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‘Observation

Reaching an understanding of children’s learning by watching, listening to, and interacting with children as they engage in activities and experiences and demonstrate their specific knowledge, skills and understanding.

Assessment

Involves analysing and reviewing what is known about each child’s learning and development to reach informed decisions about the child’s level of attainment.’

Early Years Foundation Stage Profile Handbook 2013, (Standards and Testing Agency, DFE, England, 2012)
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Preface: A brief history of assessment

In my long life in early years education, I have been fortunate to experience many developments, fashions, theories, methods and guidance on assessment of learning and attainment. In their time each was a professional, well-meaning attempt to find out and record what children were learning. Some of the initiatives were successful and helpful in the work of practitioners, some were certainly not; some were time consuming, some took almost no time; and of course, some were useful, some were not.

My experience as practitioner, consultant and trainer, although mainly in England, has taken me to many other countries in the UK and elsewhere, and I hope this short introductory journey through previous methods will make sense across the globe, wherever young children are cared for and educated outside their homes.

Previous assessment methods

In the past, there was no real agreement on the best way to assess children’s progress and attainment, particularly in the earliest years of childhood. In fact, many practitioners felt that assessment should not be part of their job. Children under five were considered by some to be too young for accurate judgements to be made, and that assessment might ‘label’ or disadvantage children. Many practitioners thought that their job was to care for children, keep them safe, sociable, clean and tidy, and allow them to play. Of course, these aspects of a practitioner’s work are still at the centre of practice, but in many settings assessment is still an emerging art, and many professionals still feel that assessment of very young children is a dark and dangerous art, open to all sorts of abuse and misinterpretation – and we all know situations where this might be the case!

However, in the past those practitioners who were fascinated by children’s development, or who wanted to see whether early years provision was making a difference, used all sorts of assessment measures, and I describe some of them here. Some methods were fashionable simultaneously in different settings, and some are still used as part of the ‘assessment toolbox’, but they have one thing in common – their use preceded any agreement on what children should be doing and learning, so they were only of use to the practitioners in the setting, and were rarely shared with parents or the children themselves.

The Milestones model


In the days when nursery provision was more about care and less about learning, sets of developmental milestones were devised (often in consultation with the medical profession) and published to help parents and childcare workers to check whether children were growing and developing normally. They were based on average growth and weight statistics, and they listed the things babies and young children were expected to do at different ages, from birth to around five, when children started school. Teachers and nursery nurses adopted and used these developmental checklists to assess children’s progress in day nurseries and nursery schools.



The problems

These checklists don’t give much leeway for individuals or for the range of normal growth across a group of children, and like all checklists, they are usually closed statements with yes/no answers. The simple nature of the assessment can lead to unnecessary concern about individual children, particularly in parents. The milestones also focused almost entirely on physical and language development, giving a very narrow view of individual babies and children.

What this method looks like now

Milestones checklists are still popular and readily available through the Internet where practitioners and parents can access and use them to assess the progress of babies and children. However, their use in isolation in daycare has decreased as governments have become more interested in the educational advantages of early education, and incorporated the milestones into assessment schedules.

Of course all early years practitioners need to know about child development, and what is generally considered to be the normal path of development for babies and young children. The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) Development Matters Statements in England have given a new look to ‘milestones’ statements by setting them out in overlapping stages to give a more gentle progression with more space for individual differences in development. They have also been broadened beyond easily observable features to include social, emotional, creative and other aspects of development and learning.

This model is increasingly common across all developed countries where early years education has been recognised as an important stage in its own right.

The ‘Catch it if you see it, and wait for the end of primary school’ model

In this method teachers collected random information about children when they saw it, often keeping this information in their heads until they completed annual reports or talked to parents and colleagues. At the time, when there were no national expectations in the form of curriculum statements, there was no written description of the desired outcomes of the education system. Teachers did the best they could in assessing children by chance in the early years.

Some nursery classes and schools constructed checklists of expectations, often based on the milestones model. Written records were not universal, and written reports to parents were rare for children in the early years. Children with additional needs were not usually referred, tested or diagnosed by a psychologist until they were seven years old.

The only national tests were at the end of primary education, when a written test of English, mathematics and general knowledge, was taken by all children to establish their attainment. About ten per cent of children passed the 11+ (or its equivalent) and went to selective or grammar schools, the rest failed and went to secondary schools. The central purpose of this test was to identify the children most able to pass this sort of test who, it was therefore deemed would benefit from selective secondary school education.

Some local authorities in England, and Northern Ireland, have retained this test, and offer grammar school education to children who pass the tests. Around 97% of children in the UK now attend comprehensive schools, and do not sit a national test at 11+. This change, and the implementation of national curriculum statements and annual assessments in all countries in the UK, has resulted in a focus on assessment during primary education, so it is no longer possible to leave all assessment to chance or the end of the last year!

The problems

Although this very informal method took very little time to implement, it was possible to get by without collecting any information at all about some individuals or some aspects of development. There was little written or formal curriculum planning, and the practical nature of the early years curriculum meant that there was no marking or grading. The information gathered about individual children remained in the heads of their teachers and was often affected by the random nature of all informal collection.

What this method looks like now

There are still some early years practitioners who think that the ‘Catch it if you see it’ model is the best one, and are reluctant to adopt a more systematic collection of assessment evidence through observation, particularly because it is more time consuming. All early years frameworks for learning include guidance on assessment, and the latest versions in the UK all emphasise observational assessment, encouraging practitioners to keep paperwork to a minimum, but emphasising the importance of systematic observation across all areas.

The ‘If it moves, write about it’ model

In this model, teachers and other adults working in the early years wrote lengthy and lovingly crafted ‘stories’ about each child. These were descriptive accounts of the child and long observations of activities, which were filed in huge ring binders. These were seldom re-read or evaluated and rarely influenced what was planned next. The stories were written during the year and were sometimes summed up in an even longer discursive prose statement at the end of the year.

A few nurseries and schools made a short version of the stories for the next teacher, and in these cases the original work was discarded. In others, the whole huge volume was transferred and often it was never read. Only in the most exceptional settings did parents and the children themselves ever know about their own learning stories, and practitioners seldom used them for planning next steps in learning.

The problems

Records of this sort were extremely time consuming, seen as a real chore, and were such a waste of time, because the information collected was rarely used to change anything. The stories were given to the next teacher who often received several fat files of handwritten stories which they had no time to read, so they often ignored the files and just started where they always did with a new class.

What this method looks like now

Of course, long observations of individual children are still a very valid way of finding out what they know and can do. But now practitioners realise that the observations are of little use unless adults
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