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Assessment and the documentation of learning is an international issue in early
childhood education (ECE) and has increasingly become a way for governments
to exercise direct control over the practitioners working with young children.
This paper details recent statutory guidance about assessment and documentation
for English ECE settings and deconstructs the latest English ECE policies, high-
lighting that these often give contradictory messages to practitioners. It suggests
that practitioners are caught up in playing a game: trying to make compatible
assessment practices that address both the scientific discourse of empiricism and
a more recent internationally influenced sociocultural discourse, as outlined by
Soler and Miller. However, we concede that it is unrealistic to reproduce prac-
tices that have deeply culturally embedded significance elsewhere. The paper
therefore outlines key challenges for English practitioners: how to use documen-
tation as a generative assessment tool and how to make assessment more collab-
orative. We suggest that addressing these issues through building pedagogical
knowledge could enable practitioners to develop greater confidence when play-
ing the assessment game.

Keywords: assessment; documentation; pedagogy; early years; England

Introduction

Assessment and its relationship with concepts of documentation in early childhood
education (ECE) is currently a key international issue. Whilst many national early
years curricula attempt to walk the line between recognition of notions of child
development, children’s agency and what children need to learn for their future edu-
cational attainment, research often suggests tensions surrounding the multiple assess-
ment demands on children and practitioners. For example, research in Australia
found increased friction between the roles of the educator and the child as learner
when the curriculum was tied to a notion of intentionality and this, in turn, was
exacerbated by educators’ misunderstanding of their role in the learning process
(Leggett and Ford 2013). Similarly, an example of documenting children’s learning
in Iceland suggested that practitioners were prone to let their pre-judgements of chil-
dren’s ability interfere with the assessment process (Karlsdóttir and Garðarsdóttir
2010); and in a UK context, a statutory curriculum was noted to skew practitioners’
ability to observe children in an open-ended manner (Daniels 2012). Added to these
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potential barriers to assessment, there are very few international examples of chil-
dren successfully contributing to their own assessments through the production of
documentation, except where pedagogical approaches eschew notions of predeter-
mined curricula, most notably in the Reggio Emilia preschools (Rinaldi 2005).
Therefore, the challenge of involving young children as agents or indeed even sub-
jects in assessment and documentation processes is beset by frameworks that are tied
to learning outcomes which make it difficult to recognise that children are individual
and potentially idiosyncratic learners.

This paper takes one national UK context, England, and attempts to trace the
connections between assessment and processes of documentation, whilst also decon-
structing the aforesaid tensions between curriculum-led and, what we can broadly
describe as, child-led practices in which children are viewed as shaping or even
actively contributing to the assessment process. Internationally, the documentation
of early learning has been described variously by Carr (2001) as part of an assess-
ment process involving a narrative account of learning and by Rinaldi (2005) as part
of an approach to pedagogy to make learning visible. In England, however, ideas of
documenting early learning have been strongly influenced by broader national cur-
riculum developments in primary and secondary education which have defined
assessment ‘of’, ‘as’ and ‘for’ learning. One of the key recommendations of an eval-
uation of the 2009 initiative Assessing pupil’s progress was to ‘be clear that the pur-
pose of assessment is to improve achievement not just measure attainment, and
develop systematically the teaching and learning skills that drive pupil’s progress in
lessons’ (Ofsted 2011, 6). This reinforced an approach to assessment for learning
which was driven by the Assessment Reform Group set up in 2006 and influenced
by an important study of assessment, Inside the Black Box (Black and Wiliam
1998). This study made a strong case that improving teacher’s skills as formative
assessors would enhance overall practice.

From an ECE perspective, effective implementation of assessment for learning is
particularly concerned with the practitioner supporting children in developing their
metacognitive processes that make them aware of how they are learning (Blandford
and Knowles 2012, 488). Broadhead (2006) has suggested that practitioners need to
develop observations of children to inform their own interaction with them and stim-
ulate children’s thinking, rather than using observation as a tool to fulfil summative
assessment requirements as set against a curriculum. Thus, in all sectors, there has
been a clear movement in the last 10 years towards assessment for learning in Eng-
lish education. However, this has replicated rather than avoided the tensions dis-
cussed earlier between the expectation of assessing set curriculum outcomes and
assessment and documentation as a formative process.

We use the analogy of a game for the focus of this paper. This is to emphasise
the conflicting nature of the demands on practitioners which, we suggest, forces
them to undertake strategic rather than authentic manoeuvres in order to satisfy
those demands. In the same way, we contend that early years practitioners in Eng-
land are charged with finding ways of mediating and implementing policy expecta-
tions that seem to advocate two competing purposes for the ‘game’ of assessment.
One is concerned with the assessment of children against a measurable set of out-
comes at a set point in time to assure readiness for the next stage of their education.
The other implies that assessment is a collaborative process, in which children’s
learning and development is documented as an ongoing learning journey that is
reflective of the culture and practice of the community the setting serves.
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The English context

In the English ECE context, the requirement to assess and monitor young children’s
progress became a key expectation with the inception of the Desirable Learning Out-
comes (DfEE/SCAA 1996). Since then, the format of assessment has taken on a
number of guises and ‘goals’, but arguably what is more significant is that assess-
ment expectations in ECE have been a key policy lever for successive UK govern-
ments to bring people, organisations and objectives into alignment. In policy terms,
Ozga (2008, 262) configures this phenomenon ‘a regulatory mechanism’. Regulation
continues to dominate; in 2012, a revised curriculum framework of the Early Years
Foundation Stage (EYFS) outlined practice and welfare requirements for all settings
responsible for the care and education of children from birth to six-years old (DfE
2012). A subsequent EYFS ‘profile’ (STA 2013) outlined assessment and recording
requirements that consist of two key elements:

The attainment of each child assessed in relation to the 17 Early Learning Goal (ELG)
descriptors, together with a short narrative describing the child’s three learning charac-
teristics. (STA 2013, 5)

This means that the profile should provide evidence about children’s attainment
against a set of predetermined goals alongside an account of a young learner’s atti-
tude and dispositions to learning. This in turn means that practitioners are now
expected to adopt what Wood (2007) refers to as an ‘integrated’ pedagogical
approach that implies the application of both positivist and interpretative assessment
strategies. It is notable that the directive to gain such an account reflects, in part, the
influence that international pedagogical approaches have had on early years policy
and practice in England. These include the Te Whāriki curriculum in New Zealand
(Carr 2001) and the Reggio Emilia preschools (Rinaldi 2005), which demonstrate
models of assessment and recording which frame assessment as an iterative
approach to the documentation of children’s learning.

However, the picture has become even more complicated in recent months as the
latest government advice to English practitioners (DfE 2013a, 2013b) states that
there are only two statutory assessment requirements, namely a progress check at
the age of two and the EYFS profile at the end of the first year of statutory school-
ing, commonly known as the ‘reception year’. The requirement to complete a narra-
tive account of children’s learning is stated to be a ‘misconception’ (DfE 2013a,
42). Added to this, a consultation on a new set of proposals for assessment and
accountability procedures in the primary phase has also been launched. The propos-
als signal a return to:

a baseline check early in reception [which] would allow the crucial progress made in
reception, year 1 and year 2 to be reflected in the accountability system and would
reinforce the importance of early intervention. The EYFS would remain in place but,
to avoid increasing the assessment burden, we could make the EYFS Profile non-statu-
tory. (DfE 2013c, 5)

This suggests that the discourse associated with assessment is now even more
strongly framed within a regime of accountability, measurement and readiness in
which the ECE sector becomes an intervention in itself that can improve perfor-
mance in the compulsory school phase (Moss 2013, 5). Thus the ‘integrated’ peda-
gogical approach (Wood 2007) becomes even harder to achieve.
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In the light of such advice, this paper contends that practitioners are split
between competing and dissonant demands, to the extent that assessment practices
in English early childhood settings have become contradictory unless the practitioner
can exercise a high degree of professional autonomy and understanding which may
challenge aspects of the statutory guidance (DfE 2013a, 2013b). Osgood’s research
(Osgood 2006a, 2006b) has been particularly vocal in highlighting the limited
opportunities practitioners in England have to exercise their own professional values
and beliefs regarding curriculum and policy. Both Urban (2008) and Moss (2013)
echo such concerns and note how members of the ECE community are rarely
listened to authentically during policy formation, and are at the bottom of the
‘epistemological hierarchy’ Moss (2013, 141) when research is conducted. Such
power-based discourses suggest that the ECE practitioner has very limited
opportunity to exercise their own values and beliefs and resist regulation and policy.

From a vantage point of such powerlessness, the dilemma of attending to con-
flicting messages about assessment is heightened for practitioners. This gives us the
analogy for this paper which also echoes Bourdieu’s seminal work (1984), likening
a field of practice to a metaphorical game. To further extend the metaphor, we can
hope that knowing the rules of ‘the game’ and how it is played enables the player to
create useful opportunities for him or herself (Bourdieu 1984). Taking this position
enables us to explore the significance for both the learner and the practitioner of
attempting to mediate policy expectations whilst ensuring that learning experiences
are both representative of a child’s social, cultural and historical heritage, and sense
of competence. In order to interrogate these apparently contradictory demands, this
paper will explore three broad themes:

� The current ECE assessment landscape in England.
� An illustration of our argument regarding the ‘assessment game’ by examining
competing assessment paradigms.

� The resulting challenges for practice in an English context.

The current ECE assessment landscape in England

An analysis of the evolution of the English early years curriculum shows the impact
of both policy and research. In particular, research studies such as The Effective Pro-
vision of Pre-school Education (Siraj Blatchford et al. 2003) and Researching Effec-
tive Pedagogy in the Early Years (Siraj Blatchford et al. 2002) have been influential
in leading to a shift towards a sociocultural perspective of learning (Fleer 2002).
However, assessment practice has sometimes lagged behind this conceptual change
and has remained situated in a Piagetian framework, or at least a ‘social influence
approach’ (Fleer 2002, 106). The notion of a social influence is particularly pertinent
when considering the common practice of observing children in playful situations to
provide evidence of children’s learning interests and capabilities, as such observa-
tions tend to note learning on an individualistic basis. Practitioners have therefore
been faced with the demanding task of reworking or blending theories (Grieshaber
2008) or, as we have chosen to call it, playing an ‘assessment game’, in which they
are required to choose the appropriate strategies that fit the learning context (Wood
2007).
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It is also important to note that the current coalition government discourse on
readiness to learn, as cited above, suggests that reforms to education policy have led
to a practice that demands ‘technical rationality’ at the expense of teacher autonomy
and ‘humanism in education’ (Plum 2012, 491). Such instrumental views of the cur-
riculum have placed considerable emphasis on it being seen as a vehicle for creating
citizens who will benefit society (Soler and Miller 2003, 58). This is seen as a nec-
essary condition for sustaining knowledge economies to ensure that a future work-
force is fit for purpose to meet the demands of globalisation (Moss 2013).

Herein lies the dilemma for ECE practitioners: to achieve one goal of the assess-
ment game, they must follow regulations and be technically rational in their practice.
They turn to ‘products’ (Drummond 2012, 77) as evidence of teaching and learning
in the hope that this will provide sufficient evidence to satisfy those who govern
them. Alongside this, they have a duty to ensure children are ‘ready’ for the next
steps in their educational career. They also need to be conscious of the potential
damage of the ‘toxic ideology’ (House 2012), of an age, stage and measurement
mind set. This leads to the other goal of the game; competing with the drive for con-
formity and measurement. This is the goal that is concerned with attitude and dispo-
sition towards learning; that takes a more internationally aware and democratic
approach to the learning process, using a ‘relational pedagogy’ (Papatheodorou
2009, 4).

From the practitioner viewpoint, this dilemma can be seen not only as a binary
split between conformity and relational approaches but also as a split between con-
formity and subversion. To what extent can ECE practitioners play the game, pro-
viding children with the experience they need to develop as competent and
confident learners, whilst still satisfying key stakeholders in providing evidence of
measures that demonstrate conformity and accountability? The next section presents
the depth and breadth of the pressures to conform that practitioners are faced with.

Competing assessment paradigms

The magnetic pull towards a positivist approach

The current English EYFS profile characterises children by ‘expected’ learning
behaviours and capabilities along a developmental continuum. The assessment
requirements demand that for each Early Learning Goal:

… practitioners must judge whether a child is meeting the level of development
expected at the end of the Reception Year (expected), exceeding this level (exceeding),
or not yet reaching this level (emerging). (STA 2013, 5)

This approach typifies conformity to the scientific discourse of empiricism and posi-
tivism that has been present in both teacher education and practice in education for
some time (Popkewitz 1985). This is articulated through a distinct privileging of
developmental psychology approaches and is manifested in practice through the
measurement of achievement which sits with the notion of a universal or ‘typical’
child (Rogoff 2003; Burman 2008; Grieshaber 2008). However, the idea of making
judgements to determine whether a child’s development is either ‘normal’ or ‘typi-
cal’ immediately produces their opposites (Hultqvist and Dahlberg 2001). Such
judgements also provide the means for classifying and identifying the ‘abnormal’
child which not only enables the articulation of a deficit view, but also serves as a
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justification for creating policies to address such deficiencies (Moss, Dillon, and
Statham 2000, 240). This notion of standardisation leads to what Popkewitz (1985)
referred to as ‘rituals of differentiation and homogeneity’ (103). In assessment terms,
the ritual of observing children in order to match their behaviours to predetermined
stages seems to be characteristic of this type of practice.

Grieshaber (2008, 508) warns that aspects of Piaget’s developmental theory (for
example, stage theory) have become ‘weapons of mass seduction’ in ECE practice.
It is, therefore, important to realise that a so-called child-centred approach (as dis-
tinct from child-led) is also aligned with a developmental approach to learning con-
cerned with self-realisation, autonomy and individual growth (MacNaughton 2003).
Burman (2008, 266) also makes the important point that practices which focus on
the individual becoming an independent and autonomous learner ‘perpetuate[s]
rather than challenge[s] social inequalities’ (266). To further trouble the idea of child
centredness, Baker (1998, 151) says: ‘it is important to question what the centering
of the child decenters’. In relation to assessment practice, it could therefore be
argued that developmental assessment judgements do not value the power of a col-
laborative approach to learning. For example, ECE practitioners are urged to observe
children, in order to:

… understand their level of achievement, interests and learning styles, and to then
shape learning experiences for each child reflecting those observations. (DfE 2012, 10)

This reveals a discourse of individualisation which implies that the child is autono-
mous, isolated and decontextualised from his/her peers and community (Dahlberg,
Moss, and Pence 2006) and makes no mention of learning and development within
the context of relationships with peers.

Grieshaber (2008) goes as far as to argue that the adoption of a developmental
approach to learning locates development first and learning second. Practitioners are
required to position a child along a developmental continuum which then determines
the success in which a child has met the ‘expected’ level to achieve the desired goal.
The danger of adopting this approach is that adults will look for what they expect to
see, at the expense of picking up on the glimpses of children’s unintentional learning
(Drummond 2012). A similar hazard is that of ‘watching and waiting’ to record sig-
nificant moments that can be recorded (Wood and Attfield 2005). Katz (1999) sug-
gests these types of practices reveal that practitioners often misinterpret relevant
theory and adopt a literal approach. In an English context, this could mean that the
pull of Early Learning Goals steers some practitioners away from intervention they
view as interference to gaining more ‘authentic’ information of a child’s innate capa-
bility.

The next section of this paper looks at another competing goal of the assessment
game – subversion – as an alternative approach to assessment practice. This
approach looks more deeply at the significance of intervention and collaboration as
interpretations of the observation process.

The desire for a sociocultural approach

A sociocultural approach to learning, as outlined by Soler and Miller (2003), gives a
greater focus on the context of learning which is most likely to show evidence of
potential development. Whilst this approach, like the positivist approach discussed

124 J. Basford and C. Bath

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 O

f 
W

al
es

 T
ri

ni
ty

 S
ai

nt
 D

av
id

] 
at

 0
4:

44
 1

7 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
7 



in the last section, is also implicitly developmental, it does, nevertheless, allow for
co-construction of children’s development in which children and parents are partners
in the process. This is best summed up by Prout and James (1997) who state that
‘the immaturity of children is a biological fact of life but the ways in which this
immaturity is understood and made meaningful is a fact of culture’. Thus, from a
sociocultural perspective, assessment is embedded into learning as a cultural tool to
help children build their ideas and capacities, rather than just to assess what has
been learnt at one particular moment (McLachlan, Fleer, and Edwards 2010, 133).
Fleer (2002) argues that such an approach removes focus on a deficit model of
assessment and provides insight into a child’s learning characteristics. A shift to a
more sociocultural view of learning is exemplified in Development Matters (Early
Education 2012), a document aligned to the EYFS (DfE 2012), which frames learn-
ing characteristics in the following way:

The ways in which the child engages with other people and their environment – play-
ing and exploring, active learning, and creating and thinking critically – underpin
learning and development across all areas and support the child to remain an effective
and motivated learner. (4)

The ethos behind the learning characteristics exemplified in Development Mat-
ters (Early Education 2012) relates strongly to the work on learning dispositions
(Carr 2001) that foreground assessment practice within the Te Whāriki curriculum in
New Zealand, as cited above. This curriculum has a consultative approach (Soler
and Miller 2003), which implies that learning goals are mediated between the child
and adult, rather than decided on solely by the adult. Although there are some com-
monalities with the EYFS (DfE 2012), as both approaches outline values and goals
for the curriculum, the Te Whāriki approach is more concerned with the process by
which children meet the desired goals (Ritchie and Buzzelli 2012). Carr’s (2001)
three domains of dispositions, being ‘ready, willing and able’ to learn are replicated
in the Development Matters documentation, and require the practitioner to describe
how children are engaged, motivated and thinking during their learning experiences.

Carr’s (2001) own position on assessment from a sociocultural perspective is
focused on an interest and involvement system. She assumes a focus on ‘learning in
action’ rather than the individual alone (49). The significance of the term ‘action’
here is related to how the ‘action’ of mediating cultural tools and language can gen-
erate both interest and involvement in a learning situation within a social commu-
nity. Thus the sociocultural approach to assessment becomes one of narrative
accounts of children’s learning. This explains, rather than displays, learning (Forman
and Fyfe 1998) and is done through the practices of observing, recording, interpret-
ing and sharing the learning process in order to deepen and extend the learning
experience (Suárez 2006). Bath (2012) also claims that children’s involvement
should be seen as fundamental to documentation which is viewed as part of a forma-
tive rather than summative learning process.

The approach to assessment in the Reggio Emilia preschools is another curricu-
lum model which sits at the far end of a sociocultural continuum, due to its localised
and individualised pedagogy (Soler and Miller 2003). It is important to note that the
Reggio Emilia experience is neither a method nor prescribed curriculum but more of
a social and culturally embedded philosophical approach or ‘phenomenon’
(Stremmel 2012, 134). The use of pedagogical documentation is used to make
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children’s learning processes visible. But more importantly, it is based on the pre-
mise that no one person can verify knowledge about a child’s learning, rather that it
has to be negotiated between all parties – including the child and family (Forman
and Fyfe 1998; Lazzari and Balduzzi 2013). Therefore, the significance of the docu-
mentation is that it has a specific function. It is a vehicle for the child as well as the
practitioners to communicate their understanding of a learning situation to others.

The desire to replicate the ‘Reggio’ approach in other cultural contexts is well
documented and also critiqued as ‘cargo-cultism’ (Johnson 1999). Nevertheless, the
notion of documenting learning is still an element of assessment practice that practi-
tioners seek to emulate (Moyles and Papatheodorou 2012). However, to be success-
ful, documentation from a sociocultural standpoint requires a high level of adult and
child communicative cooperation to challenge and deconstruct existing knowledge
structures (Bath 2012). By considering assessment as a combative game, we argue
that English practitioners find themselves trying to make learning a more collabora-
tive endeavour whilst being under increasing pressure to provide ‘evidence’ of learn-
ing at a set point in time and that such competing demands pull them in
contradictory directions.

Challenges for practice in an English context

As we have seen, assessment practice in England can be located within two compet-
ing paradigms. Although based on pre-set goals characterised by endless observa-
tions, tests and assessments (Taguchi 2010), international influences on the English
ECE curriculum and some statutory guidance ask practitioners to adopt a more
reflective approach and ‘responsible pedagogy’ (STA 2013). Here, we argue that this
dichotomy can only be bridged by high-quality adult interaction that is both sensi-
tive and adaptive to the needs of individual children.

When assessment is concerned with normative evaluation and benchmarking,
there is a risk that opportunities for children to develop the desired learning charac-
teristics such as resilience, reciprocity and playfulness may be adversely affected
(Carr and Claxton 2002, 18) and be misunderstood by some practitioners as interfer-
ence – rather than responsible intervention. Broadhead (2006) also suggests that
there is a danger that practitioners, if relying on an ages and stages view of develop-
ment, may underestimate children’s ability to think in ways that are both more com-
plex and original than expected. She argues that not only does this have
implications for silencing the child’s voice, but also critical moments related to
praxis that would allow the teacher to reflect on her own practice are lost. Likewise,
Moss, Dillon, and Statham (2000, 238) suggest that a climate of regulation and mea-
surement is particularly unfavourable to ‘the type of critical thinking that brings
self-awareness’.

It is this climate of regulation, measurement and uniformity within ECE policy
(as articulated by Moss, Dillon, and Statham 2000; Osgood 2006a), alongside a pre-
occupation with school readiness (Whitebread and Bingham 2011; House 2012), that
has led to practitioners becoming technicians (Moss 2006), and ECE settings ‘sites
for technical practice, seeking the best methods and procedures to delivering prede-
termined outcomes’ (Dahlberg and Moss 2005, 2). Added to this debate is the
assumption which both Moss (2006, 2013) and Biesta (2009) argue, that such a
culture of performativity means that targets and indicators of quality are mistakenly
assumed as indicators of ‘good quality’ and ‘effective practice’. A good-quality
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setting is then one that can demonstrate children have made sufficient progress to be
‘ready’ for school and provide ‘baseline’ evidence that will be useful at the start of
school. This type of evidence is consequently bound within measurable statements,
rather than narrative descriptions that are open to interpretation.

In contrast to this emphasis on normative measurement, the notion of critical
thinking and self-awareness which Broadhead (2006) highlights is particularly
prominent in the previously cited Reggio Emilia approach. Whilst some settings in
England (see for example, Sightlines Initiative 2010) attempt to replicate the Reggio
approach through providing rich aesthetic experiences and documentation of chil-
dren’s work, it is a way of thinking which is unfamiliar to most teachers outside the
confines of the Italian municipalities (Stremmel 2012). So, perhaps being able to
play the assessment game requires practitioners to be able to think beyond technical
and managerial discourses of assessment. Although the most recent assessment
requirements have seen a reduction in the number of early learning goals that have
to be assessed (Tickell 2011), the focus on the child or outcome as an orientating
goal gives less attention to the complex process of teaching (Graue 2008). Fleer
(2002) suggests that documentation should include what teachers think and do, thus
shifting beyond a focus on just the child to a more analytical focus on the whole
learning process from a range of different perspectives.

Therefore, we argue that being an expert in the context of ECE means that the
practitioner has the knowledge, skills and understanding to generate a pedagogy
which involves learning processes and thinking, rather than that of profiling and out-
comes (Papatheodorou 2009). This is what Drummond (2012) refers to as ‘self-
knowledge’, in which practitioners’ work includes a study of themselves and their
understanding of the frameworks within which they understand children. Research
by Karlsdóttir and Garðarsdóttir (2010) and Buldu (2010) supports the idea that
insight into children’s learning dispositions is dependent on both practitioners’ confi-
dence in giving over some power during learning situations and also understanding
the underpinning theory in relation to sociocultural theory and participation.

A responsible and relational pedagogy related to assessment practice is also con-
cerned with using documentation with parents in an authentic manner. Nuttall
(2003) and Duhn (2006) both acknowledge in their research that the success of the
Te Whāriki approach was dependent on practitioner understanding of sociocultural
theory. The teachers who were less effective tended to retain power and control over
the learning and documentation process and this was particularly significant when
working with parents. Sisson’s research (2009) on using a Reggio approach towards
assessment in the USA mirrored similar issues. Her research highlighted how practi-
tioners tended to use documentation with parents as an ‘accountability measure’
rather than as a ‘tool’ (Dahlberg, Moss, and Pence 2006, 356) for creating space for
reflective and democratic discussion between child, teacher and family. Such refer-
ences to practice highlight the tensions between necessities to conform to regulatory
expectations whilst still attempting an approach which sits more closely with a dem-
ocratic pedagogy.

Reflecting on these research findings within the international ECE field draws us
to problematise issues specific to the English ECE context. What seems to be appar-
ent here is that the practice of documenting observations and learning journeys can
sometimes be a superficial and misunderstood process. Despite aspects of fascina-
tion, the attempt to transplant or borrow such culturally embedded practices as Reg-
gio Emilia and Te Whāriki into a different context that privileges universal norms of
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development is not going to provide straightforward solutions to playing the ‘assess-
ment game’ (Johnson 1999). Pedagogical documentation is not the same as child
observation and whereas child observation is more concerned with the discourse of
psychological development, pedagogical documentation is mainly about trying to
understand what a child is capable of without any predetermined frameworks, expec-
tations or norms (Dahlberg, Moss, and Pence 2006).

Ironically, in England, the process of documentation is liable to become a vehicle
for ‘making practice visible’ to administrators, politicians and parents, rather than
practitioners or, indeed, children (Plum 2012, 496). Parents are here positioned apart
from their children, as both subjects and objects of policy. It also appears that practi-
tioners have lost confidence in their own ability due to an increasing reliance on
official frameworks defining what counts as ‘quality’ (Cottle and Alexander 2012).
This supports the view that despite the desire to passively resist such reforms, practi-
tioners feel powerless to actively resist misinformed interpretations of policy expec-
tations (Osgood 2006a).

A second issue is concerned with more a pragmatic stance. The requirement to
track development against official early learning goals, as well as to provide qualita-
tive statements regarding children’s learning characteristics, is time consuming.
Thus, many local authorities are producing bespoke schedules and formats for docu-
menting learning (see, e.g. Gloucestershire CC 2013; Surrey CC 2013). Settings are
encouraged to use these frameworks as affirmation of effective practice and they
often allow for the documentation of both ‘evidence’ of learning in relation to the
ELGs and commentary regarding learning characteristics. Such practices could be
considered as shaping desirable behaviour (Moss, Dillon, and Statham 2000, 236),
but may also be seen as a commendable attempt to reduce the amount of bureau-
cratic paperwork for practitioners. However, they may actually lead to reinforcement
of a superficial record of a child’s play at one particular moment in time, rather than
intervention related to co-construction or participation in the learning process. Thus,
the game of documentation remains divided and trapped by competing demands.

Conclusion

What we have explored in this paper is the significance for both the learner and the
practitioner in attempting to mediate policy expectations whilst still endeavouring to
ensure the learning experiences provided represent a child’s social, cultural and his-
torical heritage and sense of competence. Prescriptive policy directives can be seen
both as part of Ozga’s (2008) ‘regulatory mechanism’ and Osgood’s (2006a) ‘regula-
tory gaze’ but what we have become increasingly interested in is whether it is possi-
ble to apply a conforming/subverting binary to practice that can nevertheless still be
transformative in the hands of practitioners.

Grieshaber (2008, 514) suggests that early childhood educators need to pursue
some ‘theoretical rule bending, breaking, and making’ in order to challenge domi-
nant traditions of early childhood pedagogy. We find resonance also in Osgood’s
(2006a) view that acknowledges that although the regulatory gaze cannot be entirely
resisted, it can at least be negotiated or challenged. However, to negotiate or
challenge requires confidence, knowledge and understanding of effective pedagogy.
Nutbrown’s (2012) recent review of ECE workforce qualifications highlighted the
importance of practitioners knowing how to apply pedagogical theory and
knowledge to their practice. With knowledge comes power and if practitioners are
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sufficiently knowledgeable, they will potentially have greater power and confidence
in playing the assessment game: a game that allows them to perform the technical
duties to satisfy the gatekeepers of regulation whilst also satisfying their own moral
and ethical duties to encourage children and their families to participate in learning
which is representative of their social, cultural and historical heritage.
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