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This paper presents a picture of the current theoretical positions and methods used to assess children’s devel-
opment. A maturational understanding of development is seen to be predominately used to inform the assessment
tools which track how children develop across the 0—5 age group. This paper proposes that with the movement
towards a cultural-historical understanding of development, a tool following from this standpoint should be devel-
oped. It is envisaged that a new assessment tool will be developed from this analysis. A theoretical rationale is given
to support why the Zone of Proximal Development can be used to identify the indicators of children’s actual and
potential levels of development, moving away from age/level based testing. Developing an assessment tool aligned
to the principles of the ZPD can offer alternative method to assess children’s development in a theoretically robust
way, providing empirical evidence to rethink the methodologies of child development assessments.

Keywords: Cultural-historical theory, developmental assessments, Zone of Proximal Development, ge-
netic research methodology.

Introduction

One of the key issues currently being discussed across
educational forums is the assessment of children’s develop-
ment. The varying approaches to assessing development
means that there is much conflicting information on this
topic. Some of the discussions emerging from the literature
include; how do assessment tools account for the social and
cultural variations in children’s lives? The National Re-
search Council [24] suggests that some testing practices
assess children on concepts they have not had the opportu-
nity to learn. The standardisation of testing children’s de-
velopment is also raising questions around how authentic
and accurate this approach is. With the Northwest Evalu-
ation Association [25] deeming it concerning to assign
young children to static assessments. And for cultural his-
torical theorists, a more critical question in this discussion
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includes, where is Vygotsky in assessment approaches? As
his work from the problem of age advises against classify-
ing development based on symptoms [39]. This question,
where is Vygotsky in assessment approaches, frames the in-
tent for this paper, where you will be introduced to a study
which proposes the development of a new assessment tool
within a PhD study. This paper outlines the background
research that investigated the current state of developmen-
tal assessment tools in Australia. To introduce the topic,
this paper will begin by providing an overview of develop-
mental assessment practices.

Where is Vygotsky?

Theoretical approaches to child development spread
vast and wide and are subjective to the nature of their
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paradigm. A maturational understanding of child devel-
opment has been identified as having a dominating pres-
ence in the ongoing debate about the appropriateness of
child development measures [21]. This strong matura-
tional presence can be seen in the focus being on univer-
sal ‘levels’ in the assessment of children’s development.
This domination was supported by the work of three
significant influences Piaget; psychoanalysis and learn-
ing theory [15]. These influences have played a huge role
in the assessment methods we use today, as they have
established a tradition of level based testing, due to the
maturational perspective of development which sees
children’s development to be innately determined.

In recent years, Vygotsky’s collected works (1987—
1997) and the cultural-historical legacy has acted as a cata-
lyst to rethink the philosophical validity of the maturational
approach to child development, and the correlating assess-
ment approaches. The movement away from this approach
has been validated by cultural-historical theory, which has
progressively gained more attention over the past 10 years
[16; 19; 29; 32; 33]. Cultural-historical theory is believed
to have made significant epistemological and methodologi-
cal contributions to how we make sense of children’s de-
velopment [5; 11; 19; 26; 28; 33]. Due to this shift, it is now
acknowledged that there is more to development than just
biology [1] and that the maturational approach to develop-
ment limits understanding when used exclusively.

Theoretical congruence

The Australian national early childhood education
(ECE) curriculum document ‘Belonging, Being, Becom-
ing; Early Years Learning Framework’ emphasises that
educators should draw on a range of theories to inform
their pedagogical practice including developmental theo-
ries (this term is used interchangeably with maturational
theories), socio-cultural (based on a cultural-historical
underpinning), behaviourist, post-structuralist and criti-
cal theories [30, p. 11]. Although it is an advancement for
the field to see other theories listed alongside the matu-
rational approach, the combination of maturational and
socio-cultural attributions to the understanding of child
development introduces a disharmony in theoretical un-
derpinnings. In our view, the combination of these ap-
proaches is conflicting as cultural-historical theory can
also be considered one of the developmental theories since
it takes the development of human higher mental func-
tions as its subject matter [38].

For example; when using different theories to under-
stand children’s development, an incongruence can emerge
when employing a socio-cultural approach to “emphasise
the central role that families and cultural groups play in chil-
dren’s learning”, and also “developmental theories to focus
on understanding the process of change in children’s learning
and development over time” |30, p. 11]. Understanding the
process of change in children’s learning and development
from a developmental perspective is very different from
that of a socio-cultural approach. In this example, there is
a mismatch between theoretical perspectives and teaching
and assessment approaches [18].
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Health and Education

A mishmash of theoretical underpinnings is also evi-
dent between child development assessments in health
and education. In health contexts, quantitative methods
are generally utilised to fit standardised norm-refer-
enced tests, which feed into population-level measures
[24]. In educational contexts, curriculum frameworks
encourage the use of qualitative assessment methods,
to assess each child’s development individually [17]. In
ECE individual developmental assessments aim to assess
how a particular child is developing. By contrast, health
assessments use population-level measures to compare
how children are developing, in relation to other groups
of children [31], hence the testing must be standardised
methodologically.

The incongruence between health and educational
assessments of development is particularly difficult for
ECE professionals, as the maturational health approach
to development feeds into educational contexts in the
form of ‘developmental milestones’, which are based
on western middle-class culture [29]. This is problem-
atic as ECE settings in Australia are not a homogenous
group of western middle-class children [1]. An example
of a health approach to measuring educational factors
is the Australian Early Years Developmental Index
(AEDI). This study is being implemented nationally
by the Melbourne Royal Children’s Hospital Centre
for Community Health, to gauge the development and
skill level of children when entering their first year of
school. This provides a snapshot of child development
in Australia to governments, policy makers and school
leaders etc., which in part evaluates the efficacy of prior
ECE. School teachers are required to complete an on-
line questionnaire (both nominal and Likert Scales) of
approximately 100 questions related to physical health
and wellbeing; social competence; emotional maturity;
language and cognitive skills; communication skills and
general knowledge [7]. The results of this index provide
a snapshot derived from ‘development’ being condensed
into a Likert Scale.

The tests assess children based on developmental
milestones from a maturational perspective of develop-
ment. Although these measures are agreed upon in a
health context as valid indicators of developmental suc-
cess, research demonstrates that indicators of children’s
cognitive-language and socio-emotional development
are rarely agreed upon in different cultural contexts [2].
Agbenyega [1, p. 37] suggests that:

“For those designing assessment tools for measuring
how children are developing, new conceptual and theo-
retical understandings about development will need to
be examined in light of contextual understandings and
practices, and with regard to how those understandings
might be interpreted and applied in their particular en-
vironment and communities”.

This study takes Agbenyega’s [1] advice and pro-
poses that by applying cultural-historical theory to
assessment approaches, the sociocultural origins of de-
velopment [38] can be substantiated in the form of an
assessment tool.
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Learning Stories

Fortunately in ECE progress has been made in as-
sessment approaches, along with the cultural-historical
shift. There has been significant research done to offer
assessment approaches with an embedded socio-cultural
approach. Learning Stories were developed in this en-
deavour [12; 13; 14] and have generated much praise as an
assessment tool [4]. When taking a critical perspective on
the theoretical focus of Learning Stories, a combination
of theories can be used. In some theoretical approaches a
combination of theories can complement each other, how-
ever in cultural-historical theory, this is not the case. The
significance of development as sociocultural genesis [38]
in cultural-historical theory can be lost in the mishmash
of combining theories. It can be confusing to acknowledge
development as socially precipitated, and also add a de-
velopmental perspective, as there is an epistemological
incongruence. The actual nature of what is being assessed
can easily revert back to a maturational understanding of
development, as educators are encouraged to draw on a
range of theories from curriculum directives.

Identifying the gap

This discussion presents a binary between the matu-
rational understanding of development, and the measure-
ment of development in ‘levels’, which is seen to domi-
nate throughout child development assessments [31].
Vygotsky’s work on the problem of age identified an issue
with these practices and suggested, “we must reject at-
tempts of symptomatic classification of age levels and move
on, as other sciences have done in their time, to classifi-
cation based on the internal essence of the process being
studied” [39, p. 189]. Vygotsky’s statement synthesises the
focus of this study’s research intent, which proposes a new
way is needed to think about assessing children’s develop-
ment. Moving away from developmental assessments that
use a ‘symptomatic classification of age levels’, and towards
studying the process’ of development to increase the valid-
ity and vigour of developmental assessments.

Where is the Problem?

There is a problem with the methodology that sur-
rounds the assessment of children’s development in
‘levels’ when applying cultural-historical theory. Child
development is such a complex process that it cannot
be determined according to one trait alone at any stage
[39]. Taking a critical perspective on this matter, one
must ask, what is the purpose of assessing the ‘level’ of
development... what does this actually tell us about the
process or potential of development? To assume that the
child’s ‘level’ of existing development can indicate a de-
velopmental trajectory is incomplete, as when measur-

ing a ‘level’ we are measuring an endpoint [33]. Further-
more, once this end point is reached, we have missed all
sensitive periods and opportunities to create conditions
that extend development, through the Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD) [39].

Why is there a problem?

The Age and Stage approach to development has es-
tablished societal norms for the way we expect children’s
development to progress. The problem of focusing on the
existing dispositions of development means that the in-
ternal process behind the attainment of skills is difficult
to be fully understood. Marx & Engels explain further,
“In theory, the internal essence of things and the exter-
nal form of their manifestation do not always coincide...
If the form of manifestation and the essence of things co-
incided directly, then all science would be superfluous”
[39, p. 188]. The following examples are all ‘level-based’
structures which symptomatically classify children’s de-
velopment e.g. reading ages, writing ages, numeracy ages,
class year levels, childcare age grouping, school start age,
talking age, developmental milestones etc.

Similarly, in the deficit model, the use of age indi-
cates a developmental setback and reclassifies the age
level that the child’s existing development reflects. For
example, if a child was diagnosed with a speech delay,
they would be given an age measure for the level of delay
[9]. These societal norms reveal a lack of understanding
and inclusion of the role of the Social Situation of De-
velopment! (SSD). The existing ‘level’ of development
does not provide an opportunity to account for the role
of the SSD.

Children’s development is often portrayed as a health
concern, with social and cultural factors seen as a sec-
ondary consideration. A report [20] estimated that 200
million children are not meeting their developmental po-
tential in developing countries. The most prevalent de-
velopmental risk factors worldwide include insufficient
cognitive stimulation, linear growth retardation and
iodine-and iron-deficiency anaemia. In these findings,
we can interpret insufficient cognitive stimulation as the
lack of the SSD created for the child. It is interesting to
see this factor presented as an equal risk factor to health
factors such as iodine- and iron-deficiency anaemia. This
means that the SSD that is created for children’s cogni-
tive development and stimulation is just as important as
health factors that are measured. This is a vital point in
justifying why the SSD needs to be so robustly account-
ed for in child developmental assessments.

What can we do about addressing the problem?

The first step in addressing this problem is to generate
other evidence-based ways to think about how develop-

!'The Social Situation of Development (SSD) is an important concept in this paper, however it is not a main or focal concept. The reason for
its importance is due to the fact that there cannot be a ZPD without a SSD, as the ZPD exists within the SSD. The theoretical positioning of the
SSD will be discussed in the theoretical tools and analytical framework section of this paper.

333




Minson V., Hammer M., Veresov N. Rethinking assessments:...

ment can be assessed in ECE. Another way to approach
developmental assessments could be to shift the focus
away from the ‘level’ of existing development and towards
the process of development itself. Focusing on the process
itself will reveal a SSD, which is conducive to furthering
developmental potential. As it is the ‘social’ that becomes
the ‘individual’, it makes sense to focus on the source of
development [39]. The opportunity for change lies in ex-
ploring the potential of development within the SSD.

The proposed study

Research aims, “Discovering undiscovered Vygotsky is
still the task for future” [33, p. 290]. This study intends to
offer an alternative assessment tool to gauge children’s de-
velopmental potential, and provide empirical evidence of the
tools use in the ECE field. Tt aims to redevelop the Learning
Story assessment tool to include the ZPD concept to iden-
tify the actual and potential levels of child development. This
study aims to begin a movement that focuses on document-
ing and reflecting on the process of children’s development,
created through teaching practices and facilitation of the
ZPD. Research questions of this study are: (1) What are the
current pedagogical practices and theoret calunderpinnings
that are used in ECE services to formulate a Learning Story
as an assessment of children’s learning and development?:
(2) How can Learning Stories be redesigned to become a
valid tool for measuring the ZPD, firstly by indicating the
actual level of development, and secondly indicating poten-
tial levels of development?, and (3) What might be the in-
dicators in the tool that show the actual and the potential
levels of the child’s development, how does the tool indicate
two levels of development?

Theoretical framework and Analytical tools

Cultural-historical approach to development

The ZPD will be the main concept employed as an
analytical tool in this research. However, as concepts do
not work in isolation, they must be understood within
their wider theoretical framework. It is important to
situate the concept within the theoretical roots as it was
originally intended, to ensure that full integrity of the
ZPD concept is upheld. To authentically understand the
ZPD, we must understand what Vygotsky means by de-
velopment itself [10], as the ZPD is about development
specifically. Palinscar [27, p. 370] suggests that in the
context of teaching and learning the ZPD is “probably
one of the most used and least understood constructs to
appear in contemporary educational literature”). When
applying this concept in other paradigms of study, the
essence of the ZPD is lost, as it was only intended for a
cultural-historical climate. For example, some interpre-
tations of Bruners [8] scaffolding have become simplified
versions of the ZPD where its theoretical perspective
has been stripped [33 p. 287]. For this reason, it is impor-
tant to highlight what child development means from a
cultural-historical perspective, so we can understand the
methodological unity [33] as Vygotsky intended.

Mumncon B./., Xammep M., Bepecos H. [lepeouenusas ouenxu....
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General genetic law of cultural development
of higher mental functions

Vygotsky’s theory deals with higher mental functions
in humans, and his point of difference is that he believed
that the answers to understanding one’s psychology lay
in the historical analysis of one’s cultural environment
[33]. For Vygotsky, the dialectical relationship between
the being and the becoming of higher mental functions
were in focus, and the nexus between old and new psy-
chological systems working together in accordance with
each other (38; 36). For Vygotsky, the subject matter
was “higher mental functions, not as they are, but in the
very process of their development” [33].

Vygotsky’s theory is based on a general law known
as the general genetic law of cultural development of
higher mental functions: “Every function in the cultural
development of the child appears on the stage twice, in
two planes, first, the social, then the psychological, first
between people as an intermental category, then within
the child as a intramental category” [38, p. 106].

The most important aspect of this law is what sepa-
rates Vygotsky from all other theorists, and epitomises his
unyielding devotion to the social origins of development.
When comprehending this law, it is important not to con-
fuse higher mental functions as something that appears in a
social relation, higher mental functions are social relations;
“every higher mental function was external because it was
social before it became an internal strictly mental function;
it was formerly a social relation” [38, p. 105]. With this in
mind, it must be noted that not every social relation becomes
a higher mental function, it is only the social relations that
are “emotionally and mentally experienced that later become
an individual intra- psychological category” [32, p. 39].

Cultural-historical approach to development,
Social environment as a Source and not a factor

Traditional understandings of development are cat-
egorised as the result of two factors, known as biologi-
cal (nature) and social factors (nurture) [3]. Reels of
research debating as to which ‘factor’ is most important
exist throughout history, with the ‘truth’ of the matter
being highly subjective to the paradigm of their study.
This is especially evident, in these post-postmodernist
times, “when every opinion is correct, every truth is the
truth and at the same time, it is not” [33, p. 268].

Within the domain of child development, it is gener-
ally accepted that a two-factor model (the interaction of
biological and social factors) is what precipitates child
development. This is echoed by the Australian Early
Years Learning Framework, emphasising that educa-
tors should draw on a range of theories to inform their
pedagogical practice including developmental theories
(maturational theories), socio-cultural theories (based
on a cultural-historical underpinning), behaviourist,
post-structuralist and critical theories [30 p. 11]. For
many of the theories listed above, the environment is
only considered to be an influence on children’s develop-
mental trajectory. From a cultural-historical standpoint
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the environment is not a factor in development, but a
source of development. This is the work of Vygotsky, and
all his work stems from his general standpoint [35].

Vygotsky believed that development was perpetuated
from the child’s all-encompassing environment and the
changing relationship that the child had to it [37]. This line
of thinking brings us to the next important aspect, being
the process of the environment inverting to the children’s
intra-psychological plane. This process is understood in
cultural-historical theory as development as sociocultural
genesis, where the environment is considered as a source of
the child’s development through the SSD.

Cultural-historical approach to development,
Development as sociocultural genesis
(social to individual within social situation
of development)

The social worlds in which children are immersed en-
compass all social, cultural, and interpersonal experiences.
Participating in cultural experiences illustrates how the
social environment acts as a source of development. For
example, human beings are not born culturally proficient,
they must be taught the appropriate cultural practices in
any given society (Rogoff, 2003). Moreover, Vygotsky [37]
gives the example of how children living with deaf parents,
will not be able to learn language beyond the hereditary
babble, as there is no ideal form of development in the en-
vironment. Children learning to babble from their deaf par-
ents, or maybe learning to sign to them is a perfect example
of how development comes from the social plane initially.

Development as sociocultural genesis is a poignant
point in cultural-historical theory, as it details the process
of how the environment becomes part of the child’s indi-
vidual psychological functions. Bozhovich [6] suggests
that a child’s relationship to the environment is critical,
as the nature of a child’s experiences must be understood
by the effect of the environment on the child. In recognis-
ing the social environment as the source of development,
we arrive at the theoretical structure for this, known in
cultural-historical theory as the social situation of devel-
opment (SSD). The SSD is characterised as a system of
relations between the child of a given age and social real-
ity [39]. Just like the mechanical systems of a machine, the
SSD also has a system to organise and process the child’s
relations and interactions to the environment. Unlike a
mechanical system however, this is an organic system that
is only visible through the child’s behaviors.

The Social Situation of Development

Vygotsky refers to the social canvas as the SSD [39].
The SSD represents “the initial moment for all dynamic
changes that occur in development during the given pe-
riod” therefore, to study the dynamics of any age, one
must first explain the SSD [39, p. 198]. The SSD is not
a central focus point in this study, other than to frame
the theoretical position of development from a cultur-
al-historical perspective. The SSD has a central link to
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the ZPD, which is a key theoretical framework for this
study, so to correctly understand the ZPD the SSD must
also be theoretically explained. Vygotsky’s accounts the
SSD for the qualitative change in children’s develop-
ment, explaining it as the child’s specific, but compre-
hensive relationship to the environment [10].

The SSD holds a crucial place in the development of
immature functions to higher mental functions, through
a system of relations in a system of interactions. The SSD
enables children to participate in a social space where
they can relate, interact and experience drama. The SSD
can be seen as a source of development as it enables not
only the ZPD to occur, but it is also the facilitator of the
dramatic collisions and drama in children’s lives. Drama
and dramatic collisions are essential for the SSD and the
ZPD, and will be elaborated on further in the next section.

Drama

Emotionally and mentally experienced social rela-
tions present in the form of drama, which can be charac-
terised as dramatic events, collisions, contradictions and
confrontations between people. Drama is often perceived
as something negative, however, the drama of life is es-
sential for the development of human personality [35].
Drama is essential in this research as this is the source for
the development of higher mental functions. Reflecting
on children’s daily experiences in ECE settings, there are
many opportunities for drama to occur, including drama
in play with their peers as well as dramas in their everyday
interactions. But how do we identify the dramatic/social
relation that becomes a ‘category’? The ZPD begins with
drama as its starts with something that the child cannot
do (and this can often be the dramatic part)! For example:
the child can’t swing themselves on the swing like their
friends, or they are not able to finish the craft activity as
their parent arrives early to collect them from childcare,
or their paper aeroplane doesn’t fly as high as their friends.
These examples may not cause drama in every child’s life,
as it depends on the child’s SSD. In the case where drama
occurs, it is in the moments of the ‘can’t do’ that children
become part of a social relation that is emotional and dra-
matic, opening possibilities for the ZPD to occur.

The Zone of Proximal Development

The ZPD is not a main or central concept in Vygotsky’s
theory of child development, however Vygotsky’s intent for
this concept aligns with the intent of this research, by focus-
ing on the process of development; “pointing to an important
place and moment in the process of child development” [10,
p.45]. As mentioned previously, there have been many appli-
cations of the ZPD, unfortunately however, their application
is often in isolation from the rich theoretical roots that have
been discussed above. Mercer & Fisher [22, p. 342] suggest
that the “ZPD term is used as little more than a fashionable
alternative to Piagetian terminology or the concept of IQ for
describing individual differences in attainment or potential”.
As outlined above, the true essence of the ZPD is in the con-
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cept of what development means from a cultural-historical
perspective, in the sociocultural genesis of inverting the so-
cial to the individual through the SSD.

The ZPD has two purposes when analysing develop-
ment, firstly to identify the kinds of maturing psychological
functions (and the social interactions associated with them)
and secondly to identify the child’s current state in relation
to developing these functions [10]. This study intends to use
these two purposes to identify the two levels of the child’s
development, their actual level (current state) and their po-
tential levels of development (maturing functions).

Drama during children’s everyday lives in ECE set-
tings will be used as facilitator for the ZPD. The ZPD will
be used in the form of a tool that follows children’s devel-
opmental process from the moment that they enter into
the ZPD through dramatic events of what they ‘can not
do alone’. The tool will include teaching and pedagogical
practices that are used to support the child through the
ZPD in the SSD. The tool will illustrate the development
of higher mental functions, and how they have been devel-
oped on the stage of development, appearing first between
people on the social plane, and then inverting into an indi-
vidual plane and a developed higher mental function [33].

Methodology and Methods

Cultural-historical theory is distinctly different from
other research approaches, as its theory and methods are cut
from the same cloth. When researching within a cultural-his-
torical framework, a genetic? research methodology is neces-
sary to ensure integrity of the theoretical and experimental
tools [34]. This study aims to follow the methodological and
theoretical unity that Vygotsky intended, using Vygotsky’s
non-classical genetic research methodology.

What is Vygotsky’s Genetic Research
Methodology (GRM)?

Vygotsky’s GRM provides a non-classical alternative
to the study of child development [34]. Vygotsky unique-
ly developed this research strategy, in a custom where
the research methodology follows on from the theoretical
guidance of the research, meaning, that there is a cultural-
historical underpinning of the research across ontology,
epistemology, methodology and methods. This binding of
theory and methods provides a research methodology to
study the development of higher mental functions both
theoretically and experimentally [34].
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