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Early Childhood Education..................Taking Stock

Introduction

One of the distressing paradoxcs of cducational lifc in Britain of the 1990s is the
status and condition of our carly vcars cdacation. Whilst our primary schools arc
still very much admired throughout the world. appropriatc under-fives provision is
undoubtedly poor. cspecially in comparison with the provision clscwhere in Europe.
Only some 45% of our thrcc-ycar-olds arc in properly organiscd nurscry schools or
classcs. Yet the quality of that insufficicnt provision is often very high and.
morcover. admired internationally. Onc can often discern developmental practice
of the highest order.  Onc can find nursery schools or kindergartens that arc
excellent. The provision, however. is patchy and the current government persists in
regarding that mixcd and oftcn uncven provision (‘guided'. that means unplannced.
by market forccs) as being cntircly appropriatc. 80% of our four- ycar- olds have
some sort of provision, they claim. Yes, if you add in the fact that the rising fives
arc in (often) cntircly inappropriatc primary classcs. Ycs. if you perccive play-
groups and childminders as a thoroughly satisfactory cducational cquivalent! Yes.
if you rcgard it as responsible of our government to ignorc rescarch and
profcssional advice and permit the relatively untrained to have the carc and
cducation of many of our nation's children. Yecs. if you rcgard it as satisfactory for
the poor and ncedy to facc costly alternatives. or worsc, nonc at all. at the very time
when they, that is the single or low-wage-carning parent. arc desperate to find
work,
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The writers in this slim volumc arc concerned with the current state of carly
childhood cducation in England and Walcs. (Scctland has a diffcrent system and.
in somc respects. has fared better than the rest of Britain.) They wish to take stock
of that mixcd provision for our children under the age of cight yecars or so. They
arc anxious that nurscry and primary school practices fit properly and cducationally
togcther. They arc concerned with the fact that, years after the intervention of the
McMillan sisters, the pioneering work of Lillian de Lissa. and the careful rescarch
of Susan Isaacs, we still have an inadequatc and adhoc system for our young, 1t is a
volume intended to summarisc where we appear to be. perhaps to shake our
complacency. to remind all of us that there is ample cvidence that good. proper
carly ycars cducation pays the socicly handsomcly. It is a reminder that we appear
to have been 'brainwashed' by many of thosc responsible for cdu. :tional policy.
brainwashed into belicving that we can't afford it. or. as bad. brainwashed into
believing that current primary practice is responsible for socicty's ills. As they arc
beginning to note in the USA (vide the National Education Goals report. 1991). a
socicty which carcs about its futurc cannot afford to take such a short-sighted
attitude

Education is an intcnscly political matter. Early childhood provision may be
cspecially so. Its staff arc largely female: and current government proposals appear
to downgrade training and, if such proposals succced. cventually, such staff will
have lower status than their other tcacher counterparts.  What nonscnsc when
amplc rescarch cvidence now cxists to demonstrate that high quality provision not
only pays. but depends upon high quality training. What nonscnsc when cven
rclatively impoverished ‘developed’ countrics arc sccking to provide full-scale
cducational provision for all children of three or more who need it (for examplc.
Necw Brunswick. Canada; and Portugal)!

Recent visitors from European Community countrics have alrcady remarked 'how
scandalised’ they arc by the fact that such little time in cxisting tcacher-training can
be devoted to theorics of pedagogy or child development.  They have commented
on our over-reliance on apprenticeship styles of training which laud mecthods more
akin to 'sitting by Ncllic'. They have reminded us that. whilst theory is no
substitute for practice. practice is also no substitute for thcory. A proper balance is
required.
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Thus. comments on what other countries provide. what somc of thc rescarch
indicatcs. what some of the implications might be for our youngsters if wc continuce
our haphazard provision. what the implications for the profession arc of current
policics on tcacher cducation and training: these arc all issucs which appcear in this
slim volumc.

Marilyn Jager Adams is probably right:

"“Lducation is about opportunity and enfranchisement. It s abont

knowledge, economic potential, self-determination, perspective, and power.

Iducation is inherently political. Given full commitment, guestions of how
. f !

best to achieve it are issues that belong, not o politics, but to science and

pedagogy.” (Adams, 1991, p395)

We doubt both the commitment and understanding of the present policy-makers.
with their goals of market-forces and their rhetoric of individual responsibility. We
doubt the wisdom of the advice they cmploy. Wce doubt that the country can any
fonger afford to havc an inadequatc system of carly childhood cducational
provision. I is now almost nincty years sircc Lillian de Lissa sct up her schools for
the poor in the Adclaide suburbs. It is now onc hundred and twenty years since
Francc provided ccoles maternclles for all its three-year-olds. How much longer
must the British wait? What morc cvidence is nccessary?  To fudge the issuc (as
do current initial training proposals. 1993). to delay much longer. when we know
how qualily can be achicved. is to mortgage the future.

Philip Gammage and Janet Meighan

REFERENCES:
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44, 6. pp 386 - 394.

The Naticnal Education Goals Report (1991) Building a Nation of Learners,
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Why not happiness? |

Why not Happiness? Reflections on change and conflict
in early childhood education

by M arian Whitehead
A change of tone

Changes in language are vsually the first sensitive indicators of radical shifts in a
socicty's attitudes and policics. Nowherc is this more true than in the complex ficld
of education and carc provision for young children. An carly sign of such changed
prioritics can be found in the comments made by a government minister some time
ago allcging that nursery schools were places where much painting and happincss
could be found. but not much Icarning! This slick language. derived from the cthos
of big busincss. is cpitomiscd by slogans such as 'mo pain. no gain' and points
towards o strangc new world for carly childhood profcssionals. A world far
removed from that of care and cducation in kinder-'gardens’.  However. the new
shift of attitude and language is not that new. it is deeply routed in an old tradition
of chcap and brutalising schooling in Britain and 'shift for voursclf' child-carc.
Evidence that in England and Walcs we arc moving once morc into an cra of 'hard'
as opposcd to 'soft' contro! of schocls and children (Hartley, 1993) has accumulated
stcadily since the Education Rcform Act (ERA) of 1988 placed control over
curriculum content and the manner of its 'delivery’ in the hands of the Sccrctary of
Statc for Fducation. The various functions and mutations of the so-called advisory
bodics .. =h as NCC. SEAC and SCAA arc ncither here nor there in this argument.
The new trend is encapsulated in the ‘new' metaphors. most of which arc very old
indeed. but dusted down for a re-run of the 19th century approach to schooling.

Once again. we find that politicians provide the most helpfl and direct linguistic
indicators of change A former cducation minister recently listed the things which
parcnts or nurscry schools must tcach children before they start statutory schooling:
'recognition' of days. months. colours and numbers. and the skills of dressing
unaided and ordering objects by size. This strange little Yist contains some uscful
precursors of mathcmatics and somce cultural nicctics. but note the justification for
it which is ofTcred:

“nstead of trving to give children this hackground when they get there,

schools can then start teaching from the first day. .1 school is for teaching

in. 1t wsn't a Butln's holiday camp.”

(Sir Rhodcs Boyson, TES National Curriculum Updatc. April 1993.p.h)

3
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2 Marian Whitchead

What is striking about thesc comments is the combination of ignorance of how
children Jearn in the carly yeors. their active acquisition of complex cultural,
linguistic and mathematical concepts is dismissed as ‘background' which can be
‘given', with an implicd contempt for carly ycars tcachers and their profcssional
skills and judgements. This is all focused in a specific metaphorical reference, the
Butlin's holiday camp, which is saturated with notions of distanced power, snobbery
and controlling and amusing the masscs. Yct it is important to be clcar that masses
arc just cther people. Iike you, me and our familics and friends (Williams. 1961).
The holiday camp mctaphor is being uscd here to suggest the need to imposc
uniformity. obedicnice and discipline on other people and their children. while also
castigating the idlc plcasurcs of holiday camps. In contrast, my own obscrvations
(Whitchcad. 1992) of young children on holiday by the sca, although not in a
holiday camp. indicate that a high level of intellectual stimulus cncountered in
carly ycars classrooms is being worked on and developed in relaxced holiday play:

"l'reed from the need to conform to arbitrary and inposed standards for
satisfactory performance in moving sand, laving paths. capsizing air-beds,
or locating a hotel room, these childr=1 extended theiv bodies, their minds
and their understanding of a rang | facts and phenon wa, bevond
anvthing that could be demanded in a test.” (Whitchead. op.cit. p..6)

It is not just thosc who might be said to hold traditional utilitarian vicws on the
purposc of schooling who usc the language of stern and joyless control when
comincnting on carly years cducation. Recent well-motivated 'good' press publicity
highlighting the substantial social, personal and cconomic bencfits of quality
nurscry cducation, as rescarched and monitored in the USA (Schweinhart &
Weikart, 1993), was couched in tcrms of ‘you get back what you put in' (Daily
Mail, 21.4.1993. p.17). Bearing in mind that thc receptacle referred to here is a
voung child. we would do well to feel uncasy about this imagery which cvokes
ninctcenth century banking, or morc contcmporary medical injections and vitamin
supplements, or cven violence and abusc. Why is current political and media talk
about carly childhood and cducation dominated by alarmingly inappropriatc
language and metaphors? In order to cngage with that question we need to explore
somc altcrnative ways of thinking about young children and carly years curricula.

i0
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Why not happiness? 3

Conflicting views of early childhood

The previous comments should have indicated that we arc alrcady in a period in
which public dcbatc about cducation is working with a narrow sct of dcfinitions.
Tcaching is frequently assumed to be 2 simple matter of transmission: teachers tcll
and do things to pupils. Lcarning is charactcriscd as at best passive reception and
at worst stressful, Children arc taken to be cmpty vesscls, unmoulded clay. or
recalcitrant recruits to the human race who must be licked into shape and fitted for
socicty. Thesc grimly instrumental vicws have recently been cxpanded by somc
afterthoughts' proposing a moral and spiritual dimension to the national
curriculum (NCC. 1993). Yet it is hard to scc how teachers can possibly function
as the required 'modcls' of morally autonomous persons for the children in their
carc. when they arc themsclves deprived by legislation of the personal and
profcssional responsibility to think for themsclves and makc educational and moral

judgements. In this respect. it is interesting that the NCC document focuscs on

teachers' functions as moral agents in terms of how they dress. usc language and
put cffort into their work! Onc current moral issuc goes unrcmarked in the official
discussions. ‘That involved in the proposcd legislation is thc formalisation of the
status of prospective teachers of children under-cight as less cducated. less well
paid and lcss carcfully sclected and monitored (DFE. 1993a). But worms arc
beginning to turn vigorously and the challenges from teachers and parents to the
prevailing dogma arc supportcd by a wealth of scholarly rescarch and good scnsc!

"The child and psvchologist have at least one significant common goal: the
understanding of human action.  Both are in the business of trving fo
interpret, predict and sometimes cven control what people do." (Bennctt,
1993, p.1)

There is a long tradition of developmental studics in cognitive and social
psychology which shows that very young children. thosc in the first three years of
lifc as well as in the carly vears of cducation (3-8). bchave like psychologists.
scicntists and linguists. This is generally known as the tradition of cveryday or folk
psychology (Bruncr 1990, Bennctt 1993). but it is not restricted to childhcod. It
offers insights into the stratcgics we all develop for making scnsc of our lives and
cxpericnces.  We do not wait to be told about oursclves and the world but. using
minimal resourccs in infancy. sct about creating possiblc sccnarios and predicting
likcly outcomes. Our minds have been described as constructing theorics of the
world and acting on thesc mental constructs (Kelly. 163) as if they werc scientific

11
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4 Marian Whitchead

hypothescs which give a degree of predictability to the flux of events.  Qur
predintions can. of course. be wrong but the expericiice of a mismatch leads to the
sort of Icarning in which we modify and finc tunc our versions of people and
cvents. This may appear to be taking us a tong way from the carly vears classroom
and et the litle child who has clearly classificd adults as nicc pcople/naughty
peoplc. or familv and strangers. has a powerful tool for beginning to discriminate.
predict and cven control human behaviour.  Similarly. the baby can classify and
refine (o some extent the potentially confusing impact of scnsory information
encountered on all sides by using broad opposites for sorting cxpericnees. as in 'hot'
like coffce or 'cold' like floor tiles.  All this very carly Icarning which underpins so
much of our later adult thinking and behaviour is clearly bound up with our first
human rclationships. languages and culture. but it appecars to lock on to a mental
system which is predisposed to work in terms of contrasting catcgorics. same-again
features and story -like predictions.

Current rescarch might say that we all act like psyeholopists because we have a
theory of mind. we act on the assumption that others have minds too. minds which
arc not cmpty containers to be filled but complex systems of belicfs and predictive
strategics. just likc our own. Thus we can sce this evervday psychology at work in
the young child's complaint. "nobody don't like mc" or in the anxious query. “why
arc you annoved with me?" Children and adults. it wounld scem. arc complex. non-
lincar systems (Bruner. 1990, Bruce 1991). not casily programmed or filled in. but
rich in highly adaptable cultural and affective strategics for coping with lifc in
communitics. Very voung children may lack sophistication and cxpericnee of the
world but there is cvidence that they develop remarkable ‘expertise’ in lanpuage.
intcrpersonal communications and the symbolic representation of expericnecs.

The child as expert

The notion of the child having expertise in the pre-school vears challenocs the
assumptions of traditional schooling and of thc current Icgislation and debate. as
outlined in the first part of this chapter. Furthermorc. it lcads to radically different
conceptions of what constitutes an appropriatc carly vears curriculum (Blenkin &
Kelly, 1988, EYCG. 1989, 1992). The special expertisc of young children can be
tdentificd in three arcas of understanding: the linguistic. the interpersonal and the
representational.  Perhaps we might identify our child ‘cxpert' as a remarkablc
linguist. sociologist and artist!

12
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Children lcarn their first languages by subtle. scnsitive proccsses which involve
tuning in to centexts and situations and making deductions about words. mcanings
and rulcs as they arc used. These social and linguistic hypothescs are tested out by
voung language lcarners in crucial cxchanges with important carcrs. siblings. and
cven toys and pets.  Language is learnt because it keeps children in contact with
others. it takes them into a way of life. and it gets things done for them. Sounds
shaped on the outgoing air from the tungs bring cuddlcs. icc-crcains and piggy-
back rides!

Language is Icarned in close relationships with important pcople and the cssential
pre-verbal foundations of language arc laid by the cstablishment of patterns of
mutual attention and pre-linguistic communication between infants and carcrs.
This is not a simple matter of input {from the adult only: veny young babics initiate
and tcrminate cye-contact and periods of very expressive babbling and smiling.
This achicvement of joint interes. and attention between baby and carer certainly
facilitatcs a focus on naming objects and people and sustaining 'conversations'. it
also initiates infants into the subtic sociat skills of a lifctime. such as. reading facces.
interpreting body language and gesturcs and picking up on tonc of voice and the
tuncs of languages. The deductions which we make about people's staics of mind
from these readings shape our lives. pcrsonalitics and relationships. yet we get
started on the activity before we can speak.

If young children can be described as expert linguists and sociologists in the yvears
before school. they can also be chatacterised as artists who handlc and shapc
cxpericnee by representing it in order to understand it better.  Grand claims
pechaps. but very young children who have just learnt to talk. take the raw matcriat
of their daily routincs and turn them into narratives in which they mull cver the
odditics of people and lifc (Weir. 1962. Nelson. 1989). Thesc particular two-ycar-
olds were talking to themsclves in bed before falling aslcep. but the storics which
children tell themsclves soon take centre stage in their daily lives and become a
major means of making scnsc of expericnce (Wells, 1987). Again. this device for
going over. or representing. experience in order to make scnsc stays with us. We
all shape the happenings of the day into a sad or funny story lo tcll oursclves. or
another. when it is all over. This is the great attraction of gossip «nd storics to dinc
out on. but young children must work cxtra hard to fit many pussling happenings
into their limited cxpericnces of the world beyond the home. the immcediate
community and school. There arc curricular implications to be noted here. best
expressed by a poct with humour and cconomy:
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6 Marian Whitehead

“He knew a lot of time: he knew
Gettinguptime, timeyouwereoffiime,
Timetogohometime, 11 time,

Timeformvkisstime (that was Grantime).
Al the important times he knew,
But not half-past tvo).”

(U.A. Fanthorpe. 1992)

The young child's keen awareness of timic as a means of structuring daily social
living and ignorancc of the conventions of time as dial-reading, illustratc both the
problem and the key to an appropriatc carly ycars curriculum, New learning must
build on what children know and understand alrcady: thc morc abstract and
difficult the concepts. that is. the morc remotc they arc from daily cxpericncces. the
morc help children will require to anchor them in a known world. This is the art of
teaching and it involves far morc than 'tricks of the tradc' and following national
guidclincs, it decmands hard thinking and knowing children and communitics well.
But it is important to cmphasisc that children do not just sit around wailing for
others to makc scnsc of things for them. nor arc they restricted to representing their
cxpericnees through talk and narrative alone. Infants and young children can be
obscrved repeating and going over cvents, ideas and feclings by means of gesturcs.
wholc-body 1movements, and all the range of activitics we call play: pretending,
building. acting. making, drawing and painting.

This daily and oftcn under-valued mix of play. lznguage and social skills is the rcal
foundation of cognitivc development: its components arc more truly described as
‘basics' than the usually cited conventions of writien language and mathcmatical
notation.  An appropriatc carly ycars curriculum cndcavours to reflect these
priorities in a holistic approach to individual children and to knowledge. Implicit
in this approach is a belicf that children arc alrcady on the way to becoming
thinkers, rcaders and writers in their homes and communitics.  This is well-
ckpressed in the notion of joining a language and litcracy club (Smith, 1988),
perhaps as new and not very expericnced members. but keen players none the Icss!

Early vears cducators talk of young children's intcllcctual development in terms of
their ‘emerging' as writers and readers and investigative mathematicians and
scicntists.  Wc could add to this the helpful notion of very young children as real-

14
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world geographers and historians who arc eager to explore their own scnsc of place
and community. time and change. Such exploring begins in lively physical
activity. story-sharing and involvement. the recording of findings comes iatcr and
is not restricted to words. numerals and teacher-led versions of expericnce.

Where are we now?

We arc. it would scem. on the cusp of change. Furthermore. the shifts in public
language identificd at the start of this chapter signal a new agenda which must
cither dominate, or be resisted.  One simple answer to the question, why such a
sharp change in language and mectaphors about cducation, is that wc arc being
prepared for a different approach to schooling at all stages. An approach which
drops all claims to bc influenced by research and knowledge about child
development and human thinking. and clevates social requircments above
individual quality of lifc. A stark summary points up the naturc of the choice for
carly years professionals and parents. Either. we defend a holistic curricalum
which respects children and presents  knowledge as gencralised  scts of
representations which must still be shaped by individual scnsc-making strategics.
strategies rooted in familiar communitics and particular ways with words (Heath,
1983). Or. we work obedicntly with imposed nincteenth-century conceptions of
distinct subjects. correctness and social control. At prescnt this battle is focuscd on
the new proposals for English (DFE. 1993b) and the ‘control agenda' is
transparently clcar in the issucs of compulsory spoken Standard English dialcct,
prescribed lists of bits of books. and a mcthodology for rcading tecaching which
privilcges phonics and putting language together in  externaily controlled
sequences, Other curriculum arcas show the same influences: history has become
dominated once again by the 'facts' of white, malc, imperial storics: art and music
arc increasingly about great people and great works, The utilitarian advantage of
this kind of curriculum is that any idiot can follow the instructions and do it - or
deliver it! The 'idiot teacher' (Holmes, 1977). narrowly trained on the job and not
encouraged to think too deeply, will 'deliver’ and not rock the boat of state.

It is clear that in thc months and ycars ahcad the rcalms of developmental
psychology and Rousscau-csque romanticism about ‘the child' arc not going to be
strong cnough defences (Hartley. 1993). Parents and carly ycars practitioncrs must
facc up to the hidden curriculum of the nursery and infant school which operates to
control the 'masses’ and prescrve the status quo for thosc alrcady in reccipt of life's

15




8 Marian Whitchead

‘soodics’. We must articulate the kind of carly vears education and socicty we want
Do we scttle for quality carly vears provision so that we can lower futurc crime and
truancy statistics. or. so that our children can be happy in the present and fulfilled
in the future? The difference is not academic hair-splitting. it matters, Parents and
professionals must not be afraid to ask. why not happincss now?”
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Four year olds in school: cause for concern

by Jenefer Joseph

Let's start with a few facts:

a) Over 347.000 children in England and Walcs. aged four at 31st August. 1991
were admitted to infant classes in maintaincd primary schools. in the autumn
term of the 1991/92 school year. All of them were below compulsory school
age and nearly half (170.000) were admitted more than a term before they
reached compulsory school age.

b) In addition 119.000 children aged four at the end of December were admitied
to infant classes in January 1992 - a term or more before they reached
compulsory school age.

¢) Between 1983 and 1992, the number of pupils below compulsory school age
in infant classes rosc consistently every year - a risc of 43% since 1983.

d) Over 90% of four-year-olds in infant schools attend full time.

¢) In addition in January 1992 there were 45,900 such pupils in independent
schools in England - a risc of 56% since 1983 (DFE 1993).

Thus of all three and four ycar olds in England having somc educational provision,
a minimum of 78% are in infant classes.

Based on this, it is icasouable to say that four is now the unofficially
acknowledged and accepted age at which children start formal schooling in
England and Wales. This makes us unenviably unique in the world, five, six
and even seven being the norm in all other countries.

How has this rcprehensible situation come about? Historically. in spitc of the
pioncering work in nursery education started by the McMillan sisters at the turn of
the century. therc has never been a real commitment to the promotion of carly ycars
cducation by any government, whatever its colour. Therc have been many
promises, normally trotted out in eclection run-ups, but timc after time,
opportunitics have been missed (or rather avoided), and our meagre Statc nurscry
schocling has largely slipped in through the bact door whilst nobody was quite

watching.
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The Government White Paper of 1972 aimed to provide nursery education for all
three and four-year-olds whosc parents wanted it.  This too, became a promisc
unfulfilled. and soon after. nursery classes attached to primary schools began to
prolifcrate, and to act as substitutes for traditional nursery schools. During the
wholc of the Thatcher ycars, monctary considerations plus falling rolls were used to

cncourage LEAs to admit children from four years plus into infant/reception
classcs.

As to current rcasons - some. of course, arise from the historical developments
themselves.  For example. the continucd lack of sufficient nursery provision has
madc it possible for authoritics to claim that four-ycar-olds are better off in infant
classcs than having no cducational cxperience at all. The fact that, so often,
reception class provision is inappropriatc for four-ycar-olds. is brushed aside in
favour of inflating thc statistics of under fivcs provision.

Further grounds include the fact that:

- it clcarly costs less to have four-ycar-olds in a reception class. with a
teacher/pupil ratio of, say, 1:30. than to run a nursery class with two staff,
where the accepted ratio is closer to 1:15.

- if a school admits children carly. it is Icss likely to losc them to other
schools in the ncighbourhood.

- there arc now more working mothers who, finding no nursery placcs
available, press for their children to be admitted carly.

The effects of these various aspects are afrcady considerable. and in order o
judge whether they arc likely to be beneficial or detrimental to the welfarc and
cducational progress of the children, we start by considering their nceds.

The needs of four-year-olds

Whilst onc should never gencralisc about human behaviour. it is fair to say that.
cspecially in young children. there arc aspects, such as specific needs. which can be
demonstrated to be characteristic of certain stages of development. and which can
guidc us in providing cducational scttings which arc appropriate for them,

1. Four-year-olds need space. They arc active beings. and nced space to
move. run. jump, build, climb. They also nced the kind of space which
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allows for inti. atc. cosy arcas. where they can cnjoy being peaceful and
undisturbed.

Four-year-olds need plenty of opportunity for sclf chosen social
interactions both with their peers and with ¢dults. This socialisation is
of the kind which ariscs naturally during children's activitics and which
varics and flows from onc-to-onc encounters to small groups. Yoang
children are trying to understand and cope with the differing social
situations which they meet. testing out and clarifving the roles and
demands of others. and their own relationship to them. This includces
adults as well as children - they need to feel safc and sccurce in the
support of understanding and caring adults and to have the cnrichment
of cxpericneing their diverse talents and abilitics.

Four-year-olds need time - to do things in their own way. at their own
pace. without being rushed or picssuriscd. This is an aspect of young
children's lives which is often overlooked. csyeciaify during reutine
times. when children arc hurricdly prepared for the next cvent.

Children arc in lcarning situations almost all the time at this age. and
they need to be able to concentrate for as long as they like. and to
remain involved in absorbing pursuits with as little intcrruption as
possible. so that they can complceic tasks to their own satisfaction. They
also need time for reflection. to think about what they have done. or arce
going to do. and gencrally have the opportunitics for contcmplation
which adults themsclves seck.

Four-ycar-olds need to be able to follow their own interests - (o be
able to indulge in and concentrate on their own intentions. whether they
be creative. social or whatever. They Icarn in diverse ways. are curious
about a grcat number of things. and they need the freedom. within a
sccurc framework. to cxplorc. invesligate and gencrally pursuc what is
of significancc to them.

Four-year-olds need endless opportunities to enhance their language
development, and their verbal facility in particular.  Wc know that
children acquirc language largely within the context of the activitics
and the concerns which arc engaging them at the time. We also know
that children's language cxpericnces before they go to school vary

20

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC
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cnormously. so the linguistic environment. which is provided for them
at school. has to be rich, and allow for a great dcal of conversational
cexchanges both in small groups. and in rclaxed onc-to-onc situations.
where the adut is doing as much listening as talking.

Ahove all, four-year-olds need the freedom and cncouragement to
play. Central to children's all round development is their nced for
spontancous play activitics. It is through their play that they make their
social adjustments. and lcarn to copc with their cmotions.  Morcover.
through play children juggle with ideas. “develop what they know,...
dare 1o take risks, negotiate.  solve probhlems.  initiate,
anticipate,...reflect on and  consolidate their  knowledge  and
understanding. " (EYCG. 1989. p.2)

How, within the Education System, are we to best cater for these needs?

We will examine the three types of provision presently available to four- year- olds.

| NURSERY SCHOOLS arc designed and geared to mect these nceds and
promote the all round development of the four-yvcar-olds.

They have the space. both indoors and out. which gives the children the
freedom to pursuc their interests actively. and to cxperience a wide varicty of
cquipment and matcrials cspecially appropriatc to their needs and capabilitics.

They offer a timetable which is both looscly structured and flexible. which is
gearcd for individuals rather than groups. and where the groups arc
predominantly self-sclected. small and random. This cncourages children to
use their initiative. to achicve independence of thought and to takc
responsibility for their actions.

They offer a curriculum which cncourages children to cxplore any arcas of
knowledge which attract and influecnce them. This. together with the staff
cnsuring that language. mathcmatical and scicntific development is fostcred.
gives these voung children a broad and sound initiation into the world of
knowledge from which they can begin to pursuc their individual interests.

They maintain an adult/child ratio of 1:10/12.
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The staff is specially trained. having thc dctailed knowledge of child
development needed to understand young children's behaviour, together with
the teaching skills and techniques appropriate for such young children.

The staff maintain close contact with parents. welcome them as observers in
the school. and encourage them to be actively involved with the children when
and wherc appropriatc,

All these factors makc it possible for the children to learn through their play. the
importance of which. in the all round development of young children, has alrcady
been cmphasised.

2. NURSERY CLASSES. Whilst somc of these arc able to offer much of what the
nurscry schools do, many have to contend with considerable restrictions on space:
often have to modifv their timetables 1o accommodatce to the demands of the rest of
the primary school: and arc likcly to have to sharc outdoor space with the rest of the
school. This iast mcans offering dauntingly barc arcas of tarmac. bereft of the
safcty and sccurity that a morce intimate and appropriatcly furnished arca gives,

Clearly then. nursery schools and (some) nursery classes provide the cducational
ambicnce to mect the needs of the four-ycar-olds.

3. RECEPTION CLASSES differ in various aspects.

a) Space.
The class is usually in onc room in part of the primary school. There may be
a small antc-room. and the corridor may be uscd in spitc of constantly passing
traffic.  Indoor space. being limited. cannot offer the sorts of facilitics
availablc in nurscry schools. Outdoor play spacc is merely part of the wholc
playground. inhospitably tarmacked and with inappropriatc cquipment,

Timetabling and curriculum.

Incvitably, timetabling has to be tighter and morc structured. There is a clcar
division between 'work' and 'play’, the latter usually being atlowed when the
'scrious’ work of dealing with the exigencics of the 3Rs has been completed.
and children arc cntitled to indulge themsclves in somewhat 'non-scrious' play
activitics, such as creative work. block building and imaginative gamecs. In
contrast to nurscry provision, the daily programunc is dominated by teacher
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rather than child chosen activities. and therc is morc group work than
individual onc-to-one interchanges. Morcover. because of the above factors.
much important equipment and material is omitted. For cxample, sand and
water, two fundamentally important resources for children's scnsory,
mathematical, scicntific and imaginative development. arc scldom available.

c) Opportunitics for play.
Arising from all this, it is clear that a reception class can offer very limited
opportunitics for genuincly spontancous play, and this is profoundly
antipathetic to the needs of four-year-olds. As Mari Guha says.

"o give time for play in school, is not to give a ‘break’ or rest from
learning; it is not a concession to immature minds. Ratrier it is a way of
making teaching and learning more productive........ Ve do not know what
the knowledge is, and the skills are, that the children of today will most
need in the future. IFlexibility, confidence and the ability to think for
oneself - these are the attributes one hopes will not let them down. If play is
conducive to the development of these, we had better have it in the school.”
(1988, p.78-9)

d) The skills of the teacher.

We know that a qualificd teacher is supposedly capable of tcaching any child.
We also know that specialist knowledge and understanding is crucial for
tcachers to really succeed with different age groups. and this applics cqually to
those tcaching under fives. Anyonc who knows anything about the under
cight age group understands that there is a great deal of difference between the
skills, knowledge and capabilitics of children between four years onc month
and five years cleven months. the developmental range which can now be
found in reception classcs. The teacher of four-ycar-olds. therefore. needs to
understand fully how they lcarn, and be able to cater for it. at thc same time as
trying to satisfy the cqually important nceds and demands of the five-year-
olds. She has to allow for the children's nced for exploratory play: to be able
to diagnosc and then discuss the children's intcntions with them: provide
inspircd materials at critical moments; help children reflect on  their
expericnce . All these arc paramount in promoting and cnhancing the
children -ognitive progress, and ensuring the quality of their lcarning. Such
highly piofessional skills cmanate primarily from the tcacher's sound
knowledge and cxperience of child development at this particular age, and
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from her commitment to the notion that children's play is intrinsic to their all-
round deveclopment.

So. without underestimating the skills, knowledge and professionalism of reception
teachers. by and large. they arc not as ‘au fait' with the four-yvear-olds as they could
be. Morcover. beeause of the restrictions and pressures which the national system
puts upon them. many find themselves unable to cducate the children as they
would. in fact. preler. 1t must be said that many reception teachers do try to offer
programmecs which arc genuincly morce appropriate for very voung children. but
Jack of support in the form of resources and stafT hinders them. They recognise the
stress and fears which 'big school' often brings. and arc concerned and worricd lor
the children. Morcover,

"Most reception class teachers accept that they have been asked fo
undertake i napossible task...cand) feel pressured by colleagues and

parents to 'get the children on’.” (NCNE 1992, p.3)

Clearly then. it is not the fault of the teachers, but the cducation system which has

cucouraged the admittance of fours. at the same time as making less authentic
nurscry provision available.

It should be added that rescarch cevidence into different types of provision for the
under fives showed that:

Children in LEA nursery schools scored consistently higher in (csts
than children who had other types of pre-school expericnce.

Children with no pre-school expericnce scored lowest on tests.

Most worryingly, the four year olds in reception classes performed
at the same levels as with the children who had had NO pre-school
experience.

Children who have attended reception classes as young four-year-
olds have no evidence of educational or behavioural advantage over
childen who started school after their fifth birthday (Osborn &
Millbank 1987 p.210),
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Martin Woodhcad (1939 p.2) highlights the folly of the policy of admitting very
young four-ycar-olds to school:

" the equavalent nught be 1f some universities prop sed (o admit young
people fron the age of 14, rather than 18"

The effects on parvents and nursery schools.

The advent of both the National Curriculum and the carly admission of four-year-
olds has made parcnts uncasy and anxions about their children's schooling at this
crucial first stage.  Whilst many appear clearly satisficd with w hat their children
are gaining from the nursery school. they are also concerned that their children's
chances of success in the Attainment ‘Tests at seven might be jeopardised if they
don't ener the reeeption class as young fours  They are also under pressurce from
primary schools who olter carly places. and worry that non-acceptance might
hinder their child's futurc progress.  As a result. many parents succumb to these
influchees and remove their children too soon for them to have gained the full
cducational benefits of the nursers school.  This. in turn. adversely affects the
balance between the three and four-year-olds in the nursery schools. The three-
year-olds arc denicd the role models of the fours and:

“Lhe four-vear-olds lose the opportumity (o he the oldest most responsible
members of the group.  In the reception class they become 'habies' again,
winch s particnlarly undermining for summer born children”.  (NCNE
1993)

Morcover. it is difficult for nurseny school staff to keep satisfactory records
children who are with them for much fess than three terms.

Furthermore. the specialist training facilitics. which nursery schools offer to
nursery nurse and teacher students-in-training. arc diminished when there arc too
few four-ycar-olds in the school to demonstrate the truc qualitics of a distinctive
nursery school programme. Not Icast of all.

“The professional reward for nursery staff has been seriously undermined by
the removal of four vear olds... Their skills are not used to the full (and
they) feel that they have been devalued.” (NCNE 1993)
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What is to be done about this sorry state of affairs?

Pcople working in Early Ycars Education have. in the past. been notoriously
reticent about actively opposing State edicts which they have comsidered to be
dctrimental to the cducation and wcelfare of young children. This is partly because
the importance of carly childhood has never really been acknowledged and has
been resolutely undervalued, and so working with young children has always had a
somewhat low status. This in turn revolves around the fact that carly cducation has
been almost cntirely undertaken by women.  One can't explore the historical and
sociological rcasons for this here. But the two factors combined have helped to
undermine any reselve to resist. with any degree of assertiveness, Governaent
policics which the profcssion belicved was not in the best interests of the child.

It is this attitudc which must be overcome.  Uatil the Government is made to
understand that these policics arc bad for children, and that teachers have strong
arguments that justify such a claim, Ministers of State will continuc to bring about
situations which arc politically cxpedicnt but cducationally retrograde.

The recent clashes between the teachers and the Government over lesting arc an
indication that the profession is sick and tircd of the prolifcration of rules and
regulations with which they have had to contend since the Education Reform Act.
Thesc confrontations arc alrcady cncouraging nursery and primary school tcachers
to makc vocifcrous and country wide objections to another new proposal to crecatc
"1 one vear course for parents and other mature students....who wish to train to
teach nursery: and infant pupils only” (DFE 1993, p.12) (A further indication of
the lack of understanding of the considerable teaching skills required for Early
Years education).

Onc hopes that all thosc working in the Early Ycars will be further provoked te join
togcether in force o persuade the powers that be;

To reverse their ill-conccived decision to allow four-vear-olds into rcception
classcs.

To increasc financial and other help to nursery schools and classcs so that they
can beccome cven more viable alternatives to having 4-ycar-olds in reception
classcs.
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To cnsurc that reception classcs which alrcady have four-ycar-olds in them. are
madec to conform to DFE guidclincs for nursery provision with regard to
curriculum and specialist staff suited to nursery children,

To cnsurc that parcnts arc not subjected to pressurcs from any source to send
their children to primary school before they fect it right for the children to do
so.

Persuading the Authoritics to take action means taking action oursclves. it means
writing. organising mectings. rallying parents and the media. lobbying MPs and
Councillors - generally demonstrating strong and justifiable objections, There is
clear cvidence that the only occasions on which Governmental or local schemces
have been reversed have been those when a huge public outery has forced the issuc.
Early Childhood cducators "nced to be articulatc. organised and skilful in acting as
a voice for young children.... They nced to become political advocates on behalf of
voung children" (Pascal, 1992).

‘Erich Fromm said "People today are yearning for human heings who have wisdom
and convictions and the courage to act according to their convictions™ (1978).

Those human beings could be the cducators of our vuinerable young children.
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The professional identity of early years teachers:
challenges and constraints

by Iram Siraj-Blatchford

This chapter will explore the contexts within which carly ycars teachers work and
the cssential skills. attitudes and knowledge upon which a strong and confident
professional identity has been built. The professional status of these teachers 1s now
being undermined. 1 will identify and report on a number of government reforms
and on some key rescarch initiatives. which cmphasizc and arc concerned with
(national) curriculum continuity and progression. I will arguc that these reforms
and rescarch present significant challenges to the pre-school and infant school
teacher in terms of her current and future profcssional identity.

Early years teachers in diverse settings

Early yvears teachers can be found in a range of work scttings. but clcarly the vast
majority arc cmployed in infant classcs. Others work in nursery classes. day
nurserics or combined nurscry centres where they operate on a multi-profcssional
basis with collcagucs from the social scrvices. the health service and parents. This
allows many carly years tcachers a wider profcssional identity than that normaily
associated with school teachers. One conscquence of this has been the number of
carly vcars (usually voluntary) support. training and profcssional groups that arc
active at a local and national level (Sylva. Siraj-Blatchford & Johnson. 1992).

The commonality and cxperience of working with young children constitutes a
special bond and collcgiality among carly vcars workers, The individual
profcssional identitics of carly years tcachers arc formed within the professional
contexts of their work scttings and arc influcnced by the overall prevailing
(hegemonic) professional cthos awarded to the occupation. Of thosc arcas of
cmployment traditionally viewed as lcast powerful in our socicty. work with very
voung children. with mothers. work in the carc scctor. in multi-profcssional and
cven in cducational contexts. arc particularly significant (Moss. 1988). These arc
preciscly the dominating features of carly ycars cducation.

Early ycars tcachers value the cxperiences children bring with them from home and
cnjoy building on them. They feel that their professional knowledge about child
development and their skills in tcaching carly litcracy and numcracy ( and morc
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recently pre-science and scicnce skills) arc important. They arc awarc, morce than
most. that cffective tcaching methods and appropriatc choice of content must
always be bascd upon their knowledge and cxpericnce of children and the way in
which children lcarn (David, Curtis & Siraj-Blatchford, 1992). This includcs a
strong cmphasis on social. cmotional and physical devclopment, as children's
cognitive development is scen in an holistic context (Cowley. 1991: Bruce, 1987;
DES. 1990. Gricve & Hughes. 1990). While many carly ycars teachers may well
have resigned themselves to not having a powerful voice, many arc also angry
about their increasingly ‘muted’ status.

Early years teachers and professional identity

Most tcachers feel that there is intrinsic value in their cverv-day work and
interaction with young children. As Peters (1988) has put it

"behaving: professionally means behaving  autonomously, ratonally and
ethicallv in the exercise of one's knowledge and skills”,

Problcms of low moralc occur when an individual's professional sclf-conception is
at odds with institutional or wider social perceptions (Evans. 1992). These wider
perceptions arc often influenced by the media and the products of cducational
rescarch. In a study of 150 sccondary school tcachers, Grace (1978) discovered that
sccondary modcern tecachers were more vulnerable to such discrepancics than
grammar school tcachers. Given popular misconceptions regarding the importance
of carly ycars cducation, primary school. infant and pre-schoo! tcachers arc ccrtain
to bc cven morc vulncrable than their sccondary counterparts. The key to
understanding tcacher sclf conceptions of professionalism is identified by Grace:

"a sense of autonomy emerged as being the most prized possession of the
British school teacher, the enjoyment of which prevented serious experience
of role conflict in this area.” (p227. 1978)

It could be argued that the ill conceived and hasty imposition of a national
curriculum and its associated assessment and reporting requircments have denicd
carly ycars tcachers their most prized posscssion, the very ground upon which their
profcssional identity had been formed. their perceptions of autonomy. Early ycars
tcachers have been on the front-line in the process of implementation and yet their
conccrns, prioritics and understandings have been largely ignored.

30
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The work of carly years tcachers is supported by rescarch and informed by the
rigorous study and application of:

Knowlcdge and undcrstanding of children's linguistic. cognitive. social.
cmotional and phy-cal dcvclopment.

Curriculum theory. development and cvaluation.
Highly developed observational, interactional and communicative skills.
Profcssional cthics and child advocacy.

The practices of carly ycars tcachers is bascd on clcarly articulated principics of
carly childhood cducation which have been informed by the extensive rescarch on
child devclopment and how children Icarn (Donaldson, 1978: Sylva ct al 1980.
Gricve & Hughes 1990). Early vyears cducators also rccognize thc nced for
continuing profcssional devclopment. The number of carly years professional
support groups (voluntary and public scctor) to be found around ihc country.

providing inscrvice training, is testimony to this. However. the large number of
groups has led to fragmentation and a 'united voicc' has not devcloped. Assa
responsc to this the recent formation of the umbrclia body for carly years groups,
the Early Ycars Education Forum. has met with popular support from national and
local carly ycars groups.

Ebbeck (1990) has argued that carly years tcachers nced continuing profcssional
development, but that there arc prercquisites to profcssional growth. These
conditions arc becoming increasingly difficult for carly ycars tcachers duc to
changes in thc local management of schools and the curriculum and assessment
rcquircments. Ebbeck argucs for:

Job sccurity.

A rcasonablc mcasure of continuity and stability in their work situation.

Support from their cmploying body.

A rcasonablc degree of autonomy in carrying out their work.
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e Adcquatc time to do their job competently (Ebbeck. 1990).

Important cvidenee stems from rescarch involving carly years teachers in schools.
conducted by Campbeil. Evans. Neill. and Packwood. (1992). The rescarch
identificd somic of the changes in the naturc of infant tcaching brought about by the
introduction of the Education Reform Act. These changes were characterised by an
incrcasc in the number of hours worked. a decrcase in the proportion of time spent
with pupils and in a wider variation in individual tcachcr commitinent or alleged
‘conscicntiousness'. ‘Teachers were generally found to be under intense pressure and
the rescarch reported:

“a wnversal percepnon amongst teachers that workloads overall were
unreasonahle and nnmanageable even for experienced teachers: and that
there was not enough tme i the scheol dayv o meet all the expectations
currently laid upon classteachers at Key Stage 1. Teachers experienced the
work of teachig as an enervatmg treadmill of hard work that rarely gave
them a sense that they had achieved what they uitended to do." (p133)

Campbell ct al (1992) noted that the introduction of subjcct co-ordination
responsibilitics. the incrcasing demands of a hurricdly developed and implemented
curriculum and asscssment structurc. and the need for extra-classroom INSET and
interschool mectings have all been demanded without any increase in staffing.
"Teachers were found to be angry with their LEAs for providing inadequate training
or support for the changes that have been introduced. They have also become
victims of a widesprecad paranoia. cncouraged by government statcments,
concerning accountability.

The cffeet of the Hiute Paper, Choice and Diversity: a new firamevork for schools
introduced in July of 1992, was to incrcasc the pressurc and demoralisation of
teachers. threatening their job sccurity with school closurcs. inter-school and
perhaps cventually inter-classroom competition. and performance relatea pay.
Mcasurcs designed to tackle the allcged problems of a handful of 'failing’ schools
has continued to causc disruption and chaos throughout the wholc cducational
system. The White Paper failed to take significant account of important arcas such
as nurscry cducation, cqual opportunitics or the profcssionalism of tcachers. By the
omission ol thesc issues tcachers received a clear and uncquivocal micssage that
they did not matter. that their contribution to the 'system' was insignificant.
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Top-down pressures on teachers

A number of government and independent inquirics and initiatives (DES 1989,
DES 1990. National Comauission on Education) have cxplored the issuc of
National Curriculum continuity and progression between the pre-school scctor and
the infant classroom. Many carly years cducators have cexpressed anxicty about the
possible cffects of 'top down' National Curriculum pressurcs on teachers and
children (V.Hurst 1991, EYCG 1989). Sylva. Siraj-Blatchford and Johnson (1992)
show that tcachers in this scctor arc provided with inadequate in-scrvice training
and that many fecl that some of the most fundamental rcasons for their becoming
carly years cducators in prc-school scttings arc being croded.

“Ihe most cited drawback (1 nurseries) was pressure fo achieve placed on
clildren as well as teachers. followed by 'lessening emphasis on learning
through free 'play' and 'too much paperwaork': one respondent sad she was
so burdened by record keeping that: 'l no longer enjoy the children.” (p46,
1992)

The ongoing struggle of carly years cducationalists to definc national curriculum
implcmentation in their own terms (Syviva. Siraj-Blatchford. Johnson. 1992)
provides somc grounds for optimism. Nevertheless. in the face of unccrtainty
regarding governmient intentions with pre-school provision and training many pre-
school teachers arc cxpressing anxicty. The introduction of solcly competence bascd
NVOs in child-carc and the impending introduction of comparability critcria in a
new Europe. where most kindergarten tcachers have less training than in the UK.
arc a very rcal causc for conccern.

infant tcachers have had to bear the brunt of the changes to curriculum and
asscssment since the Education Reform Act (1988). The continucd vocifcrous. and
sometimes vitriolic attacks regarding rcading standards. cducational standards
morc generally, and on tcaching methods and classroom organisation. has left
many tcachers in this scctor fecling defecated and further discmpowcred.

The overall cffect of the imposition of the national curriculum has thus been to
replace the ideology of development in terms of both child and curriculum with onc
of 'deliven'. At the same time. debate on what constitutes 'good practicc' has been
superceded by a concern with narrowly defined ‘effective’ practice.
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Educational research and reform

In Kennceth Claike's (then Secretary of State for Education) 1991 December specch
he condemned ‘child-centred' cducation and commissioned his 'three wisc men'
(Robin Alcxander. Jim Rosc and Chris Woodhcad) to bury so called 'progressive
cducation' for good. Thc discussion document Curriculum Organisation, and
Classroom  Practice in Primary Schools (Alexander ct.al.. 1992). has sincc
attracted a great deal of critical attention. particularly for its references to Key
Stage 1 (scc David. Curtis & Siraj-Blatchford). It is rclevant to mention. however.
that in suggesting that standards of litcracy and numcracy have fallen (despite the
admittedly contradictory cvidence) Alexander ct al explain the alleged deterioration
by reference to a sct of curriculum practices, which they insist have been adopted
widely as a responsc to the 'child-centred' philosophy of the Hadow and Plowden
Reports. They claimed that this ‘dogma' has been widcly used by teachers to support
what they consider to be mere:

“rhetoric: to sustain practice which in visual terms might look attractive and
busy but which lacked any serious educational rational.” (Alexander et. al.,
1992)

Crucially. as far as tcachers arc concerned, this 'discussion' document provided no
cmpirical substantiation of this claim. Another influcntial publication by Alexander
(1992) based on the Leeds "Primary Needs Programme' also argucs that tcachers
classroom practiccs were overwhelmingly determined by unsubstantiated beliefs or
political allcgiances rather than practical cxpericnce or rescarch cvidence.

Alexander mistakenly treats 'discovery lcarning' synomonously with ‘child-centred
cducation’ (for cxamplc p201. 1992) and carly ycars teachcrs may well have
perceived this contribution as academic arrogance. To assumc that the teachers in
his study were not convinced by expericnce or cmpirical cvidence before adopting
their methods is unacceptable. The debates surrounding pupil lcarning. school
cffectivencss and tcaching styles has a long history and any new discussion should
be thoroughly informed by the rescarch methods of studics and not just by their
findings. The re-analysis of Neville Bennett's research on teaching styles and pupil
performance in the 1970's provides a sobering example of the conscquences of
failing to rccognisc the nced for multi-dimensional analysis of data. The very basis
of carly ycars tcachers 'intrinsic satisfactions'’. and their profcssional standing, is
being croded by pressurcs to reform education which arc designed as solutions to
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problems. correctly or incorrectly. identificd in industry. in higher. sccondary or
junior school cducation. It could be suggested that these problems arc often
exaggerated for the sake of politicai capital and that the 'solutions' arc then foisted
uncritically upon the carly ycars of schooling. The irony is that carly years
curriculum cxpericnce may have informed the most progressive and succcssful
developments throughout cducation prior to the 1988 Act. Despitc HMI cvidence
that these devclopments had yet to be taken up in the majority of primary
classrooms. they have come to be condemned as 'dogma’ and the causc of poor
standards. The cducational principles and thosc progressive cducationalists who
promotc thcm have become a scapegoat for governmental failure with its own
national reforms. The final causc of low tcacher moralc could thus be traced
dircctly back to political intcrference and idcology.

All of this has very important implications beyond the immediate cffects upon
standards. Campbell ct al (1992) point to the deterioration in carcer aspirations and
the implications for the futurc loss to the lcadership of primary schools of
cxperienced carly ycars tcachers.

Teacher education reforms

Clearly there are thosc who consider that it is possiblc to construct a ‘competence’
bascd Initial Tcacher Education (ITE) curriculum scnsitive cnough to promotc
'reflective practitioner' models. But carly years ITE decmands much morc than
systematic training. Students need to progressively shift their focus from their own
tcaching to children's lcarning. they need to find their own arofcssional ‘voice' and
critically cxanunc tcaching strategics from thcorctical. moral and political
perspectives. 1t is also cssential that we rccognisc that thc dctcrminants of
competent tcaching arc interrclated. highly complex and context dependent.

Pcrhaps in the carly ycars we have morc causc than most to rccognisc that tcaching
is 2 moral as well as a practical and intclicctual endcavour. Education in the carly
years intcgrates caring and a consideration of the interests of children with a wide
range of individual and social nceds. As Philip Gammagce (1992) has argucd the
recent cmphasis in initial tcackcr cducation upon subject knowledge:
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n.

is S0 thoroughly tied up with a view of 'delivering' the National
Curriculum, that it is hard 1o see where child-development. sociology.,
values-clarification, and the wider aspects of curriculum analysis can be
included under the exigencies of CATE and the time pressures of a training
which, legitimately, includes a large amount of practical application.” (p6,
1992

There arc special problems with definitions of professional practice that emphasisc
compctence in terms of knowledge of subject matter and discrete classroom
management skills. Unfortunately it is unlikely that Alexander's (1992) rescarch
will be the last to fend its implicit support to such characterisations. In the present
competitive academic climate rescarch may well become increasingly opportunist
and uncritical of hegemonic trends. In considering the accusation that the allcged
idcological barricrs to 'good practice’ originated in tcacher cducation. Alexander
claimed that:

“the hevday of the former training colleges (the 1960's and carly 1970's),
whuch coincided with the appearance and maximwn influence of  the

thinking enshrined in the Plowden report, was characterised by a tendency
o missionary zeal, some of which : asts, especially where early vears
teaching is concerned.” (1992, p200)

We must scriously question the cffects of cducational reforts that continue to
undermine what is now being referred to by Campbell et al (1992) as tcachers
'scimi-profcssional status',

The latest proposcd reforms to the training of primary school tcachers (DFE. 1993)
advocatc reduced training to three or even one year courses. This would replace the
traditional four vcar routc for carly vecars tcachers. This is a major source of
concern. cspecially when internationally the trend is to incrcasc the length of
training for carly vcars professionals. Early vears tcachers arc likcly to become the
lowest stratum of a hicrarchical profession. Courscs in universitics may be
threcatened. and given the loss of carly vears higher cducation provision. the options
for tcachers to follow higher degrees to advance their knowledge and carcers will
also diminish.
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ILis time for rescarchers and academics to be more rigorous {and perhaps honcst)

about their theoretical and conceptual frameworks and admit that cducational

rescarch has a profound cffect upon tcachers' scif identity and performance.
REFERENCES

Alexander. R.J.. Rosc.). & Woodhcad. €. (1992) Currsculum Orgamsation and

Classroom Prachice m Primary Schools, London. DES.

Alexander. R.1. £1992) Policy and Practice in Primary: Lducation, London.
Routledge.

Bruce. 1. (1987) Farly Childhood Education. London. Hodder and Stoughton.
Campbell, R, Evans.d... Neill. 5 & Packwood. A.(1992) 'The Changing Work of
Infant ‘Feachers: Some Policy Issucs' in British Jonrnal of Iducational

Stuches VoLXXXX No.2 ppt49-162.

Cowley. L. (1991) Young Children in Group Daveare: Gadelines for Good
Practice, London, National Children's Burcau.

David. T.. Curtis, A. & Siraj-Blatchford, 1L.(1992) Iffectne Teaching in the Farly
Years: lFostering Children’s Learng i Nurseries and m Infant Classes,
Stokc-on-Trent. Trentham/OMEP.

Department of Education and Science (1989) The Fducanon of Children Under
I"ive. London. HMSO.

Department of Education and Science (1990) Starting with Quality (Rumbold
Reporty London. HMSO.

Departiient of Education and Scicice (1992) Choice and Diversity: a New
Framework for schools. London. HMSO.

Department for Education and Scicnce (1993) The hunal Travng of Primary
School Teachers. Dralt Circular. London, DFE,

Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC




30 Iram Siraj-Blatchford

Early Years Curriculum Group (EYCG) (1989) liarty Childhood Iducation: The
Farly Years Curriculum and the Natonal Curricudum Stoke on Trent.
Trentham Books.

Ebbeck. M. (1990) ‘Profcssional Development of Ea Ay Ycears Teachers', farly
Chuld Development and Care, Vol.38.

Evans. L. (1992) ‘Tcacher Morale: an Individual Perspective' in fducational
Studies, Vol. 18, No.2, pplol-171.

Gammage. P. (1992) "Training Tcachers for the Early Ycars'. unpublished paper
preseated at TACTYC Annual Conference.

Grace.G. (1978) Teachers, Ideology and Control. London, Routledge.

Gricve. R.. Hughes. M. (cds) (1990) { ‘nderstanchng Chiddren. Oxford,
Basil Blackwecll.

Moss. P. (1988) Childeare and l<quality of Opportunity, London, Europcan
Commission.

Peters. D. (1988) in Spodck. B.. Saracho.O. & Peters.D. (Eds.) IProfessionaliom and
the tarly Childhood Practitioner. New York Teachers College Press,

Sylva. K. Roy. C.. Painter. M. (1980)Chilchvatching at Plavgroup and Nursery,
London. Grant Mclatyre.

Sylva. K.. Siraj-Blatchford, 1. & Johnson. S. (1992) 'The impact of the U.K.
National Curriculum on Prc-School Practicc' in OMIEP International
Journal of karly Chuldhood Vol.24. No. 1, pp41-51.




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Where ave we now?

Early childhood education......Where are we now?
Rosalind Swann and Philip Gammage
What is meant by ‘carly years'?

There is no precise definition of the term ‘carly years'. 1t is usually used in an
cducational context; somctimes in a psychological one: rarcly in a medical one. In
cducation there is probably cnough gencral agrecment to describe the term as
referring to those years of cducation between about three and cight or nine ycars of
age. though. incrcasingly. there arc thosc who wish to sce it as the total period from
birth to ninc ycars. This is a position becoming morc and morc common in the
Europcan Community. Whatever onc's vicwpoint, it certainly tends to cncompass
(typically) two major organisational stages of cducational provision. In its
cducational context we should note that most countrics in the so-calicd 'developed’
world (and cven those in the developing world, such as India) underwent a rapid
cxpansion in what has been conventionally called pre-school cducation between the
1960s and the 1980s; morcover, many of thosc samc countrics have tended to sce
the period of pre-school gencrally as approximately three to six vears and as closcly
connccted with the period of compulsory schooling which has followed. We should
note. too. that grade school. clementary school. primary school (the three terms
arc almost interchangcablc) starts in most countrics at about six or scven ycars of
age. However, the age at starting school scems to be becoming progressively
younger throughout Europe, (Sweden is lowering the age from seven o six years:
Holland from six to five: the UK from five to four-plus; and Northern Ircland from
five to four). Many cducationists have, certainly since the 1950s. and in somc cascs
carlicr (Board of Ed. 1931), commonly uscd the term ‘carly childhood' or ‘carly
childhood cducation' to refer to the period of childhood proper. that is well before
puberty. which runs from infancy to about ninc ycars or so. Thus. whilst
cducationists might quarrcl about thc cxact boundarics, there is common
acceptance that the carly ycars of cducation cncompass pre-school or kindergarten
together with the first three ycars of compulsory clementary school. Linkagc
between the two parts of schooling in the carly ycars (somctimes calied
"articulation' in North Amcrica) is somcwhat problcmatic, however, and certainly
not universal, What is almost universal. in terms of policy. is the gencral
acceptance that pre-school or kindergarten is that part of carly years, which whilc
desirable. is rarcly compulsory: by contrast, clementary or primary cducation is
compulsory. In many westcrn industrial countrics, howcvcr, it is relatively rarc
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for children to cnter clementary school without some cxpericnce of pre-school or
kin” -parten, and rescarch cvidence from many quarters now suggests that such
xpericnee has good cffects socially. cmotionally and cognitively. paricularly if it
is well-planned and appropriately structured.  Belgium. Germany. France and the
Nctherlands have long cstablished traditions whercby almost the total child
population will have had such cxpericnee (Tictzc and Ufcrmann. 1989). In the
United Kingdom there have been wide variations between different regions.
beeause of different policics by Local Education Authoritics. which themsclyves
result from a 'mixed market' approach by policy makers in central government. But
the average across England and Walcs appears to be about 45% atlendance at age
three. though this is not nceessarily full-time.

The roots of kindergarten run deep. The Frocbelian terny 1s used widcly thronghout
the world.  Many of the great nincteenth centuny cducational theorists did not
scparate out their idcas as mercly being applicable to onc narrow age-range or
another. Thus the demarcation between kindergarten and clementars school has
always been a factor of morc organisational than theorctical intcrest.  Many
cducationsts in many countrics have been concerned to emphasisc the dangers in
allowing formal curricula to press down from the clementary school onto the
kindergarten: they have been equally concerned to advocate that the transition
should be smooth and a developmental perspective the main theorctical guide
(Schools Council. 1992: Olmstcad and Weikart. 1992). One distinction between
the two levels is common: whilst there is an increasing blurring of child carc with
the educational function at the pre-school level, this is not the usual casc with
clementary school. In the past some countrics. for exampic the United States of
Amcrica. have made very clear distinctions between carc functions and carly
cducation oncs. To a lesscr extent this has also been truc of France. Tictze ans
Ufermann claim that this distinction is becoming more blurred throughout the
developed world (op. cit.. 1989).

1t should also be noted also that. increasingly. pre-school teachers arc being trained
alongsidc priman tcachers or in similar courscs of similar length and status. But.

"Wuth the exception of a few cowntries entry qualifications and salaries of
pre=schonl teachers are lower than those of thew primary school colleagues,
which iflustrates the somewhat wversal belief that the vounger the children
the less their teachers need to he qualified and paid.”

(Tictzc and Ufcrmann, 1989, p75. scc also Pascal and Bertram, 1993)
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Currently (1993) the British Government is in the period of 'deciding' whether
shorter training for tcachers of the young is fcasible and desirabic: and a proposal
for radically different (and shorter!) courses of training has surfaced.  Profcssional
opposition to such proposals is acutc. cspecially at a time when rescarch cvidence
points very clearly to the rclationship between quality training and quality
provision.

For the carly years of childhood. onc can sce that. despitc two different levels of
organisation (and in the past. of training). there is increasing acknow ledgement
that this period of childhood should be regarded as a smooth continuous period ef
devclopmient. that institutions should be cognizant of this and should not display
marked changgs in style or presentation of their socialization processes. Though
dangcrous to over-simplify. it could be said that incrcasingly there is the tendency
for many governments to sce the period of the carly ycars morc holistically and for
them to formulatc policy and legislate accordingly.  We can scc in British
Columbia's "Year 2.000" policy. for instance. a clear indication of a 'scamlcss’
approach to the cducation of children from about four to ninc ycars of age.
(Province of B.C.. 1990) In England and Waics there is the marked tendency to
include four-year-old provision in cxisting primary schools: and currently about
789% of children aged about four ycars and ten months arc in such provision. It is
not necessarily desirable. but we should remember that in England there was once a
long tradition of admitting three-year-olds into clementary cducation. sincc this
happened quitc commonly throughout the latter part of the nincteenth century. In
Alberta "articulation’ between carly childhood services (ECS ages 3 to 6 vcars) and
clementary school has become provincial policy. In the former Sovict Union such
articulation was statc policy (though onc should bear in mind that compulsory
clementary school still docs not start until scven years of age in many parts of the
former U.S.S.R.. despite the (then) 1985 Soviet Education Act which planncd to
start primary school a yecar carlicr. at Six).

1t should be cmphasised that in most countrics different ratios of staff to children
arc adopted at different stages of cducational provision: and. although there is a
marked tendency to blur the distinction between the pre-school and primary stages
in education of the carly vears in terms of process and curriculum content. there is
considerable variation in the teacher:child ratio.  Usually the tcacher. or adult
provision is morc gencrous for the children of non-statutory school age. Onc of the
common criticisms of the current British policy of admitting four-ycar-olds into
primary schools is that the adult.child ratios arc cntircly inappropriatc.
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In all. the carly years of childhood arc rccognised as very varicd developmentally,
and there is considcrable conscnsus among cducators in the western world that a
largely ungraded approach should be taken towards cducational provision betwecn
the ages of about threc and, say. ninc years of age. The Sullivan Commission
(Sullivan, 1988) considered ungraded approaches as desirable until about ninc
years of agc.

The Jesuits appeared to think the mallcable and variable carly years lasted until
about seven. In the cnd. ail decisions arc arbitrary and depend upon individual
circumstance and specific context.  But. given that with normal dcvelopmicntal
variation taken into account. a not insignificant minority of children rcach pubcerty
at ninc to ten ycars of age. it scems sensible to talk of the early ycars as
cncompassing thosc critical periods of development which lic between the ycars of
the toddler and the nowadays fast maturing nincs. We should recall also that
children arc partly social products. in many respects more in today's socicty and
fashions than arc their parcnts; and often morc alert and conditioned by them.
Whatcver stages of cducation arc cncompassed. therefore. we have used that
approximatc period for our discussion. sccurc in the knowledge that. for the most
part. sensitive and rescarch-awarc educational practices arc becoming increcasingly
unificd. ungraded and developmentally focussed during those crucial ycars.

Howcvcer. continuity and progression arc not simply terms increasingly applicable
to svstems of cducation. they arc fundamental to thc ways we view children and
their Icarning,  Whilst it may be convenient, and indeed a central part of our own
adult modes of thinking, to catcgorisc and compartmentalisc, lcarning is genuinely
'scamlcss'. As John Holt would havc said. we arc 'lcarning all the timc'.
Morcover. the human brain has the capacity to reconnect and transfer ideas across a
lifc time. as wecll as across thc conventional disciplincs or frameworks of
scholarship. Indced. without such a capacity. many of the advances in human
knowledge. the conncctions between biology and cngincering. between clectronics
and music. for cxample. would not have been possible.

For children continuity and progression continuc outside school as well as inside.
It is sometimes forgotten that some children go from WRITING to READING. not
the other way round. that continuity and progression arc about making connections
in the child's mind. not in simplc adult-imposcd scquenccs.
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There is littlc doubt that continuity and progression need to be in-built assumptions
to any plans by the teacher.  The British HMI talked of ways in which the planning
of lcssons should be cxplicit such that progression could be 'secured' (DES. 1991,
pl3). But such planning requires the carcful observation and rccording of a good
anthropologist. Wc should not be in the business of simply fitting children inio
assumed lincar progression in domains of knowledge. rather. be certain that we arc
constantly on thc lookout for the most appropriatc way of expanding or developing
the child's ideas and interests.  The old Quaker phrasc is perhaps the most appositc
lodc star to operatc by. We should surcly try to 'speak to theii (the children's)
condition’.  This means that rcal continuity and progression is a building on the
point where cach child is.  Furthermore. it is dangcrous to assume that. because a
child has achieved a certain Jevel of manipulation or of cognitive skill now. that he
or she can automatically repeat that process later on.  There arc skirmishes with
idcas. rctrenchement. hesitations, confidence. manners of accommodation to other
idcas. all of which make continuity a subtle and difficult thing to chart. Idcas arc
often like ripples in a pond. spreading outwards. altering the dynamic then scttling
down, siopping when they meet an obstaclc and so on.  The sensitive tcacher treats
lincar schemes of progression with caution: uscful guidelines. but not much more.

What is meant by 'curricutlum'?

A curriculum mcans literally 'a course 10 be run'. from the latin verb currere.
Education and the history of childhood arc inscparably linked: and onc has only to
look at thc sorts of curricula proposcd by our ancestors to scc that they often
intcnded such courses to cover cvery aspect of physical. social. intcllectual and
moral lifc of the child. Indeed. as one might cxpect. the former three were often
totally subscrvicnt to the over-riding concern with the latter. The 'course to be run'
was expected fo Iead to death. a close enough phenomenon for the vast majority of
young children in the days before hygicne and birth-control.  But. more
importantly. it was a coursc which led to salvation and to lifc after death. Thus.
many curriculum pronouncements werce concerned to prevent frofic, designed to
induce soberness and obedience, certainly  concerned with humility and often with
the nobility of pain. Plato's prescription, 'Let your children's cducation take the
form of play' did not usually find much of a following in the vears before Rousscau
and the Romantics. For thc most part the curriculum could be best summed up as
follows:
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"I1abits, in general, may be very early Jormed in children. .1n association
of ideas is, as it were, the parent of habit. If, then, you can accustom your
children to perceive that yowr will must ahwavs prevail over theirs, when
they are opposed, the thing is done, and they will submit to it without
difficulty or regret. To bring this about. as soon as they begin to shew their
wmclination by desire or aversion, let single instances be chosen now and
then ot too frequently) to contradict them. IFor example, if a child shews a
desire to have any thing in his hand that he sees, or has any thing in his
hand with which he is delighted, let the parent take it from him. and when he
does so., let no consideration whatever make him restore it at that time."
(Witherspoon. quoted in Greven. 1973. p91)

After birth control and Freud. however. attitudes towards children could never be
quitc the same: and however onc regards the determinants of present views of
childhood (i.c. out of Rousscau. Frocbel and the Romantics camc forth the post-
Freudian child!). modern views of appropriate curricula for cariy childhood arc
unlikely to take such delight in repression as apparently did Witherspoon. Indeed.
as has been mentioned carlicr. deveclopmentally appropriate cducational practice
now has a long and w cll-rescarched pedigree.

As Lawton has pointed out. not only is the term curriculum itsclf a mctaphor for a
particular coursc to be 'run'. it is also a term which is shot through with mctaphors
describing how it should be donc or what clements recally deserve cmphasis
(Lawton. 1984). Conscquently. in curriculum discoursc it is possiblc to hear
descriptions such as might be morc uscfully cmployed in gardening: idcas as 'sccd-
beds'. for instancc. or the word 'kindergarten' itsclf. More formally. in the language
of the curriculum theorist onc might commonly hcar terms like 'corc-curriculum’,
or talk of a curriculum which 'stretches' children. of a devcloping or ‘spiral'
curriculum. and so on.

Quitc clearly. whatever the language cmployed. the curriculum, cven for the very
voung. docs consist of plans which rcpresent idcas. concepts. developments.
progressions. linkings. and so on. which onc hopes the children will follow s» that
they Icarn about thosc clements thought to be worthwhile. Fundamental to the
design of any curriculum therefore arc purposcs and aims. Presumably the purposc
of schooling and hence the school curriculum is to bring to the children that
sclected experience and knowledge which adults (bv conscnsus?) think most
important for the continuation of that particular cuiture. country or group. But
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within that simplc statement lics all mannct of problems ambiguitics and
downright conflicts. Who detcrmines what children should lcarn and in what
manner? For a curriculum is about the ‘how' of the process. as well as the 'what' of
the content. Should it be the parcnts. the government. the schooltcachers
themselves?  Should the children have a say in it? Arc they ‘clicnts' in any scnsc?
There arc more. many morc complications too. It would scem important to know
when a curriculum has been successful. that s ‘appropriately’ absorbed or
internalised in some way by the children. To know this is in any rcal dctail is a
ncar impossibility. but it means that most writers on curriculum acknowicdge that
cevaluation is an important clement in it all. Indced the generic. or overarching
view of the curriculum usually considers three basic clements. afier the discussion
of purposcs or intentions. These arc:

What content and how determined?
What processes. or forms of transmission/intcraction arc to be uscd?
What methods can we usc to asscss whether the process has been a success?

There arc well-worn traditions and arguments concerning the principlcs by which a
curriculum is designed. Bricfly. these take versions of the three questions asked
abovec and try to distill or analysc within them an appropriatc way forward. At the
lavel of carly childhood. a slight variation occurs on them in that tcachers will
sometimes ask baldly, WHAT should 1 be doing. WHEN should | be doing it. and
HOW? Answers to such questions arc not casy. but it is fair to say that most
answers consonant with what is known about the normal growth and devclopment
of children will talk about matching the activitics to the cognitive level of the
child. or will usc a phrasc such as. 'taking account of the cntering characteristics of
the learner'. In particufar. the HOW must be through transactions which arc active
rather than passive and which allow the child to be fully engaged with the chosen
matcrials or idcas.

Many carly childhood cducators w ould aver that the principal considcrations
should be those concerning that cargo of expericnces and undgrstandings that the
voung child brings with her. since these sct the scene into which all activitics must
fit. it could be argucd that aduits and thosc morc sophisticatcd than young children
can 'put up' with curricula designed outsicle of their interests and concerns, that is
curricula which take no account of their ‘entering characteristics'. This is far from
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ideal. but happens quite rcgularly. cspecially if thosc designing the learning
cxpericnees think that knowledge is passively received and not interacted with. or
altered by individual perception.  With young children. who arc usually of
markedly differcnt Ievels of cxperience and conceptual devclopment. it scems
imperative that some sort of awarcness of. diagnosis of. or familiarity with the
child's perspectives should precede the attempts to construct a curriculum.,

Onc hundred years of psychology. @ to mention the vast expericnce of children
gathered beforehand. makes it very apparent that. in Piaget's terms. children
develop their cognitive awarencss in scquences roughly corresponding (o scnsori-
motor awarcncss. through concrete cxpericnce and analogous reasoning. through
cver increasing sophistication to thosc ideas which arc cntircly abstract (logical.
hypothetical-deductive thinking). It is gencrally accepted that the notion nf stages
in lcarning is both slippery (i.c. When does onc stage become another?) yet
profound: and whilst there is much criticism of the artificiality of stages (as well as
of thc apparcnt mistakes madc by Piaget in the language cmploved when
conducting cxperiments on obscrving rcasoning). there is overall agreement that
children do pass through such sequences of conceptual dev clopment.  Awarcncss

of this work. or rather o 5 implications, has had a profound cffect upon thosc
designing carly childhood arricula.

The legacy of Piaget. whilst vast and manifest throughout cducation. is by no
means the only one to affect carly childhood curricula, however. There arc many
others whosc imprint is particularly noticcablc. though often at the Ievel of assumed
idcology rather than demonstrablc theory. Principal among these is Frocbel. He it
was who clevated the centrality of play to ncar mystic proportions. such that for
thosc concerned with the very carly years it has dominated much of the thinking
about appropriatc modcs of lcarning, Anning says.

“Larly vears educators have always set a high value on children's ability to
learn through play. In part this is a reflection of the importance they
ascribe to learning through first-hand experiences'.” ( 1991, p29)

The combination of Piagetian vicews about the desirability of concrete expericnce
during the carly stages of conceptual development. coupled with the notions of play
and similar 'first-hand’ expericnce have made a heady mix and a pervasive ideology
for much that passcs as curriculum planning for the first stages of carly childhood
cducat’ .n. It is not our purposc to discuss the thin rescarch basc of such notions.
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Thosc have been dealt with at length by writers such as Smith and Cowic (1991).
Suffice it to say that thc 'hcady mix' referred to carlicr is certainly one well
ingraincd in many western systcms of provision. This is so much thc casc that
some might consider talk of a curriculum at the pre-five or six year level to be
inappropriatc. A curriculum proper. as it were, would be considered morc to do
with basic skills in litcracy and numeracy. and. as such. to be lIcfl to the later stages
of planning carly childhood education,

Developmentally appropriate practice.

Rather than talk of curricufun. some rescarchers have preferred to usc terms such
as practice. expericnce. or programmcs. and then discussed these in relation to
what they belicve to be overarching principles distilled from decades of research in
child devclopment. Typical of these would be Elkind (1989). Fishbcin (1976).
Katz. (1979). In reality there is not much division between the curriculum writers
and the programme writers. Both groups. especially the morc careful, arc at pains
to scparate idcology and assumption from rescarch and theory wherever it is
feasible to do so. But the term 'developmentally appropriatc practice' is perhaps
especially uscful since it keeps the prime feature to be accounted for in the forefront
of onc's mind. What conceptual levels arc these children at?

Elkind writes of three basic principles which he sces as the  foundations upon
which much carly cducational practicc is based. Thesc arc:

Multi-age grouping. which hc says “derives from the normal variahility
among voung children” (1989. p47).

Non-graded curricular materials (This means intercst arcas. gamces, books.
blocks. water and sand. matcrials which can be uscd at different scientific
levels. such as magnifying glasses. balance scalcs. magnets. €tc) The idea is
that these may be uscd in different ways by different ages and stages of child.
such that the activity, level of curiosity. or sophistication of obscrvation fits
easily into the conceptual nceds of the child.

Intcractive tcaching. "in which the teacher serves as a matchmaker between
child and materials. Lffective interactive teaching means that the teacher
must have a solid understanding of both the intellectual demands of the
materials and the cognitive abilities of the children” (ibid). Bricrlcy. talking
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of intervention at the right time. says that Christian Schiller once wrote of a
headmaster who had said.

"I always sav to teachers, leave the children alone until they need help: bt
remember that they won't come and tell vou when that moment comes. o
seize that moment is the art of teaching voung children” (1987,p73).
Bricrley writcs too of the appropriatc cnvironment of many nursery and
infant schools being oncs which inspirc 'experiment, imagination and talk’
and of the cxploring child 'behaving vers much likc a scientist'.  Elkind
rcminds onc that cstablishing a developmentally based approach is not casy.
Of matcrials. he savs. "Materials need enough structure to give children
guidance, hut also cnough openness 1o pose a challenge  to  their
mtelligence” (Elkind. op cit. pS1).

Internationally. carly childhood cducators arc in clear agreement over what they sce
in children.  They sce children as active operators upon the cnvironment and
alrcady actively 'progranimed' to Icarn and absorb thosc things which intcrest them.
The skilful tcacher of four or five-vear-olds is not likcly to scparatc cognitive
development from those associated motivational. social and affective aspects of that

samc child's development. At the moment. howcever. there is some degree of
tension between those who sce it essential to provide a structured ‘outside designed'
curriculurn (specially prepared to concentrate on the basic skills and thosc arcas of
knowledge deemed necessary for the country's good) and those who scc the child
development perspective as being the essential shaper of the expericnces to be put
before the voung child.  Katz maintains that Icarning take splacc in four basic
dimensions: Icarned feclings. knowledge. skills and dispositions. but that these can
be damaged by the wrong approaches (Katz. 1987). Again, such a view appears to
match simitar views and perspectives of other child developmentalists (for example.
Elkind. 1987. Bredckamp. 1987). It can sometimes be expressed by the aphorism.
e are concerned that children should be able to question the answers, not answer
the questions’.

Developmentally appropriate practice may be summed up thus It is vital that the
expericnces provided for young children arc in line with what we know about their
devclopment. about the intensc critical periods within those sequences of
development. and arc in finc with a view of the organism as active and cxploring.
As Morgan has said.
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“It is vital for children to use skills actively. ( ‘hildren need to use skills
such as talking, matching, classifving and constructing.  They do not need
so much to be taught these skills, but they do need an environmeit in which
thev can be encouraged and assisted to use them. Instead schools may
stress listening skills at the expense of talking skills, and skills in
memorizing  meaningless  abstractions without the reality of sensory
experience.” (Morgan.1989. p42)

All in all. whether onc takes a strictly curricular view and cmploys the 'theory!
cmbodicd in curriculum writings. or whether one takes a consciously lcss
curricuium structured approach. onc comes to the same conclusions:

Start from where the children really arc.
Usc carcful obscrvations of what they need.

Ensurc that the design of materials and programmes involve dctailed
knowledge of the children.

Then. however onc describes them. the processes arc most likely to capitalisc
on all that the child has. cmotions. thoughts and physical and social skills.
In this way the child may advance.  As Bricrley notes: "1 child remenibers
only those things to which he pays keen attention.  None of the things he
ignores appears to leave a memory trace in the brain" (Bricrlcy 1987. p112).

As the reader will have noted. it is impossible to talk about devclomentally-bascd
practice without constant referral to the curriculum as a whole. In reality the two
aspects cannot be scparated because they arc part of the interlocked chain of
decisions and processes which go to make up the central work of the school. The
National Association for the Education of Young Children (USA) say that:

"The early childhood profession defines curriculum in its broadest sense,
encompassing prevailing theories, approaches, and models.” (NAEYC.
1991. p21)

In this way questions about how children best learn arc as important (perhaps
MORE important) than questions about what should be learncd. or about the way it
should be asscsscd.
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Central to much that has been cherished in the devclopmentally-based practice of
carly childhood cducators has been the notion of grouping children in various ways.
This has been a prevailing idcology going back at least to the carly part of this
century. But somctimes group work is of not much morc usc intellcctually than.
say. grouping children by sizc. or by the colour of their hair! Bennct! has pointed
out that groups arc oftcn no morc than,

“collections of children sitting together but engaged on indvidual work. In
such groups the level of cooperation, frequency of explanations and
knowledge exchange is low.” (Bennett. 1991, p58)

The important thing to notc about Bennett's studics is that. by adapting a cautious
Piagetian model of the way children's conversations appear to develop. Bennett and
his associatcs were able to sct up groups wherce the tasks were explicit. where the
task protocols were available to the teachers and where the children were able to
talk cffectively and cooperate such that the application and achicvement were
demonstrable. Bennett makes the point that he is not prescribing his approach to
group work as the mcthod:

“What I do advocate is a hetter bhalance of teaching approach than at
present hetween individual, group and whole class teaching, with grouping
perhaps taking a pre-eminent role in problem solving and application
tasks." (Bennell, op cit. pp592-593)

What underlics much of thc debatc about curricula. or. indced. aspects of
developmentally-based practice. is rcally the fundamental (but very distracting)
content versus process debatc.  But notc that the adherents of a developinental
approach to carly childhood arc rarcly, if cver. suggesling that content is not
important. If childrcn arc to talk purposcfully about some things. there have to be
thosc things to sclect. If they arc to writc about somcthing. or to solvc problems.
then those problems have to be available in some form, Thus. incvitably, adults
make sclections from the knowledge basc of the culturc itsclf. The point at issuc is
that children arc not simply miniaturc repositorics of adult culturc. If that were the
casc a sort of intcllcctual stasis would soon sct in. Children construct knowledge:
they make errors as they move forward. But. in doing so. they move forward as
somecwhat diffcrent beings from us. In this respect children may be regarded as
social constructs in themsclves: alrcady morc accepting. perhaps morc curious.
morc knowledgeable, perhaps more sophisticated than oursclves. We know that
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this is the casc from countless studics of children's language. both spoken and
written.  In summary form thc NAYC encapsulates the current position ncatly in
their 'mission statcment’:

Children CONSTRUCT knowledge: children  lcarn through SOCIAL
INTERACTION: children's lcarning moves typically through AWARENESS,
EXPLORATION, INQUIRY. and UTILISATION; children lcarn through
PLAY: their intcrests arc crucial MOTIVATORS; they VARY cnormously in
their capacity and progress (NAYC. 1991 pp26-27).
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Postscript:

Early childhood education : ten points of good practice

Research from many disciplines and gathered ever a considerable peyiod of
time points clearly towards an education for the young child which (ideally) is:

1. ACTIVE: that gives plenty of hands-on involvement, rather than assumes
passive reecipt by the child.

2. PERSONALLY MEANINGFUL: that capitaliscs clcarly on what children _
arc inferested in. I

3 EXPERIENTIAL: that plans for Icarning by doing. talking. expcrimenting,

4. EXPLORATORY: that invites possibilitics. dclights in curiosity as a kcy
motivator.

S DEVELOPMENTALLY APPROPRIATE: that is carcfully suited to the
agce and stage of cach child.

6. PRO-SOCIAL: that provides for appropriatc intcraction and stresses co-
opcration rather than competition,

7. CREATIVE: that cncourages children to be inventive and imaginative,

8. PROCESS-ORIENTED: that rccogniscs the need to help children through
complex processes in appropriate steps and stages.

9. INTEGRATED: that is (as much as possiblc) holistic and not broken down
into meaningless sub-skilis.

10.  RIGOROUS: that stresscs child responsibility. initiative and commitment: is
conceptually developing and moving towards highcer order thought processcs.
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In the UK and the USA. there has been a sustained attack. for about twenty vears.
on somcthing labelled 'progressive cducation'. The attack was. at first. tentative.
then more confident. and then strident. In the 1988 Education Act and the various
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- tightly controlled Icarning rather than eclectic and spontancous enquiry.

- a sct curriculum imposed by adults is preferable o a self-directed curriculum

- the view that 'Life is no picnic. so school should be no picnic' so be fatalistic and
endurc it by getting toughened up.

- tcaching being defined as formal instruction and authoritarian control

- the idca that learning to work without pleasurc in school is a neccssary pre-
requisite to coping with the pain. frustration and dutincss of cmployment - that is if
you get any.

Onc feature of the return of more regressive schooling has been the emphasis on
subjects and the imposition of thesc on younger and vounger children. Yet subjccts
have only a modest part to play in the scheme of things: they arc only part. and a
diminishing part at best. of the tool kit of knowledge.

The conclusion is that the switch to regressive idcas in any schooling system is no
morc than an attempt to refine ancient machinery to trv to make it more cfficient in
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lcarning. in his vicw. is not the result of teaching. but rather a constant and
universal activity "as natural as breathing”. In the book he scts out to show how
voung children begin to read. write and understand number in the coursc of
cvervday life. and how adults can respect and cncouragg this process.
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The vision John Holt had of a school is containcd in these words:
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EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION: TAKING STOCK

After the 1944 Educaiion Act, early childhood education in the UK. gradually
carned itself a high reputation both within the country and internationally. Its
philosophy and practice was firmly based in research and experience.
Improvements were possible. of course. and many Local Education Authorities
showed considerable commitment io extending provision and to steadily improving
the quality of educational opportunities for young children.

Recent government policies. however, including the introduction of a National
Curriculum. are bringing about highly questionable changes and are not building
on previous strengths. In addition. current suggestions that the training of teachers
for young children should be shorter, less academic, and increasingly at a non-

graduate Icvel, is a down-grading which is going to be a disaster for our children
and the country.

In this report. the writers try to take stock of the situation lest the myths about early
childhood education adopted by officialdom destroy years of patient work and force
us steadily backwards into the dark ages of schooling. The themes include the
dubious developments affecting the education of four year olds in infant schools.
and how recent government legislation has muted and marginalised early years
professionals. There is a review of the provision in other countries; the
comparative evidence shows the gains to be made from high quality teacher
training as well as the pay-off for investment in carly childhcod education. This
cvidence points to the fact that the policies currently being adopted in the UK. are
in the wrong direction: a heavy social and economic price will be paid for them in
the future. The conflict between a utilitarian, social control modei of early years
schooling and a developmental model of early childhood education is central to the
analysis.

This is essential reading for all involved in the education of young children.
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