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ABSTRACT
Workplace-based experiences are considered centrally relevant in
the professional preparation of prospective teachers. In spite of
this, few studies have focused on the assessment of workplace-
based learning (WBL) in early childhood education (ECE). This
study aims to examine pathways of professional learning of
students attending an ECE professional Master programme in
Portugal, based on an authentic and participatory approach to
assessment. A cohort of 62 students participated in this
exploratory study. Data were collected through an assessment
grid organised in four domains (observation, planning, action and
reflection) and 25 dimensions, in two moments: interim
regulatory assessment and final assessment. Key findings point to
statistically significant differences between the two moments,
showing the progress of students at the level of competences in
all domains and dimensions. Results allow to identify tendencies
on students’ learning pathways in core domains of
professionalism and represent an input for understanding the
effectiveness of the ECE professional Master programme.
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Introduction

The professional preparation of the ECE workforce has been part of the agenda of several
European countries, reflecting international policy debates and documents (Cohen and
Korintus 2017; Council of the European Union 2011; European Commission 2014;
OECD 2018). The professionalisation of early years staff, emphasising the development
of competences, qualifications and working conditions, is considered a core strategy for
meeting the dual challenge of providing equitable access to early education and care and
raising the quality of provision (Council of the European Union 2011).

The initial professionalization of the early years workforce across Europe is character-
ised by diversity at the level of qualification requirements and in curricular frameworks
(Oberhuemer and Schreyer 2018) due to different historical and cultural backgrounds
and administrative arrangements. Nevertheless, work placement has been considered a
relevant part of the higher education professionalisation programmes in cross-national
studies (Oberhuemer 2015; Urban et al. 2011). Indeed, work placement is recognised
as a ‘learning space’ (Jensen 2015), with opportunities for recursive processes between
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theory and practice (Balduzzi and Lazzari 2015) and for its debate against beliefs and
values (Formosinho and Formosinho 2016). Edwards (1998) argues that partnerships
between schools and universities have the potential to be sites of regeneration of profes-
sionalism. In the same direction, several authors have been calling attention to the need
for a new epistemology for teacher education through the creation of a ‘third space’ that
would recognise and enact a non-hierarchical interplay between academic, practitioner
and community expertise (Martin, Snow, and Franklin Torres 2011). In early childhood
teacher education, this ‘third space’ is perceived as a collaboration space between two
learning sites, university and preschools (Jónsdóttir 2015).

This background points to the need for workplace-based experiences that accommo-
date the complex and dynamic nature of teachers’ professional preparation and facilitate
professional learning. The assessment of these experiences constitutes a challenge for
higher education institutions (HEI) (Jensen 2015), with claims for more problematisation
(Formosinho 2009) and transparency (Aspden 2017).

Assessment of workplace-based learning

According to Caughlan and Jiang (2014), the assessment of WBL specifies what teachers
or prospective teachers should know and practical know-how in real contexts of teaching.
This type of assessment has been associated with the improvement of teaching practices
of future teachers (Caughlan and Jiang 2014) and recognised as influential in their learn-
ing processes and reflexivity (Wei and Pecheone 2010).

Several authors have been endorsing an authentic approach to the assessment of pro-
fessional learning. Darling-Hammond (2001) considers that the assessment of future tea-
chers should be based on complex and holistic views of teaching and on validated
professional performance standards within an authentic assessment that is sensitive to
context, longitudinal and individualised. The author considers that such an approach
to assessment offers more valid measures of prospective teachers’ knowledge and skills
than traditional paper-and-pencil tests (Darling-Hammond 2006; Darling-Hammond,
Newton, and Wei 2013). Authentic assessment includes opportunities for the develop-
ment and analysis of teachers’ thought and actions in situations based on experience
and oriented towards problem solving (Darling-Hammond and Snyder 2000). The sys-
tematic review of authentic assessment literature carried out by Villarroel and colleagues
(2018) corroborates these ideas, identifying three core conceptual dimensions of auth-
entic assessment: realism, cognitive challenge and evaluative judgement. Realism refers
to the presence of a ‘real context’ that frames relevant problems to be solved, and facili-
tates transference of knowledge to realistic situations; cognitive challenge involves build-
ing knowledge and using higher-order cognitive skills, such as understanding,
establishing relationships between new ideas and previous knowledge, and linking theor-
etical concepts with everyday experience and evaluative judgement that recognises that
students’ assessment involves both standards and the practice of judgement. In this
case, formative assessment is considered a key component, emphasising the development
of independent judgement by the student and the role of feedback in nurturing the life-
long capability of students to assess and regulate their learning (Villarroel et al. 2018).

Darling-Hammond and Snyder (2000) point out that an authentic approach to the
assessment of future teachers supports them to dislocate from generalisations about
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the practice to learning approaches that are apparently more idiosyncratic, contextual
and responsive to the multidimensionality of each students’ problems and possibilities.
Similar ideas are shared by Tillema, Smith, and Leshem (2011) that stress the dual
purpose of assessment in teacher education: to establish attainment of learning objectives
and professional standards, and to scaffold and promote development and growth in the
profession.

Authentic assessment recognises the student’s agency within the assessment process.
Indeed, several authors have been recognising the need for wide participation in the
assessment of WBL, involving mentors in HEI, mentors in workplace institutions and
students. Brody and Irving (2007) call attention for the need to consider not only the
employer and higher education framework requirements but also the learner require-
ments. Wiggins (2011) refers that alternative assessment becomes more rigorous, fair
and equitable when it involves the opinion, dialogue, input and feedback of those that
are being assessed. Caughlan and Jiang claim for an agentive professionalism (2014,
381) when examining the need to consider students’ power and agency, and their oppor-
tunity to make decisions when choosing the instruments to assess the progress and the
exit performances of candidate teachers. Indeed, the authors stress that these instruments
are not neutral, but reflect the values of the programme that uses them; furthermore, the
programmes must be vigilant on the consistency between the learning theory that they
advocate and practice, and the assessment theory, both of them being often at odds.

In the specific realm of the preparation of candidate ECE teachers, an inclusive
approach that involves students’ participation in assessment has also been reinforced.
Flämig, König, and Spiekermann (2015) point the need for students to be positioned
as subjects at the centre of learning and not as objects of educational measures. Also,
Dayan (2008) proposes a humanistic–democratic approach, with students and supervi-
sors from university and early childhood centres engaging in partnerships and demo-
cratic processes of deliberation and discussion that could benefit students’ autonomy
and their sense of responsibility for their learning and professional growth. Loizou
(2011) calls special attention to the pivotal role of power relations in early years practi-
cum and the importance of empowering student–teachers by enacting critical reflection
on professionalism and praxis. Student–teachers should consider mentors’ knowledge
and experience and, simultaneously, be given the opportunity to critically reflect on
their own and other practices. These ideas are relevant for assessment processes within
a participatory ethos, because, according to the author, in this potentially empowering
role, student–teachers become agents of their own learning and in the shaping of their
teaching identity.

Furthermore, studies have been emphasising the importance of shared responsibility
of HEI and ECE centres in assessment processes (Aspden 2017; Dayan 2008; Jensen
2015), as well as a joint focus on formative and summative assessment (Aspden 2017; Bal-
duzzi and Lazzari 2015).

This exploratory study departs from the acknowledgment of the importance of WBL
in the preparation of ECE teachers, which constitutes an understudied topic in the early
years. Drawing on previous results (Araújo and Antunes 2018), this study aims to
examine ECE candidate teachers’ pathways of professional learning during a practicum,
through the use of a reflection-based instrument, in two different phases. The study tries
to answer a composite research question: what was the students’ learning progression on
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core professional competences at the level of: (i) observation; (ii) planning; (iii) action
and (iv) reflection?

Method

Participants and context of the practicum

A cohort of 62 students (61 women and 1 man) participated in the study. These students
attended an ECE professional master at a Portuguese HEI. Specifically, the participants
attended their final practicum, the key component of the Master programme, in a
total of 360 h, articulating, each week, full days in ECE institutions (three or four,
depending on the semester) and full days in HEI. The practicum experiences were sup-
ported by on-site supervision by a cooperating supervisor (early childhood teachers that
supervise the practicum in situ) and the supervisor from the HEI, seminars in the HEI,
individual reflective narratives, field-based journals and portfolios. Prior to the Master,
students attended three periods of initiation into professional practice during the Bache-
lor in Basic Education, focused on observation and cooperation in educational insti-
tutions, including 50 h in ECE settings.

In Portugal, since 2007, within the changes brought about by the Bologna Process, the
initial professional studies of ECE teachers are characterised by a sequential model that
encompasses a Bachelor’s degree in Basic Education (Licenciatura em Educação Básica, 6
semesters and 180 ECTS), common for all candidate teachers, and a professional Master’s
degree, one of the highest qualification required at an European level (Oberhuemer and
Schreyer 2018). In the present study, students attended the second and third semesters of
a professional Master in Pre-school Education (Mestrado em Educação Pré-Escolar, 3
semesters and 90 ECTS).

Instrument

This study used the Assessment Grid on the Learning Processes in Supervised Pedago-
gical Practice (AGLP_SPP) (Ribeiro, Araújo, Oliveira and Neiva 2010/2012). The use
of this reflection-based grid serves as the basis for the interim regulatory assessment
and the final assessment of students’ professional knowledge and competences. Its con-
struction took into consideration the Portuguese specific profile of the professional per-
formance of an early childhood educator (Decree-Law 241/2001, Annex No. 1), the
guiding principles of Pedagogical Practice adopted by the HEI, and selected theoretical
and methodological underpinnings, namely ECE curricular approaches. The main
purpose of the AGLP_SPP was to assist the students’ assessment process as a qualitative
procedural tool and not to be used as a quantitative isolated instrument to measure stu-
dents’ achievements. A preliminary version of the grid was analysed by a group of ECE
teachers, students and two ECE experts, and changes were introduced, mainly for clar-
ification of pedagogical terminology. A beta version of the instrument, composed of 4
domains (observation, planning, action and reflection) and 35 dimensions, was piloted
during a school year, both in the regulatory and final assessment, and qualitative feedback
from ECE teachers, supervisors and students was collected. Drawing on these inputs,
some dimensions were merged or eliminated. The final version of the AGLP_SPP is
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organised in 4 domains and 25 dimensions: (1) observation (5 dimensions); (2) planning
(6 dimensions); (3) action (9 dimensions) and (4) reflection (5 dimensions), as can be
seen in Table 1. In the current study, the internal consistency of each domain was calcu-
lated (Cronbach’s alpha), and results are quite acceptable for all of them: observation (α
= 0.85), planning (α = 0.91), action (α = 0.90) and reflection (α = 0.94).

Results from a previous study (Araújo and Antunes 2018) showed that the use of the
final version of the AGLP_SPP contributed for the understanding of pathways of pro-
fessional learning of prospective ECE teachers and represented an input for a more
informed understanding of the professional studies programme.

Students’ learning was assessed in each of the above-mentioned dimensions on a
qualitative scale with the following correspondence: A: excellent; B: very good; C:
good; D: sufficient; E: insufficient. In some cases, an intermediate valuation was used,
such as B+ (B plus), meaning very good but not yet at the level of excellent.

Procedures

The AGLP_SPP was used in two phases during practicum: an intermediate phase,
with the purpose of monitoring the learning process (interim regulatory assessment),
and at the end of practicum (final assessment), with consequences at the level of sum-
mative assessment. The interim regulatory assessment occurred after the first 140 h of
practicum, while the final assessment was carried out after completion of 360 h of
practicum.

Firstly, the AGLP_SPP was presented to students and cooperating supervisors in order
to clarify doubts regarding its dimensions. After that, the use of the grid comprised three
stages in each phase of assessment: (1) student’s self-assessment in each of the

Table 1. Domains and Dimensions of AGLP_SPP.
Domain 1: Observation Domain 2: Planning Domain 3: Action Domain 4: Reflection

O1: Legal framework
and theoretical
knowledge

P1: Curriculum and content
knowledge

A1: Organisation of space
and materials

R1: Reflection on, in and for
action

O2: Observation of the
child and group(s)

P2: Coherence with the group’s
curricular project

A2: Organisation of time R2: Mobilisation of theoretical
and legal frameworks

O3: Recording practices P3: Pedagogical strategies and
materials

A3: Pedagogical
interactions

R3: Critical and questioning
attitude

O4: Data collection
about contexts

P4: Articulation of intentions,
strategies and assessment

A4: Differentiated
strategies

R4: Articulation of different
points of view, values and
knowledge

O5: Self-observation and
observation of others

P5: Integration of children’s
proposals and unpredictable
situations

A5: Involvement of
children in projects

R5: Critical assessment about
students’ role and functions

P6: Integration and pedagogical
differentiation

A6: Involvement in free
play

A7: Partnerships with
families and
community

A8: Collaborative
interactions with
centre team

A9: Democratic and
ethical attitudes

Notes: O: Observation; P: Planning; A: Action; R: Reflection
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dimensions, through the reflection on his/her practices and learning, deliberation on
what extent they mirrored the dimensions of AGLP_SPP and identification of strengths
and weaknesses; (2) reflective meeting between students (practicum is organised in ped-
agogical pairs) and their cooperating supervisor, centred on self and peer assessment,
debate and shared reflection and (3) meeting between the students, cooperating supervi-
sor and HEI supervisor, carried out in the contexts of practice, aiming at a collaborative
and co-participated analysis of the professional learning processes, both retrospectively
and prospectively.

In the case of the interim regulatory assessment, a set of intentions and priorities
deriving from the collective identification of fragilities of each students’ professional
learning in dimensions of the AGLP_SPP was registered in the grid space dedicated to
Observations. These meetings also led to a consensual attribution of a level (A, B, C, D
or E) in each of the dimensions. In the final assessment, the consensual attribution
was associated with the need for a summative assessment. Thus, the qualitative attribu-
tions constituted the core information for determining 60% of the candidate teacher’s
final grade in Supervised Pedagogical Practice (practicum). The remaining 40% was
determined by the classification obtained in a practicum report in light of the Portuguese
legal framework (Decree-Law 79/2014).

This study makes use of the qualitative attributions in order to analyse the students’
evolution in the dimensions of the AGLP_SPP. More specifically, and for the purposes
of this study, the qualitative values were matched to quantitative ones (corresponding
to a likert scale); namely, A, B, C, D and E became 5, 4, 3, 2 and 1, respectively.

Ethical procedures were taken into account throughout the study, namely in what
concerns informed consent, formal assurance of confidentiality and privacy. Procedures
of data retention and destruction were also clarified. Following the EECERA Ethical Code
for Early Childhood Researchers (2015), special attention was given to the distribution of
power among the participants. Procedures adopted to reduce the power differential
included the three-phased process of assessment, in which the students had the oppor-
tunity to share their perspectives in a gradually more public way, in a safe and respectful
atmosphere. Also, the fact that the meetings took place in the contexts of practice, and the
systematic appeal to sustain opinions and positions with concrete and critical illus-
trations from the practicum were adopted procedures in order to guarantee a more equi-
table and transparent process.

Results

In this section, the descriptive results obtained through the use of the AGLP_SPP are pre-
sented in each domain (Observation, Planning, Action and Reflection). Given that the
measurement scale of the variables under study can be considered ordinal, a statistical
analysis was carried out to compare the results through non-parametric tests, more
specifically, the non-parametric Wilcoxon (signed-rank) test (Field 2009).

Observation domain

Table 2 shows that students obtained higher mean levels for the specific dimensions in
the second assessment moment (Time 2), meaning the acquisition of observation skills
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by them. But, despite that evolution, the lowest level and the highest level remain the
same in both moments of assessment, except for Dimension O4, where students had a
different upper level (4.5), denoting their progress from the very good level (4) to the
very good plus (4.5).

A comparison of results in Time 1 and Time 2 (Wilcoxon signed-rank test) revealed
statistically significant differences in students’ median scores, increasing from 3 (good)
to 3.5 (good plus), as can be seen specifically for all Dimensions.

Planning domain

The results follow the tendency previously registered in the Observation Domain, that is,
there is an improvement in the mean results of students, favourable to the final assess-
ment (Table 3), suggesting their evolution in this domain. Specifically, for Dimensions
P2, P3 and P4, students kept the same lower level, whereas for Dimension P6, the lower
level increased (from 2 to 2.5), and for Dimensions P1 and P5, there was a decrease in
the minimum value assigned (down from 2 to 1). Therefore, it was decided to carry out
an individual analysis so as to understand this result, which showed that this corre-
sponds to a decrease in results of participant 8. Concerning the upper level, only for
Dimension P4, students had a different upper level (4.5) in Time 2 compared to
Time 1 (4.0), meaning students’ progress from the very good level (4) to a very good
plus (4.5).

In addition, the results from the Wilcoxon signed-rank test showed that all variables
differed significantly on median scores from Time 1 to Time 2, rising from 3 (good)
to 3.5 (good plus) for Dimensions P1, P4, P5 and P6, while an increase from 3 (good)
to 4 (very good) occurred for Dimensions P2 and P3.

Table 2. Results for the dimensions of the observation domain in Time 1 and Time 2 (n = 62).

D

Time 1 Time 2 Wilcoxon signed-rank test
rMdn M (SD) Range Mdn M (SD) Range Z p

O1 3.0 2.69 (0.64) 1.0–4.5 3.5 3.33 (0.72) 1.0–4.5 −5.663 0.000 −0.51
O2 3.0 3.03 (0.47) 2.0–4.0 3.5 3.40 (0.67) 2.0–4.0 −5.149 0.000 −0.46
O3 3.0 2.97 (0.75) 1.0–4.0 3.5 3.48 (0.60) 1.0–4.0 −4.075 0.000 −0.37
O4 3.0 3.27 (0.63) 2.0–4.0 3.5 3.52 (0,67) 2.0–4.5 −2.717 0.007 −0.24
O5 3.0 2.94 (0.51) 1.0–4.0 3.5 3.42 (0.64) 1.0–4.0 −4.657 0.000 −0.42
Notes: D: Dimension; O1: Observation 1; O2: Observation 2; O3: Observation 3; O4: Observation 4; O5: Observation 5; Time
1: Interim Regulatory Assessment; Time 2: Final Assessment.

Table 3. Results for the dimensions of the planning domain in Time 1 and Time 2 (n = 62).

D

Time 1 Time 2
Wilcoxon signed-

rank test

rMdn M (SD) Range Mdn M (SD) Range Z p

P1 3.0 2.96 (0.57) 2.0–4.0 3.5 3.48 (0.60) 1.0–4.5 −4.789 0.000 −0.43
P2 3.0 3.30 (0.53) 2.0–4.0 4.0 3.68 (0.59) 2.0–4.5 −4.391 0.000 −0.39
P3 3.0 3.07 (0.53) 2.0–4.5 4.0 3.68 (0.55) 2.0–4.5 −5.435 0.000 −0.49
P4 3.0 2.89 (0,53) 1.0–4.0 3.5 3.37 (0,63) 1.0–4.5 −5.185 0.000 −0.47
P5 3.0 3.05 (0,63) 2.0–4.0 3.5 3.47 (0,71) 1.0–4.5 −4.520 0.000 −0.41
P6 3.0 2.77 (0.56) 2.0–4.5 3.5 3.44 (0.47) 2.5–4.5 −5.224 0.000 −0.47
Notes: D: Dimension; P1: Planning 1; P2: Planning 2; P3: Planning 3; P4: Planning 4; P5: Planning 5; P6: Planning 6; Time 1:
Interim Regulatory Assessment; Time 2: Final Assessment.
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Action domain

The data depicted in Table 4 shows an increase in the value of themean scores between the
interim regulatory assessment (Time 1) and the final assessment (Time 2), which demon-
strates students’ progress in this area. In the majority of Dimensions (A2, A4, A5, A6, A7
and A8) the lower level rises but in the Dimension A9, it drops from the level 3–2.5, which
is due to the results’ decrease of participant 54. In the upper level, the majority of Dimen-
sionsmaintained the level (very good plus or excellent), except theDimensionsA3 andA5,
which ascended from 4 (very good) to 4.5 (very good plus), and the Dimension A8, which
got down from 5 (excellent) to 4.5 (very good plus). In this case, the individual analysis
indicated a decrease in the results of participant 35.

Moreover, the difference in the distribution of median results was statistically signifi-
cant across all dimensions (Wilcoxon signed-rank test), also revealing students’ pro-
gression. For the majority of the dimensions, progress could be situated between level
3 (good) and level 4 (very good), such as the Dimensions A1, A2, A3, A4, A5, A6 and
A8. But for Dimension A7, the students’ improvement was from sufficient to good,
and for Dimension A9 was from good to excellent.

Reflection domain

The last domain under analysis (Table 5) is also characterised by higher mean results in
the final assessment, showing students’ development in this domain. Though Dimen-
sions R1, R2 and R3 maintained the lower level (insufficient), in the final assessment,
Dimensions R4 and R5 actually showed a decrease in the minimum assessment assigned
(down from 2 to 1). Once more, the analysis of individual performances pointed the
student 8 as the one responsible for these values. Concerning the upper level, Dimensions
R2, R3 e R4 kept 4.5 (very good plus), and Dimensions R1 and R5 increased from 4
(good) to 4.5 (very good plus).

Those results correspond to a significant differentiation of students’ median results
between the two phases of assessment in all the assessed dimensions, situating the stu-
dents’ progression between 3 (good) and 3.5 (good plus) for Dimensions R1, R2 and
R3, and between 3 (good) and 4 (very good) for Dimension R4 and Dimension R5.

Table 4. Results for the dimensions of the action domain in Time 1 and Time 2 (n = 62).

D

Time 1 Time 2
Wilcoxon signed-

rank test

rMdn M (SD) Range Mdn M (SD) Range Z p

A1 3.0 2.94 (0.66) 2.0–4.5 4.0 3.60 (0.57) 2.0–4.5 −5.114 0.000 −0.46
A2 3.0 3.06 (0.70) 1.0–4.5 3.5 3.40 (0.63) 2.0–4.5 −3.031 0.002 −0.27
A3 3.0 3.03 (0.65) 1.0–4.0 4.0 3.53 (0.69) 1.0–4.5 −4.604 0.000 −0.41
A4 3.0 3.03 (0.53) 1.0–4.5 4.0 3.65 (0.58) 1.5–4.5 −5.452 0.000 −0.49
A5a 3.0 2.76 (0.77) 1.0–4.0 4.0 3.70 (0.55) 2.0–4.5 −4.392 0.000 −0.44
A6 3.5 3.36 (0.69) 1.5–4.5 4.0 3.59 (0.62) 2.0–4.5 −2.622 0.009 −0.24
A7b 2.0 2.55 (0.89) 1.0–5.0 3.0 3.41 (0.64) 2.0–5.0 −5.261 0.000 −0.47
A8 3.0 3.22 (0,70) 1.5–5.0 3.8 3.59 (0.60) 2.0–4.5 −3.532 0.000 −0.32
A9 4.0 4.16 (0.67) 3.0–5.0 5.0 4.42 (0.76) 2.5–5.0 −2.999 0.003 −0.27
Notes: D: Dimension; A1: Action 1; A2: Action 2; A3: Action 3; A4: Action 4; A5: Action 5; A6: Action 6; A7: Action 7; A8:
Action 8; A9: Action 9; Time 1: Interim Regulatory Assessment; Time 2: Final Assessment.

an = 42 in Time 1 and n = 56 in Time 2.
bn = 61 in Time 1.
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Discussion

The analyses have shown that there were statistically significant differences between the
two moments of assessment in all dimensions across the four examined domains. Con-
sidering the study’s aim and research question, the results allow verification of evidence
about students’ professional learning in core domains of professional practice.

In the Observation Domain, it’s possible to verify that in Dimensions O2 (Observation
of the child and group(s)), O3 (Recording practices) and O5 (Self-observation and obser-
vation of others), the scores obtained in the final assessment never exceeded 4 points,
that is, never reached the level of Excellent. This raises the possibility that this constitutes
a particularly complex domain for the educational intervention. In the Portuguese
context, some studies have identified difficulties and demands posed by these specific
professional competences in ECE (Araújo 2015; Oliveira-Formosinho and Parente
2005; Parente 2004), due to specific conditions in ECE contexts (large groups of children,
high adult–child ratio, lack of time to observe, record and interpret).

In the Planning Domain, the results show students’ improvement in all dimensions.
This positive evolution is particularly relevant in the challenging Dimension P6 (Inte-
gration and pedagogical differentiation), meaning that the students, during the last
months of practicum, showed more proficiency in planning pedagogical experiences
by articulating different content areas and domains and by taking into consideration
each child’s interests and needs, as foreseen in the Portuguese specific profile of pro-
fessional performance of an early childhood educator.

Other dimensions of significance are found in the Action Domain. Therefore, it
should be noted the progress between the two moments of assessment that were
found in Dimension A7 (Partnerships with families and community) and Dimension
A9 (Democratic and ethical attitudes). Whereas, in both cases, prospective early child-
hood teachers have reached relevant results, it should be highlighted that they departed
from different mean values in the interim regulatory assessment (2.55 in the case of A7,
and 4.16 in the case of A9). This discrepancy may point to different courses of pro-
fessional learning in the period prior to regulatory assessment, which includes the first
months of practicum and a three-year Bachelor’s degree in Basic Education. From the
standpoint of the professional Master programme, it may indicate the need to intensify
students’ learning opportunities on the collaborative work with families and commu-
nities, especially during the first phase of the practicum. It may also point to the need
of unfolding these two dimensions in separated items in the grid, which could lead to

Table 5. Results for the Dimensions of the Reflection Domain in Time 1 and Time 2 (n = 62).

D

Time 1 Time 2
Wilcoxon signed-

rank test

rMdn M (SD) Range Mdn M (SD) Range Z p

R1 3.0 2.99 (0.63) 1.0–4.0 3.5 3.40 (0.67) 1.0–4.5 −4.630 0.000 −0.42
R2 3.0 2.99 (0.80) 1.0–4.5 3.5 3.43 (0.77) 1.0–4.5 −4.549 0.000 −0.41
R3 3.0 2.88 (0.65) 1.0–4.5 3.5 3.36 (0.72) 1.0–4.5 −4.923 0.000 −0.44
R4 3.5 3.33 (0.62) 2.0–4.5 4.0 3.52 (0.71) 1.0–4.5 −2.180 0.029 −0.20
R5a 3.0 2.73 (0.58) 2.0–4.0 3.5 3.37 (0.74) 1.0–4.5 −4.826 0.000 −0.43
Notes: D: Dimension; R1: Reflection 1; R2: Reflection 2; R3: Reflection 3; R4: Reflection 4; R5: Reflection 5; Time 1: Interim
Regulatory Assessment; Time 2: Final Assessment.

an = 52 in Time 1.
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a more specific and differentiated assessment (e.g. A7: Partnerships with families and
Partnerships with the community; and, A9: Democratic attitudes and Ethical attitudes).

The positive evolution of the students in the Reflection Domain is also noteworthy
both because of its meaning within the assessment process and because of the future inte-
gration of students into the world of work. Indeed, reflection constitutes a core process in
the assessment of these students, mirroring its relevance in the literature (Balduzzi and
Lazzari 2015; Gibbs and Costley 2006; Iredale et al. 2013; Wei and Pecheone 2010);
thus, the adopted reflection-based grid seems to create opportunities for the development
of competences that itself assesses, contributing to strengthening the needed consistency
between the learning theory and the assessment theory (Caughlan and Jiang 2014). Fur-
thermore, the positive results in this domain can also be critical on the candidate tea-
cher’s future integration in the workplace, in which higher-order cognitive skills and
independent judgement can play a major role in adaptability, problem-solving, self-regu-
lation and metacognition (Villarroel et al. 2018).

The overall positive results across domains and dimensions show that, at the end of
the practicum, students seemed to satisfy the demands foreseen in the Portuguese
legal framework in what concerns ECE professional performance standards. This asser-
tion is only possible because the construction of the assessment grid was based on vali-
dated professional standards, mirroring a core characteristic of authentic assessment
(Darling-Hammond 2001; Tillema, Smith, and Leshem 2011; Villarroel et al. 2018).
However, it’s important to highlight that the use of such standards was highly contextua-
lised, once students and supervisors were asked to use concrete and critical examples
from practice in order to illustrate and validate positions and arguments. In our perspec-
tive, these procedures contribute to strengthening the authenticity and the transparency
of the assessment process, overcoming an identified limitation of such processes in early
childhood initial teacher education programmes (Aspden 2017).

Albeit this positive scenario, other evidence that warrants further scrutiny concerns
the fact that, for the most part of the dimensions (20 out of 25), the highest result
achieved is 4.5. These results may indicate that, according to the participants, it has
not yet been possible to achieve the level of excellence at the end of practicum. The
reasons for this may be the often identified need for more time allocated to practicum
in studies carried out in Portugal (Conselho Nacional de Educação 2016; Flores 2015;
Flores et al. 2014). Also, in the current curricular organisation prescribed by the
Bologna Process since 2007, the work placement is located at the end of the education
programme, at the level of the Master degree. The possible consequences of this sequen-
tial model are related to a lack of opportunities to articulate theory and practices and to
engage students in research processes throughout the first three years of initial teacher
education (Flores, 2011, 2015).

Since this constitutes an education programme, the students’ progress would be
expected, taking into account the intentions and desirable direction at the level of a suc-
cessful learning pathway during practicum. However, the ‘contamination potential’ of
expectations both from students and supervisors may have been reduced, in some
extent, by procedures adopted throughout the assessment process. First of all, the
layered nature of assessment that create opportunities for self and peer assessment, invol-
ving as well the contributions of experienced mentors. Also, the fact that the assessment
process is based on a set of participated deliberations and consensual attributions
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between students and mentors may contribute to strengthening the reliability of these
data.

The students’ participation in the assessment of their practicum experiences is not sti-
pulated in the legal framework that regulates initial teacher training in Portugal (Decree-
Law 79/2014), in spite of strong arguments on the benefits of such participation (Caugh-
lan and Jiang 2014; Flämig, König, and Spiekermann 2015; Wiggins 2011). In this study,
students’ participation in their own assessment appears to contribute to their pro-
fessional learning and to strengthen the trustworthiness and transparency of the assess-
ment process. Furthermore, the formative nature of assessment and evaluation in ECE, in
which a wide participation is paramount (Formosinho and Pascal 2016; Parente 2004)
demands from HEI a repertoire of assessment instruments and procedures in which
the students can experiment first-hand the values and practices that she/he will
develop in the ECE contexts.

Conclusions

This article presents an examination of students’ progress in what concerns ECE core pro-
fessional competences. It departs from an assessment proposal that brings together vali-
dated standards of professional performance and a set of principles and procedures that
intend to mirror a reflexive, individualised and wide participated approach to the assess-
ment ofWBL. This proposal also follows internationally recognised quality practices at the
level of the assessment ofWBL in ECE, particularly the focus on a processual and critically
reflexive approach (Balduzzi and Lazzari 2015; Loizou 2011), and the shared responsibility
between HEI and ECE contexts (Aspden 2017; Dayan 2008; Jensen 2015).

This study shows a positive evolution of the students of this professionalMaster in what
concerns ECE core professional competences, in the Domains of Observation, Planning,
Action and Reflection. Recognising the relevance of assessing WBL for the quality evalu-
ation of preservice education programmes (Darling-Hammond 2006; Wei and Pecheone
2010), the contribution of this study for an endogenous understanding of the initial teacher
education processes should also be emphasised. In this particular case, it is possible to
confirm the perceived effectiveness of the education processes undertaken within the pro-
gramme, thereby recognising the need to carry out further analyses of the strategies that
may ultimately have a greater effect at the level of students’ WBL.

Despite the highlighted contributions, some limitations may be outlined. As an
exploratory study, with no extensive number of participants, contributions cannot be
generalised. Also, the timeline used did not consider the baseline, that is, it was not poss-
ible to understand the evolution of students from their initial condition at the beginning
of the practicum, but only their performance at the middle and at the end of the practi-
cum. In future studies, these limitations can be overcome, and the assessment grid can be
improved through validating studies. The triangulation of the results of this study with
data from students’ portfolios and practicum reports could constitute valuable input
about their perspectives on the assessment process of their learning during practicum.
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