A Critical Evaluation of Reggio Emillia – inspired Assessment Practice for early childhood education
Introduction 
In early childhood education, assessment is not only a means of measuring development but also a reflection of how children are perceived by educators and society. Traditional assessment methods, such as checklists, standardized tests, and developmental milestones, are widely used through early years settings. Although these tools offer efficiency and comparability, they tend to reduce children’s complex and dynamic learning processes into simplified categories and scores. These systems are often teacher-led, outcome-focused, and disconnected from the lived experiences of children. As a result, they may fail to reflect the full depth of a child’s thinking, creativity, and potential.

In contrast, the Reggio Emilia approach—originating in the Italian town, the guidance of Loris Malaguzzi who offers a totally different framework for assessment. Rooted in a strong image of the child as competent, curious, and capable of constructing knowledge, Reggio-inspired assessment shifts the focus from measuring outcomes to understanding the processes of learning. Central to this philosophy is the concept of making learning “visible” through documentation, including photographs, transcriptions of conversations, children’s drawings, and project work. These artifacts are collected in portfolios, not simply to track progress, but to capture the depth of children’s thinking, relationships, and engagement with the world (projects) around them.

This child-centered model positions assessment as a collaborative and interpretive behavior. Teachers are not just evaluators but co-learners and researchers who observe, listen, and reflect on children’s experiences. Portfolios and project documentation are shared with children and families, making assessment in a transparent and participatory process. Compared to rigid, summative tools, Reggio-inspired assessment is formative, narrative-based, and deeply contextual. It values when every child steps into the learning environment, they themselves possess rich experience, ways of thinking, cultural identity and expression ability, which referred to as the “hundred languages of children” (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 2012).

However, while the Reggio approach provides an alternative to traditional assessment models, its implementation is not without challenges. Many early childhood educators report that documentation and interpretation require a high level of time, skill, and professional judgement. Teachers must act not just as observers but as researchers — carefully listening, analyzing, and organizing children’s learning narratives. Without adequate training or institutional support, this can feel overwhelming and stressful. In some settings, educators perceive documentation as an “add-on task” (additional assessment) rather than an integral part of teaching. Furthermore, teachers often struggle to reconcile Reggio’s open-ended, qualitative approach with the demand for quantifiable outcomes imposed by national curricula and school leadership.

This paper aims to critically examine how the Reggio Emilia approach uses work sample analysis, including children’s drawings, written narratives, photographs, and classroom project documentation, as a meaningful form of assessment in early childhood education. These materials are not simply collected but are systematically observed, interpreted, and discussed by educators to understand each child’s learning process, interests, and development over time. Through documenting to record how children think, explore, and communicate, Reggio-inspired assessment practices aim to make learning visible in ways that differ from standardized testing. In contrast, traditional assessments often rely on checklists or numeric scores that focus on whether a child meets predetermined developmental milestones. This study also investigates the real-world challenges educators face in implementing portfolio-based assessment, particularly in classrooms where children come from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds. These challenges include difficulties in interpreting culturally unfamiliar forms of expression, time constraints in documentation, and lack of professional support. By examining both the pedagogical potential and the practical limitations of Reggio-inspired assessment. This paper seeks to offer concrete insights into how educators can adopt Reggio-inspired assessment practices to better capture the complexity of children’s learning. 

Research questions 
Q1: How does the Reggio Emillia Approach utilize work sample analysis (children’s drawings, project documentation) to assess learning, compared to traditional testing methods?

Q2: What are the main challenges teachers face when implementing portfolio – based assessment in diverse classroom settings?


Research methodology 
I. Research Design
This study adopts a qualitative research design to critically examine how Reggio Emilia–inspired assessment practices are used in early childhood education, with a specific focus on work sample analysis such as children’s drawings, project documentation, narratives, and photographs. 

A qualitative approach is suitable to this study because it allows for a deeper understanding of how teachers actually use and experience portfolio-based assessment in their daily work. Instead of collecting numbers or checking off standard outcomes, this method focuses on gathering detailed, descriptive information, such as how teachers observe children, how they choose what to document, and how they interpret what the children create or express. This kind of inquiry is especially important in early childhood education, where learning is often shown through drawings, conversations, and play, rather than through test scores.

By using interviews and document analysis, the study captures the real experiences and thinking processes of educators as they apply Reggio-inspired assessment in multicultural classrooms. For example, it explores how teachers make sense of a child’s drawing or storytelling, how they respond when a child expresses themselves in a culturally unfamiliar way, and what practical difficulties arise.

The research is structured around two core objectives. First, it aims to investigate how educators use Reggio-inspired documentation as a formative, child-centered alternative to traditional, standardized assessment tools. Second, it explores the practical challenges faced by teachers who implement and sustain such assessment models.

II. Data Collection Methods

To meet these objectives, the study will use two primary qualitative methods: document analysis and semi-structured interviews.

A. Document Analysis:
The first data source will include existing pedagogical documentation from Reggio-inspired early childhood settings—such as sample portfolios, project journals, and classroom display materials. These documents will be analyzed to understand the structure, purpose, and educational value of portfolio assessment. Additionally, academic literature and policy texts discussing Reggio Emilia practices will be reviewed to provide theoretical foundation and contrast with conventional assessment approaches.

B. Semi-Structured Interviews:
The second method involves semi-structured interviews with early childhood educators who have experience using or adapting Reggio-inspired assessment methods. Interviews will explore how teachers interpret and apply work sample analysis in their classrooms, how they respond to diverse student needs, and what constraints they encounter in real practice. Open-ended questions will allow participants to share their individual experiences.

C. Interview topics will include:
	•	How educators assess children’s learning using documentation
	•	The types of materials collected (drawings, transcripts, photos)
	•	Strategies for interpreting culturally diverse work samples
	•	Time and workload implications
	•	Institutional or policy-level support and barriers
All interviews will be audio-recorded (with participant consent), transcribed, and analyzed thematically.

III. Participants
Participants in this study will include 6 to 8 early childhood educators working in kindergartens or early years settings that actively implement, or are pedagogically influenced by, Reggio Emilia principles. These educational settings typically adopt practices such as child-centered inquiry, the use of the learning environment as a “third teacher,” and the incorporation of documentation and portfolios into everyday learning routines.

Participants must have at least one year of teaching experience and a basic understanding of Reggio assessment principles. Ethical approval will be obtained prior to data collection, and all participants will be informed of the research purpose and their right to withdraw at any time.


Literature review (3500 words approx.) 

I. [bookmark: _Hlk198519878]Introduction to the Reggio Emilla Approach
The Reggio Emilla approach is recognized worldwide as an outstanding philosophy of early childhood education, originating in the northern Italian town of Reggio Emilla after World War II. This approach developed under the leadership of Malaguzzi and emerged as a basic response to rebuilding society through education that emphasize democracy, cooperation, and the competent image of the child (Hall, 2010). At the core of the approach believes that children are not passively receive the knowledge but active constructors (learners) of meaning, capable of expressing their understanding in “a hundred languages” – a metaphor reflects the richness and diversity of children’s thought processes (Dodd-Nufrio, 2011; Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 2011).

The philosophical foundation of Reggio Emilia can be traced to a range of influences, including John Dewey’s experiential learning, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, and the aesthetics of Italian civic humanism (Hewett, 2001). These foundations construct its holistic view of the child, in which learning is viewed as an interactive, contextual, and emergent process rather than a linear acquisition of predefined skills. Unlike more structured, standard or outcomes - driven pedagogies, Reggio - inspired settings resist fixed curricula and favour open - ended inquiry rooted in children’s interests and daily experiences (McNally & Slutsky, 2017). 
A defining feature of the Reggio approach is its emphasis on relationships between children, educators, families, and the broader community. The classroom is not only as a physical space but also as a “third teacher,” where the environment itself communicates values and inspires investigation. Learning happens in dialogue, and the adult’s role is not to instruct but to cooperate, observe, and document the child’s learning processes (Hall, 2010). This relational epistemology has direct implications for how assessment is understood and enacted in Reggio settings.

Unlike traditional assessment models, which often rely on standard testing, grading scales, and checklists, the Reggio approach employs alternative strategies grounded in observation and documentation. These include photographic records, anecdotal notes, transcriptions of conversations, children’s drawings, and portfolio collections (Hewett, 2001). The aim is not to evaluate against fixed standards, but to make learning visible and to honour the complexity of children’s thinking. According to McNally and Slutsky (2017), “assessment in Reggio is a dialogic process that supports rather than judges the learner.”

Pedagogical documentation plays a central role in the process. As Hall (2010) notes, documentation serves multiple roles: it is a form of assessment, a tool for reflection, a means of communication with families, and a vehicle for curriculum planning. It transforms daily activities into pedagogical materials, meeting educators to interpret children’s expressions, revisit learning moments, and plan with intentionality. Rather than using assessment to “sort” learners, documentation fosters a culture of shared meaning-making and democratic participation in the learning journey (Rouse, 2022).

Furthermore, Reggio’s view of assessment challenges conventional assessment methods that equate evaluation with satisfy external accountability. Instead, it seeks to create spaces where children’s voices are central and their competencies are recognized. This shift away from “measurement” toward “interpretation” aligns with contemporary calls for assessment models, culturally responsive, and child-centered (Rigney & Kelly, 2021). However, as later sections will explore, implementing such a vision is not without challenges, especially in culturally diverse or policy-driven educational systems.

In summary, the Reggio Emilia approach offers a radically different views on childhood, pedagogy, and assessment. By considering children as protagonists of their own learning and creativity, dialogue, and visual expression, it emphasizes creating opportunities for children to express their ideas, feelings, and problem-solving strategies, allowing educators to recognize and document a wide range of skills and competencies beyond academic achievement. This approach respects children as active participants whose voices are heard and valued, fostering their confidence and supporting their individual learning journeys rather than simply judging them against fixed standards. It reframes assessment as a tool for empowerment rather than control. 


II. [bookmark: _Hlk198519864]Assessment in the Reggio Emilla Approach: Work Sample and Documentation

A. [bookmark: _Hlk198523488]The Role of Work Samples in Assessing Learning
Work samples such as children’s drawings, project documentation, and photographs are central to Reggio Emilia-inspired assessment. These artifacts serve as concrete evidence of children’s ideas, processes, and evolving understandings (Hewett, 2001). Unlike traditional assessments that focus on children’s different skill outcomes, work samples provide insight into children’s problem-solving, creativity, and collaboration over time (McNally & Slutsky, 2017). As Kim and Darling (2009) illustrate in their study of a Reggio-inspired preschool classroom, children’s drawings function as both a means of self-expression and a window into their cognitive development, enabling educators to observe the emergence of complex thought patterns.

B. Portfolio Assessment: A Holistic and Dynamic
Portfolio-based assessment in Reggio Emilia settings involves the systematic collection of children’s work over time, incorporating multiple media such as drawings, writings, photographs, and transcripts of conversations (Hall, 2010). Portfolios enable educators to document the learning journey, reflect on pedagogical strategies, and engage families in meaningful dialogue about their child’s development. This approach strongly contrasts with one-off tests by recording the depth and breadth of a child’s growth within authentic contexts (Guo & Rouse, 2024).

C. Comparison with Traditional Testing Methods
Traditional testing methods often prioritize standardized metrics that reduce learning to quantifiable outcomes, such as scores or levels achieved within a fixed timeframe. In contrast to traditional methods that simplify learning into single scores or outcomes, the Reggio Emilia approach values the complexity and ongoing nature of children’s learning. This approach uses work samples and portfolios and focuses on understanding the processes children go through, rather than just the final products they create (Hewett, 2001). This perspective highlights learning as a dynamic, multifaceted journey, allowing educators to appreciate children’s creativity, thinking, and development in richer detail. While traditional tests may fail to capture children’s creativity, critical thinking, or social skills, portfolios and work samples provide a richer, multidimensional view of children’s competencies (Fernández-Santín & Feliu-Torruella, 2020). However, these benefits come with challenges in terms of time, teacher training, and subjective interpretation, which educators must navigate carefully.

D. Implication for Early Childhood Education
The use of work samples and portfolios demands a shift in educators’ roles from knowledge transmitters to facilitators and co-learners. This shift requires teachers develop and update their professional skills, including keen observation to capture children’s learning moments, systematic documentation to create meaningful records, and interpretive analysis to understand the evolving meanings behind children’s work. Such practices demand considerable patience, critical reflection, and open – ended talking to express different perspectives, enabling educators to respond thoughtfully to each child’s unique learning journey (McNally & Slutsky, 2017). 

Moreover, effective implementation requires a supportive institutional environment. Schools and early childhood settings must cultivate cultures that value qualitative, process - oriented assessment approaches as solely quantitative measures. This includes establishing policies that allow educators adequate time and resources for collaboration, ongoing professional development, and reflective practice. Without such systemic support, teachers may struggle to fully realize the potential of portfolio-based assessment, particularly given the time-intensive and interpretive nature while involved work (Guo & Rouse, 2024).


III. Reggio – Inspired Portfolio – Based Assessment: Theoretical Rationale and Practice

A. [bookmark: _Hlk198527748]Theoretical Foundations of Portfolio Assessment in Reggio Emilla
The Reggio Emilia approach fundamentally conceptualizes children as competent, curious learners who actively construct knowledge through engagement with their environment (Malaguzzi, 1993). This view challenges traditional assessments that rely on standardized tests. Instead, it favors portfolio - based assessment. Portfolios capture the richness of children’s multiple “languages,” such as drawings, stories, and project work (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 2012). Unlike tests that measure specific skills, portfolios show a holistic and ongoing process of development. This matches Rigney and Kelly’s (2021) idea of assessment that is formative, culturally responsive, and centered on the child. However, Edwards et al. focus on the potential of portfolios to show different ways children express knowledge. Rigney and Kelly warn that without cultural sensitivity, portfolios may be misunderstood. This is especially true in multicultural classrooms. This shows an important challenge: portfolios are not just collections of work. They require educators to interpret carefully, respecting each child’s expression while considering their cultural background.

B. Practical Implementation of Portfolio Assessment
Portfolio assessment in Reggio-inspired settings involves systematically collecting a wide range of children’s work samples, including drawings, photographs, and detailed project documentation, thereby creating a dynamic and evolving record of learning (Hewett, 2001). Guo and Rouse’s (2024) studied preschools in Australia, they found that digital portfolios facilitate this practice by enabling educators to document children’s interests and track their development of learning. This use of technology addresses some practical challenges, such as time constraints and organization, while enhancing accessibility for families and fostering a shared understanding of the child’s growth. Comparatively, Hewett (2001) paid more attention on the paper-based portfolio approach, highlighting concerns about the extensive workload and time demands placed on educators. Even though technology has improved portfolio tools, both studies agree that teachers must talk and reflect together. This teamwork is very important to understand the portfolios well. This shows that no matter how portfolios are stored or shared, teachers still need to observe carefully, think deeply, and focus on the child’s learning.

C. Educator Roles and Skills in Portfolio Assessment
The transition to portfolio-based assessment necessitates a fundamental shift in educators’ roles—from transmitters of knowledge to facilitators, observers, and co-learners (McNally & Slutsky, 2017). Teachers must cultivate sophisticated skills in observation, documentation, and interpretive analysis to recognize the complexities of children’s learning processes. McNally and Slutsky (2017) provide a concrete example where educators observe a child’s problem-solving during a block-building activity, capture key moments through photography, and collaboratively analyze these to understand the child’s cognitive and socio-emotional development. This reflective practice contrasts sharply with Hewett’s (2001) findings, which identify barriers such as inadequate professional development and institutional support, limiting teachers’ capacity to embrace these new roles. Thus, while portfolio assessment offers a richer and more nuanced understanding of children’s learning, its successful implementation depends heavily on sustained investment in teacher training and supportive school cultures, including allow time for meaningful reflection and promote assessment practices that focus on understanding children’s learning processes rather than solely measuring outcomes.

D. Challenges and considerations in Practice
Despite the philosophical and practical strengths of portfolio-based assessment, numerous challenges also exist. Guo and Rouse (2024) highlight the significant time pressures and workload burdens that educators face when engaging in detailed documentation and reflection. Moreover, Rigney and Kelly (2021) emphasize the necessity of cultural responsiveness in interpreting children’s diverse expressions, preventing without culturally attuned frameworks, portfolios’ risk reinforcing biases or misrepresentations, especially in increasingly multicultural classrooms. 

In addition to classroom-level challenges, broader systemic issues also affect portfolio assessment. Many national education policies continue to favour standardized, test-based evaluation systems. These policies often conflict with the Reggio Emilia approach, which values qualitative documentation and the learning process over final outcomes. For example, in countries like Australia and the UK, accountability pressures can push educators to produce quantifiable data, making it difficult to sustain time-intensive practices like portfolio development (Guo & Rouse, 2024). This gap between policy and practice highlights the need for structural change. Schools must not only allow time and space for documentation, but also build professional learning communities where educators can reflect, share, and improve their assessment practices. As the literature shows, portfolio assessment reflects the central values of Reggio Emilia—such as listening to children and valuing their ideas—but its full potential can only be realized if both classroom and systemic barriers are addressed.


IV. Comparison with Traditional Assessment Methods

A. [bookmark: _Hlk198532509]From Measurement to Interpretation
Traditional early childhood assessments often prioritize quantifiable outcomes—such as literacy and numeracy benchmarks—administered through checklists or standardized instruments. These tools focus on whether a child meets specific milestones and are designed for easily reporting and comparison (Hewett, 2001). For instance, a traditional assessment might ask whether a child can write their name or count to 20.

In contrast, the Reggio Emilia approach embraces a qualitative, interpretive view of assessment. Rather than seeking definitive answers. In Reggio Emilla approach, teachers often ask: What does this child’s drawing, dialogue, or construction reveal about their thinking? Portfolios become a narrative of learning, capturing a child’s evolving ideas, questions, and problem-solving strategies. Edwards, Gandini, and Forman (2012) highlight this as a shift from “assessment as measurement” to “assessment as listening and interpretation.”

B. Role of the Child: Frome Passive to Active
In conventional systems, children are often positioned as passive recipients of evaluation—they are tested, observed, and judged according to externally imposed criteria. This can limit children’s autonomy and reduce assessment to compliance.

Reggio-inspired assessment practices, on the other hand, view children as co-constructors of knowledge and meaning. They are active participants in documentation, sometimes choosing what to include in their portfolios or reflecting on their own work (Malaguzzi, 1993). For example, Kim and Darling’s (2009) found preschoolers discussed their art with peers and teachers, offering insight into their own intentions and interpretations. This promotes metacognition and respects the child’s voice in the assessment process.

C. Frome Product to Process
Traditional assessments tend to value correct answers, end products, and performance under controlled conditions. A worksheet completed correctly is often seen as evidence of understanding. However, this may overlook the strategies, effort, or creativity a child uses in problem-solving.

Reggio portfolios emphasize the process of learning—the trials, the revisions, the unexpected discoveries. A child’s attempt to build a bridge from recycled materials may not “succeed,” but the documentation of their thinking reveals deep engagement with concepts such as balance, force, and collaboration. This shift values learning as a dynamic, non-linear journey (McNally & Slutsky, 2017).

D. Cultural Responsiveness and Inclusion
Many standardized assessments are normed on dominant cultural and linguistic groups, making them potentially biased or exclusionary for children from diverse backgrounds. In multicultural classrooms, this can lead to misjudgment or underestimation of a child’s potential.

The Reggio approach, as Rigney and Kelly (2021) argue, offers a more inclusive framework, as it respects multiple “languages” of expression—including oral storytelling, visual art, construction, and symbolic play. Portfolios thus create space for children to represent knowledge in their own ways that can also align with their cultural identity. Moreover, in this context, educators can better understand and support diverse learners.


V. Challenges Faced by Educators in Portfolio – Based Assessment

Although the Reggio Emilia approach to assessment offers a deeply respectful, child-centered alternative to traditional testing, its successful implementation relies heavily on the capabilities and working conditions of educators. Current literature reveals that teachers often encounter significant challenges when applying portfolio-based assessment in real-world, especially multicultural, classroom contexts.
A. [bookmark: _Hlk198537369]Lack of Cultural Knowledge and Confidence
One of the most pressing issues is the limited training teachers receive in interpreting culturally diverse symbolic expressions. Rigney and Kelly (2021) warn that without culturally attuned frameworks, educators may unintentionally misread or undervalue children’s creative work—particularly when it reflects practices or meanings unfamiliar to the dominant culture. For example, a drawing that references a cultural celebration like Lunar New Year or Eid might be documented as “a party scene” rather than understood in its sociocultural context, reducing the child’s identity to surface-level observation.

B. [bookmark: _Hlk198537386]Emotional Hesitation and Interpretive Uncertainty
Even experienced teachers often express emotional hesitation about interpreting portfolios across cultural boundaries. Many teachers fear to make incorrect assumptions or offending families. This leads to a pattern of under-engagement, where teachers prefer to document rather than discuss or survey. As a result, the portfolio becomes a collection of “products” rather than a meaningful, interpretive narrative of the child’s thinking.

C. [bookmark: _Hlk198537394]Time Constraints and Institutional Demand
High teacher workloads and prescriptive curriculum frameworks further restrict the depth and frequency of portfolio work. Many teachers perceive documentation as “add-on work” rather than an integrated pedagogical process. This perception often results from time constraints, performance pressures, and a lack of structural support within the school system, ultimately compromising the quality and consistency of portfolio-based assessment (Guo & Rouse, 2024). With limited time for reflection or collaboration, portfolios are frequently rushed, repetitive, or completed in a superficial attitude which indicates failure of implementation of Reggio-inspired assessment.

D. [bookmark: _Hlk198537406]Lack of Sustained Professional Support
Initial training in Reggio approaches is often inspirational but insufficient. Teachers frequently report that ongoing professional learning around documentation, intercultural understanding, and reflective practice is lacking. For instance, one – off PD session don’t equip teachers with tools for real classroom which make teacher feel unsupported and frustrated. McNally and Slutsky (2017) stress that successful implementation requires collaborative school cultures and structured time for peer dialogue. Without this infrastructure, educators are considered to interpret complex portfolios alone, often without validation or feedback.


Conclusions and recommendations 

A. Conclusion 
In conclusion, this paper explored how the Reggio Emilia approach uses work samples—such as children’s drawings, stories, and project records—to assess learning in early childhood education. Unlike traditional assessments that focus on scores and milestones, Reggio-inspired assessment gives more attention to how children think, feel, and express themselves. It can see children as active learners with different ways of showing what they know and acquire. Teachers use portfolios to collect and reflect on children’s work over time, making learning more visible and meaningful.

One key finding is that portfolio-based assessment helps teachers see the whole child. It allows them to understand learning as a process, not just a result. For example, a child’s drawing might show how they understand a concept or how they solve problems. This kind of assessment supports creativity, critical thinking, and emotional development.

However, teachers also face real challenges. Many said they struggle with limited time to document children’s work properly. Some feel that collecting and reflecting on portfolios adds extra pressure to their busy schedules. Others are unsure how to understand children’s work when it reflects cultural backgrounds different from their own. This is especially difficult in multicultural classrooms. Without proper training, teachers may misinterpret a child’s expression or fail to notice important learning.

Another challenge is the lack of school support. Some schools still focus on formal testing and do not give teachers enough time or resources to use portfolio assessment effectively. Teachers who want to apply Reggio-inspired methods often feel isolated or unsupported.

B. Recommendations
a) Provide Practical Training
Teachers need hands-on training in how to use and interpret portfolios. Workshops should include real examples and strategies for noticing learning in everyday activities. 
b) Make Documentation Part of Daily Practice
Schools should help teachers make documentation a natural part of their teaching, not something extra. For example, teachers can take quick notes or photos during class and reflect on them later with colleagues.
c) Support Culturally Responsive Practice
Teachers should learn to involve families in the documentation process. Parents can help explain the cultural meaning behind a child’s drawing or story. This can lead to a deeper understanding of the child’s learning.
d) Improve School Support
School leaders should recognize the value of Reggio-inspired assessment. They can give teachers time to meet, discuss portfolios, and plan together. Policies should also support flexible and meaningful assessment methods, not just tests and checklists.
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