught Tenaya that peers help each other here, in the same way as teachers assist
ldren. The documentation reifies this as a valued curriculum goal.
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Tyler-Jackson is also teaching Fenaya that at Junchtime the rule with yoghurt is
‘spoons, no fingers’. Assessments recognise role models from the community outside
the classroom as well:
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rhrough interactions with peers children also construct their own communities
éxplore a range of social identities (being a ‘good girl’ for instance — Carr, 2001a,
01b). Adults, however, will want 1o offer alternatives, assuming that education is
‘suggesting new directions in which lives may go’ (Donaldson, 1992: 259).

veloping learning dispositions towards participation

sarning community children will have the opportunity to explore and to take up
nge of learning dispositions. The learning story assessment format is framed
und learning dispositions or participation repertoires: being ready, willing and able
stance, take an interest and be involved, tackle difficulty and persist when the
ome is uncertain, share ideas with others and take responsihility. Portfolios can
such learning dispositions. The following is a comment from a parent about
‘involvemeny and persistence.

ne the rule with yoghur
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range of contexts in ways that benefit and avoid harm to learning dispositions
s of mind {Crooks, 1993).

ing a self-assessor

es and Prout (1997: &), writing about constructing and reconstructing childhood,
nent that ‘it is now more common to find acknowledgement that childhood
e regarded as a part of society and culture than a precursor to it; and that chil-
1 should be seen as already social actors not beings in the process of becoming
oung children are very capable of self-assessment. Confident self-assessment of
nstitutes a valid and valued learning contribution or question is crucial if stu-
Lj_e to participate spontaneously as members of 2 community of learners.
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In early childhood settings where learning and assessment are distributed across
and legitimated by #hings, activities and materials, the criteria for successful learning
are embedded in the actions. Completing jigsaws is a classic example of an activity that
provides feedback about success; so is an activity like making a hat that fits the maker
(Cart, 20002), or a toddler learning to climb into a swing, Activiries with this autotelic
quality are often accessible and engaging for children and they play a key role in fos-
tering children's agency by maintaining their independence from teacher judgement.

Claxton (1995: 340) points out that many goals in education are developed by
learners as they go along, and many of them are hidden from the adult observer. This
is especially the case in early childhood:

It is striking that the focus here [in a paper in a journal] is predominantly on evaluation of
the work with respect to criteria that are largely external, explicit, predetermined and gen-
eralized, What is excluded here is all the situations in which learners are developing their
sense of what counts as ‘good world for themselves — where it is some inner sense of
satisfaction which is the touchstone of ‘quality’; where the sense of ‘quality’ is an holistic
matter of taste, ‘nose’ or intuition, rather than the application of rules; where the sense of
what it is that one is trying to achleve develops and changes in the course of the learning
itself — where the goal is at least partly revealed as you go along, rather than being clearly
specified in advance; where the criteria are specific to a piece of work. (Claxton, 1995: 340)

In the following example, the teacher records an occasion in which Lauren appeats
to be developing her sense of what counts as ‘good work” where the goal was not
clearly specified in advance.
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‘Documented assessments can also contribute to children’s appreciation of what is
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ity to shape learning pathways. Often that pathway is defined by reference to lev-
or. standards. For Sadler (1989}, for instance, the formative ‘shaping and improv-
o the student’s competence’ means closing a ‘gap’ between an actual level of
ipetence and a reference level. As teachers and students learn to recognise a fine
erformance, feedback’ provides a means for bridging the gap betwéen this and the
nt’s current performance. However, where pathways are developed with refer-
o ‘developing identities as competent learners’ — expertise in a range of avail-
sociocultural models, increasingly complex and wide-ranging participation
‘pertoires, and the pursuit of personal and locally collective goals — then such path-
will be multidirectional, locally contextualised and emergent. It is unlikely that
of them will be available with universal, national or completely prescribed refer-
levels and standards.
th this proviso, documented learning pathways can provide platforms for fur-
learning. In New Zealand early childhood settings, for instance, many portfo-
i folders record continuity in children’s participation i the community as
dren become more ‘at home’: their developing sense of belonging. One parent
éd on her baby’s record the day she came that the baby was absorbed in a music
ty and didn’t ‘drop everything and cry if Mum doesn’t pick me up immedi-
Support for continuity is important as children explore what it means to build
onships, develop and express ideas and seek to make sense of their environ-
Maria, in the next example, is reviewing her art portfolio for the previous
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nds:_pattems t'hroughout-t ¢ environment, and a”
recounted a story about Marla s recogm-

Here is an exampie in which the teacher remembers previous learning stories in
which Harry has made elaborate frames for his drawings and paintings. She calls on
this prior experience to suggest some continuity.

Frequently a parent will provide some of the continuity. In the next example, a par-
ent contributes to an accumulation of evidence of rich and intertwined individual and

collective learning.

_knot to keep lt;all-togethe. Tan fo'lder records the. déveldpment df th:s enthusmsm
""._'and these Skl]lS at the eaﬂy chlld hood centre overtlme together w1th the 1nvolvement
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e possibilities for further learning. It is designed to refer to the past and the present
ncourage consideration of where to go next by providing a space for this to be dis-
d between children and teachers (and, perhaps, families). In the following exam-
he teacher contributes a tentative note to the goals for the next step.

Kowhaiwha attems

5 previous learning stories:
s and paintings. She calls

0. The term break 'may have some. eﬁect_":_ :
b _wait and see_lf thls is stlll toplcal when he-.-_:;_

‘éarning trajectories documented in this way are not ‘deeply coded’ (Sadler, 1989)
the way grades or marks might be. Sadler adds that if feedback information is too
ceply coded (i.e. as summative grades), it can be difficult for learners to monitor
learning pathway. Rather, they are designed to be accessible to learners and their
amilies. They represent teachers’ professional understandings but couched as they
e in tentative terms they encourage dialogue and support a view of learning as
going. Although in early childhood grading is unusual, baseline assessments at
ool entry may use grading, and these assessments have the potential to powerfuily
uence the opportunities to learn in the year before school entry. When one of the
for early childhood education and, we could argue, education for life-long learn-
{Carr and Claxton, 2002) is learning dispositions and participation repertoires,
then assessment that itself encourages the learner’s desire to learn by documenting
erest, involvement, persistence, communication and responsibility will contribute
the emergence of a disposition towards ‘learning goals’ rather than ‘performance
als (Ames, 1992; Smiley and Dweck, 1994). Assessments that call on reference lev-
‘or standards that children and families have not undesstood or legitimated are
tkely to shift this orientation towards performance goals: an interest in ‘being right’,

being discovered to be unable, a reluctance to risk making an error.
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nd intertwined individual ai




116 ASSESSMENT

Conclusion

In eérly childhood settings that take a ‘distributed’ view of curriculum and assess-
ment, assessments will call on criterta that will be emergent, situated, student- or
child-referenced and negotiated. The assessment process will acknowledge those
occasions when children have their own sense of satisfaction in a task well done,
using their own (frequently hidden) criteria. ‘They will reflect the balances that have
been struck between discussion and documentation, between participation and rejfi-
cation, in providing feedback to learners and their families and in suggesting what the
next step might look like. And they will provide avenues for all participants to achieve
a considerable measure of access, ownership and legitimation. This level of active
engagement poses a challenge for teachers who are more used to top-down curticy-
lum and assessment processes. In New Zealand, curriculum policy initiatives in the
school sector have set up an alignment between five key competencies in the school
curticuium (Ministry of Education, 2007) and the five strands of 7 Whariki, the early
childhood curriculum. This provides new possibitities for the documentation of learn-
ing trajectories from early childhoed to scheol and therefore for collaborative discus-
sions on children’s learning and assessment that use a common language. This
recognition of the continuity of learning experience is important when the vision
is the development of dispositions for life-long learning. Learning stories as a socio-
cultural assessment practice are being explored in international projects where learn-
ing dispositions are of interest (for example, Leau et al., 2007).

Sociocultural assessment practices are complex and dynamic and are therefore a
chailenge for teachers. In recent years, the authors of this chapter have been involved
in the development of assessment exemplars for the early childhood sector that illus-
trate the practice of sociocultural assessment (Carr et al., 2004). Three of the exem-
plar books illustrate and provide theoretical underpinning for the three clusters of
consequences in this chapter. These exemplars have been designed to act as a con-
scription device to establish a commurity of early childhood teachers who want to
talk about learning and assessment. They aim to be permeable: providing social
spaces for new competencies in assessment, Finally, they invite teachers to think
about continuity in their own learning around assessment: to set up dialogue oppor-
tunities within their own settings as they adapt formats and try out new ideas.
Sociocultural assessment practices distribute responsibility for assessment across the
eatly years community, local and national.
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