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Foreword


Engaging Young Children is an exciting landmark in the development of pedagogy for young children in early childhood education and care settings. The book reflects on rapid worldwide changes in the lives of parents and young children. Since the 1970s there have been heated discussions about the working mother in most Western countries. Often the women’s movement has been seen to stand for mothers’ interests and the pedagogues and psychologists for children’s – as if the two were opposed (Singer, 1998). But since the end of the twentieth century, new attitudes, theoretical approaches and practices have become dominant. Early childhood services for young children are generally accepted, not only because parents have to work outside the home but also because of their pedagogical value. How to provide quality childcare and education for young children has become the main question. Engaging Young Children takes up that challenge. The authors offer a clear overview of the historical developments of early childhood education policy and theoretical thinking in Ireland within an international context. Additionally, new insights are provided with respect to common theoretical concepts of child development. The book contributes to the construction of new theoretical frameworks that relate to daily practices of quality childcare in Ireland and other Western countries.


The book is rich and challenging and cannot be summarised easily. But a few key messages stand out. Firstly, the child is an active agent in his or her development. The concept of the active child pervades the book and is operationalised in examples of inspiring pedagogical practices. Teachers listen to children and are able to ‘tune into’ their interests. They provide opportunities for positive interactions between children and their environment that are both safe and risk rich. An active, learning child cannot explore the world without occasionally having grazes and bruises on his or her knees. The concept of the active child is based on the work of Piaget, Vygotsky and recent constructivist approaches to child development. The concept also relates to empirical studies of young children’s play and learning [ref to come] and social lives in childcare groups (Singer & De Haan, 2007). Since young children learn and live with peers in childcare groups, researchers, teachers and adults have become aware of infants’ and toddlers’ skills in communicating and co-constructing shared meanings. Ideas about the egocentrism of young children have been changed radically because of observations in childcare settings.


The second key concept that is central to the book is that of ‘nurturing pedagogy’. Active learning children need active adults who create learning environments that are rich in both language and content. Teachers are the architects of an emerging curriculum. They observe the children, talk with them and engage in shared exploration of the world. They take care of balance between safety and challenge; between nurture and education; between play and responsibilities of the children; between freedom and rules. Teachers also organise a variety of play experiences, including creative activities, music, physical activities, early mathematics, language and reading. In the view of the authors of Engaging Young Children, adults play a critical role in supporting young children’s learning.


The authors enrich the concept of nurturing pedagogy by discussing the historical roots. They go back to pioneers of early childhood education such as Margaret McMillan and show how the idea of nurturing pedagogy builds on 150 years of pedagogical thinking. Every generation critically discusses the heritage of earlier generations and revises central concepts to adapt to the changing social contexts and pedagogical ideals. The book acknowledges the tradition and attainments of earlier generations. It also highlights that bringing up children is a social endeavour. This is the third key concept I want to point at. Every chapter communicates that learning and teaching are the result of interactions and relationships. Children learn by interacting with peers, adults and their environment. Their sense of security is dependent on a sense of belonging to the group. Children need warm relationships with their teachers and peers and between their parents and teachers. In good-quality childcare settings, adults and children form a community of learners. Teachers learn from each other and the children on a daily basis, and they critically adapt the content and the processes to the needs and interests of the children. Therefore, the development of pedagogy for young children is an ongoing process, historically and on the level of daily practice. Engaging Young Children is an inspiring and challenging landmark within this rapidly changing world of early childhood education and care.


Dr Elly Singer
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Chapter one


Engaging Young Children


INTRODUCTION


There have been significant changes in the field of early childhood education and care in Ireland over the last decade. Responding to the increasing demands for provision arising from the growing participation of women in the workforce and the rise in immigration, there has been unprecedented investment in the expansion of places and the infrastructure to manage such developments. To a somewhat lesser extent there has been investment in supports for services to enhance the quality and sustainability of provision. This can be seen in the various financial supports to parents, the publication of Síolta – the National Quality Framework, the development of a National Framework for Early Learning and the investment in a National Training Initiative. It is from within this context that the idea for this book emerged.


The book is about the theory and processes that inform daily practice with young children in early childhood education and care settings. It has been written at a time when, nationally and internationally, there has been a rapid expansion of services and more young children are spending time in a range of settings such as preschools, infant classes, playgroups, day-care centres, crèches, nurseries and childminding settings. This development has been accompanied by a growing recognition of the importance of quality early childhood education experiences for all children in terms of lasting educational, developmental and social benefits, in addition to a view of access to quality early childhood education and care as a right for all children (Department of Health and Children, 2000; NESF, 2005; OECD, 2004).


The term ‘pedagogy’ is used throughout to capture the integrated processes of teaching and learning and the principles, theory, values and approaches that underpin daily work with young children in the range of early childhood education and care settings. Pedagogy encompasses the processes of children learning, whereby adults create learning opportunities and environments that engage, challenge and interest young children. It also focuses attention on the everyday learning that teachers of young children themselves engage in as they observe, reflect on and critically analyse the content and approach to their work with children, alone and with other adults. The book is therefore about relationships and interactions: between children, between adults and young children, between adults and their colleagues and parents of the children they work with, and between learners and the environments where learning takes place.


Why this book now?


The approach to the writing of this book, and its content, is located within the context of a number of current developments that are directly influencing daily work in early childhood education care settings. These developments include: (i) the professionalising of the early childhood education and care sector, encompassing the expansion of and provision of higher level training and the development of standards of good practice and ethics; (ii) a period of unprecedented social, cultural and technological change, including increased heterogeneity of societies; (iii) the almost universal ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which is viewed by some as setting the scene for a twenty-first century focus on pedagogical work with children in the form of rights-based and social justice framework; and emerging from these (iv) the notion of early childhood education and care settings as sites of democratic practice whereby children and adults can participate collectively in interpreting experiences and shaping decisions affecting themselves (Moss, 2007); and (v) the centrality of the principles of social inclusion and respect for diversity in good quality early childhood education and care.


These global phenomena are slowly beginning to impact on services for young children worldwide. The particular focus in this book is how they are being interpreted and experienced in the national context of early childhood education and care in Ireland. In this sense, the book highlights the particularity of the experience of early childhood education and care in Ireland, drawing on its history, traditions, values, strengths and challenges. It also provides a critical review of current knowledge, which is located within an Irish perspective.


The importance of theory


The content of this book is based on the premise that the most effective early childhood practice is that which has a sound theoretical basis. Seven linked themes or key messages that are derived from research and theorising are emphasised throughout. These, it is proposed, provide a ‘central thread’ and ensure a coherent view of early childhood pedagogy which is meaningful at the beginning of the twenty-first century and which has applicability in a range of contexts.


The view of young children as active agents in their own learning is a recurring theme throughout. This concept is discussed both through a sociological and developmental psychological lens. Thus the tensions between the structuring and the agency in children’s lives in terms of how they impact on their experiences of space and time in early childhood education and care settings are discussed, in addition to analysing the competing notions of development as structure versus development as process. Related to this is the second theme, which is the dynamic, social and interactive nature of early learning. Whilst the child is located at the heart of practice, the focus of discussion is placed equally on the child and the adult in interdependent relations as they engage in joint learning. Thus in the view of pedagogy presented here, much attention is paid to the critical role of the adult in supporting children’s learning, thus representing the third theme. Extending this in a fourth theme, is the conceptualisation of early childhood education and care as nurture. The concept of nurture, proposed by early childhood pioneers such as Margaret McMillan, is revisited in the present text. Here it is reformulated to emphasise the educative nature of care and to place as central the critical and active role of the adult in effective, engaging and quality early education. The fifth theme emphasised is the notion of content-, language- and risk-rich environments. Children’s interactions with the social and physical environments should be challenging and rich in both language and content and the onus is on the adult to provide such enabling environments. Viewing early childhood environments through an ecological lens is proposed as one means of creating and sustaining content- and risk-rich environments. The sixth theme stresses the importance of play and playfulness as a pathway to learning. As with other themes of analysis, we consider play from the perspectives of both the child and the adult, recognising the importance of the process of play to children, as well as the role of play as a window for the adult into the world of the sensing, active and playful child. The seventh and final theme concerns the affective dimension of learning. In this regard we prioritise a sense of security and belonging in early childhood education and care settings. This is the softer, less easy to measure dimension of learning. Importantly, however, it also allows attention to the consideration of valuable learning dispositions such as motivation, learner identity and confidence.


Approaches to the writing


Two key factors have underpinned the approach to the writing. Firstly, from the outset it was felt that an interdisciplinary approach would add richness to the analysis, offering the possibilities of new knowledge and understanding. Studies of early childhood from historical, psychological, educational, sociological, anthropological, geographical and related perspectives are drawn on in this book. The ensuing analysis has also been supported by the diverse backgrounds and experiences of the two authors within the field of early childhood education and care.


The second important factor guiding the writing process is the fact that it coincides with the publication of two major practice documents which have the potential to impact on early education practice in Ireland. These are, firstly, the Síolta – The National Quality Framework (CECDE, 2006) and The Framework for Early Learning (forthcoming), a national curriculum including practice guidelines for early education in Ireland which is being developed by the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment. Both these documents are derived from extensive consultation with practitioners and are informed by current research. It is hoped that this book, which is both practical and challenging, will support the reflection, analysis and interpretation required in the implementation of these guidelines. In this regard, reference is made to particular aspects of both documents wherever relevant.


How the book is organised


The book contains eight chapters. The introduction section of each chapter describes its focus and provides signposts for the reader to the particular areas of discussion and analysis to follow. Each chapter ends with a summary paragraph that offers a brief synthesis of the key messages contained in the chapter. This is accompanied by a ‘points for reflection’ section which is intended to stimulate personal reflection, discussion and debate.


Chapter 2 elaborates on the context of current developments in early childhood pedagogy in terms of its historical origins in Europe from the eighteenth century to the present day. It traces how ideas and theories emanating from so-called ‘pioneers’ of early childhood pedagogy, such as Froebel, Montessori and McMillan, were interpreted in Ireland. This chapter also analyses the current policy context in Ireland regarding early childhood education and care and considers the place of children, their interests and concerns, within such policy.


In Chapter 3, early childhood pedagogy is located within a broad multidisciplinary literature. Drawing on concepts, theoretical constructs and images of childhood from fields of study ranging from sociology of childhood to geography, as well as child development and developmental psychology, this chapter introduces new possibilities for conceptualising early childhood pedagogy.


In Chapters 4 to 7 the attention is placed firmly on the dynamics of children’s learning, the contexts in which learning takes place and the roles and responsibilities of the adult. The relationship between development, learning and early childhood education is discussed in Chapter 4. This discussion is informed by a wide range of learning and development theory, some of which may already be familiar to the reader, such as the writings of Piaget, Vygotsky and Bronfenbrenner. However, some newer and less familiar ideas are also presented in this chapter. These serve to expand on the notions of: the active participation of the child in context; a view of development as a dynamic and discontinuous process; and positive learning dispositions.


Chapter 5 builds on the issues and concepts highlighted in Chapter 4 by exploring a range of understandings attached to the term ‘curriculum’ as applied in early childhood pedagogy. This chapter reviews the research that has evaluated the relative effectiveness of different models and approaches to early childhood curriculum. It also examines the values and principles that underpin a range of curricula currently in use in New Zealand, England, United States, Italy, Scandinavia and Ireland, as well as those underpinning the Framework for Early Learning being developed by the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment.


Chapter 6 places to the fore the importance of adults recognising their role as learners so they can effectively respond to individual children. The chapter begins with an overview of John Dewey’s ideas on learning and development. This leads to the elaboration of the concept of a ‘nurturing pedagogy’, as a means by which curriculum may be realised in practice.


In Chapter 7 the interactive nature of learning is discussed with particular reference to children’s interactions with the physical environments of early childhood education and care settings. This chapter considers the match between pedagogical vision and the design and organisation of space. Drawing on historical material, it also examines the points of continuity and change in designing spaces for young children. A number of concepts and perspectives that are becoming more commonplace in design in early childhood education and care are also highlighted and their applicability in everyday work with young children is discussed. Chapter 8 provides a synthesis of the book with particular reference to its applicability to current developments in policy, practice and training in Ireland.


In conclusion, and as noted above, our attention in this book is on the centrality of the child in the learning process as well as on the critical role of the adult in early childhood pedagogy. The term early childhood education and care is used throughout to describe the range of settings outside the family home where young children spend their time. The use of this term is in line with international convention, specifically the OECD (2000, 2006). The focus is on children from birth to the age of six. When referring to adults working with children in early childhood education and care settings, the terms early years practitioner, teacher, and adult are used interchangeably. This book is built upon the premise that all such adults are engaged in specialised and complex work, encompassing a wide range of roles and responsibilities which are underpinned by sound theoretical knowledge and expertise, ethical and safe practice, continuous reflection, critical review and learning and always within supportive environments.


The book aims to support undergraduate and postgraduate students of early childhood education and care, experienced and novice practitioners, trainers and teacher educators and other early childhood professionals, and to encourage critical dialogue about early childhood pedagogy. Theories, knowledge and ways of working, both old and new, require critical appraisal. We hope that readers will take up the challenge of identifying those that are most valuable and meaningful to the contexts in which they operate so that they can articulate their own positions on the ideas presented.







Chapter two


Early Childhood Education and Care Through a Socio-historical Lens


INTRODUCTION


Early childhood pedagogy is influenced by a number of interconnected factors, including dominant political discourses, economics and fundamental concerns such as understandings of childhood – regarding what children are or should be – and how young children learn and develop. A further key consideration stems from historical and cultural traditions and values. Different periods in history have been characterised by a unique set of circumstances which has affected the kinds of opportunities, materials and human resources available to young children in their daily lives, including their experiences in early childhood education settings. Within a single generation, there can also be huge variation depending on factors such as social class, religion, gender or geographical location. In our endeavour to illuminate the present issues and concerns influencing early childhood pedagogy, in this chapter we explore the various ways in which socio-historical contexts have influenced policy and practice in early education over time.


The first half of the chapter tracks the origins of early childhood pedagogy in Europe. It outlines some of the influential ideas of key individuals, such as John Locke, Jean Jacques Rousseau, Richard and Maria Edgeworth, Samuel Wilderspin, Friedrich Froebel, Maria Montessori, and Rachel and Margaret McMillan, and describes how they were interpreted in practice in early childhood education and care (ECEC) settings in Ireland. The second half of the chapter considers how ECEC policy and practice in Ireland has evolved from the 1970s to the present day.


Beginnings of early childhood pedagogy in Europe


In the history of child-rearing and education in Europe during the eighteenth century, two individuals stand out: firstly, John Locke (1632–1704), whose ideas are considered representative of the Age of Enlightenment, and, secondly, Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778), whose writing is viewed as reflecting the new ‘sensibilities’ of the Romantic Age. Locke’s collection of reflections on child-rearing, entitled Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693), was based on the notion of the creation of the rational man through a controlled environment. It has been described as the principal child-guidance book of the eighteenth century, advising many middle-class families in the upbringing and education of their children (Cunningham, 1995; Hardyment, 1995). By presenting the image of child as a tabula rasa, or blank slate, Locke afforded the adult a position of great influence and responsibility in terms of moulding the child into the adult that the parent/tutor wished the child to become. Much emphasis was placed on moral education, virtue and bodily health. Significantly, Locke also recognised play as a natural disposition of childhood, proposing that the enthusiasm and energy that children demonstrated in their play could be channelled towards learning, thus paving the way for the notion of educational play and educational toys (Yolton & Yolton, 2000).


As industrialisation began to take hold in Western Europe at the end of the eighteenth century, the location and nature of daily activity for many working-class children moved from outdoors close to home to indoors, removed from the family environment in factories, mills and mines. It was in this context that Jean Jacques Rousseau wrote his famous treatise on education Émile, considered a founding text of Romanticism. The central emphasis of Émile was the assertion that the primary concern of all education should be the identity and particular nature of the child himself so that the child might achieve personal wholeness and be a ‘good’ human being. This would be achieved by controlling the environment of the child from birth, so his original nature could be preserved unspoilt, and by taking full account of the particular nature of the child at each stage in his development. Rousseau proclaimed both the child’s innocence and the child’s right to live a full life as a child. Unlike Locke, there was indifference to the vocation or profession the child would later follow. The preferred environment for Émile’s education was the rural one, which would function as a retreat from the growing chaos and corruption revealed by the first wave of the Industrial Revolution and the massing of population in the new industrial cities in Europe. Rousseau’s approach was an individualist approach to natural education. Ideally, Émile would be brought up without human contact at all, apart from the unobtrusive guidance of a tutor. In such an environment Nature was the principal guide, limiting what was physically possible at each stage of development and as motivator or guide to action and learning. A recurring theme in the first part of Émile, which addresses the period of infancy or birth to six years, is the centrality of sensing, movement and activity to learning. Less constrained children, according to Rousseau ‘will remain more nearly in their natural state’ (Rousseau, 1762, 177).


One individual in Ireland who was inspired by both Locke’s and Rousseau’s work was the Anglo-Irish landlord Richard Lovell Edgeworth, master of Edgeworthstown in County Longford. A liberal thinker, author, inventor and magistrate, Edgeworth was also an educationist. With his eldest daughter Maria, who was to become a renowned writer in her own right, Edgeworth wrote a more practical, common-sense text on the raising of children, entitled Practical Education (1798), aimed at the rising middle classes. The Edgeworths’ work is an example of a more progressive approach to educational provision at the beginning of the nineteenth century that was initiated by members of the Anglo-Irish upper classes who could afford to travel in Europe as philanthropic tourists.


Writing of her father’s educational aims, Maria Edgeworth wrote:






Surely, it would be doing good service to bring into a popular form all that metaphysicians have discovered which can be applied to practice in education. This was early and long my father’s object. The art of teaching to invent – I dare not say, but of awakening and assisting the inventive power by daily exercise and excitement, and by the application of philosophic principles to trivial occurrences – he believed might be pursued with infinite advantage to the rising generation (Hare, 1894, p.12).








Like Rousseau, the Edgeworths emphasised the importance of the early years in education and also referred to the importance of giving young children freedom to explore the environment through touch. They recommended careful selection of play props, ‘Balls, pulleys, wheels, strings, and strong little carts, proportioned to their age, and to the things which they want to carry in them, should be their playthings’ (Edgeworth & Edgeworth, 1798, vol. 1, p. 11). Encouraging children’s curiosity about natural history early on was also urged and the tendency to constrain children’s inquisitiveness and activity was criticised. Like Rousseau, the Edgeworths preferenced the rural over the urban as the setting for rearing children. Being brought out for a walk in the town in the company of servants was to be avoided at all costs, although they recognised children’s delight in free time outdoors which often brought them to the city streets:






All the natural, and all the factitious ideas of the love of liberty, are connected with this distinct part of the day, the fresh air – the green fields – the busy streets – the gay shops – the variety of objects which the children see and hear – the freedom of their tongues – the joys of bodily exercise, and of mental relaxation, all conspire to make them prefer this period of the day which they spend with the footman, to any in the four and twenty hours (Edgeworth & Edgeworth, 1798).








The visibly poor living conditions of the population in Ireland and the fear of general disorder prompted Richard L. Edgeworth to make a report to the Commissioners of Education in Ireland that was published in 1821. In his report, he proposed the intervention of the ‘ladies of Ireland’ who, he stated, were intent ‘upon bettering the condition of the poor’. He writes: ‘By their means Dame Schools may be provided as receptacles for young children, to habituate them to cleanliness, order and obedience, before they are sent to any of the preparatory day schools’ (Edgeworth, 1821).


The Dame Schools Edgeworth referred to in his report had begun to be set up in Britain as an early form of day-care provision for the youngest children to free mothers to work as industrialisation’s demand for labour increased. They have also been described as a form of ‘mutual self-help arising within working-class culture’ run by women in their own homes (Whitbread, 1972, p.7). Descriptions of Dame Schools tend to focus on the dirt, darkness and poor ventilation. As noted by Hartley (1993), the ad hoc arrangements of the Dame School did not fit the emerging middle-class view of what constituted a proper institution for children. However, an alternative form of provision began to emerge in the early decades of the nineteenth century in the growing numbers of industrial centres in Western Europe. This form of early childhood education provision was organised by the middle classes for the young children of poorer mothers forced into employment because of economic necessity. The French models, begun in Paris in the 1820s, were referred to as salles d’asile (translated as rooms of asylum), and were the forerunners of the écoles maternelles; the equivalent German models were the kinderbewahranstalten, also referred to as kleinkinder schulen (schools for young children); the Dutch had the Bewaarscholen (similar to the Dame Schools) and, beginning in the late 1860s, Kleine kinder bewaarplaatsen (day-care facilities for children of mothers forced to work out of economic necessity) (Tavecchio, 2005). The early British infant schools also fall into this category of provision which combined a charitable education through ‘training in good habits’. They have been variously analysed in terms of humanitarian motives on the one hand, and social control on the other. The schools differed throughout Europe in some fundamental aspects. The French salles d’asile were staffed by women only, whilst the German kleinkinder schulen, in keeping with the strong male tradition in education in Germany, were staffed by men only. However, a common feature across all forms was the emphasis on order and cleanliness. Hartley (1993) links this focus to the wider trends of industrialisation, i.e. scientific rationality and bureaucracy.


Edgeworth’s reference to the philanthropic role of ‘the ladies of Ireland’ is also significant in the history of early childhood pedagogy in Europe at this period. Philanthropy was one of the few activities that gave women access to the public arena without threatening its male domination. Through charity work, women of the upper and middle classes could alter their prescribed character, yet continue to act in the maternal ‘virtuous’ manner that was expected of them, in addition to enacting their roles as nurturers, care-givers and healers (Luddy, 1995; Preston, 1996; Clarke, 2000). In Ireland, denominational rivalry played a part in activities to relieve poverty, much of it focused on children (Luddy, 1998).


The first early childhood care and education settings in Ireland


One of the earliest ECEC settings to be established in Dublin was an infant school that was opened in 1824 in Westland Row. It was an initiative of a voluntary society comprising principally Protestant members who were supported and guided by an Englishman by the name of Samuel Wilderspin (1792–1866). At this time Wilderspin was making a name for himself as a promoter of infant education throughout the British Isles. Following the example set by factory owner and social reformer Robert Owen (1771–1858) in the provision of an infant school and playground in the model manufacturing village of New Lanark near Glasgow in 1816 (Owen, 1970), infant schools began to be set up by the middle classes and some members of the aristocracy in a bid to rescue children of the poor from the negative effects of city living (McCann & Young, 1982). A key figure in the promotion of the benefits of infant education at that time was MP Henry Brougham (later to become Lord Chancellor). In a parliamentary debate in 1820, he argued that the education of the poor was ‘the best security for the morals, the subordination and the peace of the counties’ (Parliamentary Debate, 28 June 1820, cited in McCann and Young, 1982). As the agent of the then established Infant School Society, Wilderspin travelled around Britain and Ireland during the 1820s at the request of any lady or gentleman to advise on the opening of infant schools. One such request came from Lady Powerscourt, who established an infant school for the children of the workers of the Powerscourt Estate in Enniskerry, County Wicklow. Wilderspin hoped that by teaching the children in the infant school cleanliness, kindness and self-control, the behaviour of the parents would be improved. During his 1833 and 1834 lecture tours in Ireland, Wilderspin had publicly advocated the establishment of the Dublin Infant School Society and a model infant school. He was also quoted as saying that Ireland was peculiarly favourable to the spread of infant education because ‘her children are the quickest I have ever met with’ (Saunders News-Letter, 19 September 1833, cited in McCann & Young, 1982). Infant education, Wilderspin asserted, could contribute to the eradication of ‘turbulence’ from the Irish character and help the promotion of peace and order by giving ‘the mental ascendancy over the physical’.


By the 1830s, the ruling British government was devising a much more comprehensive educational experiment for Ireland, in the form of a national school system. One of the proposals of the National Board of Education, which was established to operationalise the project, was the creation of an educational campus in Dublin with a training college, residential accommodation for trainee teachers and model schools (Coolahan, 1981). Wilderspin was invited to manage the project. Three model schools in separate blocks were erected in a line in a site on Marlborough Street between 1836 and 1838: a girls’ school, a boys’ school and, in the centre, an infants’ school (O’Dwyer, 1992).


The pedagogical practices advocated by Wilderspin for the infant school were somewhat removed from the approach first advocated by Owen. Wilderspin believed that endless variety was critical for the developing mind of the child. Thus the school day was divided into short lessons on different subjects including instruction in letters and spelling, arithmetic, picture lessons on Scripture history, gallery lessons on natural history, geometrical figures and musical characters. These were interspersed with gymnastic exercises, marching and free play in the playground, which was given a prominent role in the school day. Wilderspin considered the presence of the teacher in the playground essential. He described his/her role as follows: to prevent accidents; to attend to moral and physical training; and to see that children acquired the habits of honesty and kindness to each other (Wilderspin, 1840). However, the choice of play should always be left to the children, for Wilderspin came to believe, just as Locke had, that if free to play as they chose, the child would ‘show its character in its true light’ (Wilderspin, 1840, p. 70).


Influential figures in the expansion of ECEC in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries


The demand for middle-class infant schools in Europe was largely unrealised until the beginning of the kindergarten movement which was led by Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852) and his followers. Froebel’s distinctive pedagogy, in the form of the kindergarten, originated in the predominately rural German state of Thuringia in the 1830s. In founding the kindergarten in 1839, Froebel’s attention was particularly focused on young children’s activity and occupation drive, which could be expressed through shared play with trained adults – both parents and kindergarten teachers – typically women. There is a multitude of layered meanings to Froebel’s ‘garden’ of children. It has been interpreted as a metaphor for the organic unity of the child and the universe, which positioned nature as mediator between God and man. It also reflects the protective, garden-like atmosphere that was considered the most appropriate context for the development of the inner and outer life of childhood. Kindergarten is also understood as a physical space, which incorporates an actual garden (Hoof, 1977; Liebschner, 1992; Steedman, 1990).


Early kindergartens in Ireland were private, few in number, and attended by middle-class children of the professional or business classes. The first, established in 1862 by the well-known German Froebelian, Eleonare Heerwart (1835–1911), was at the request of the Webbs, a prominent Quaker family in Dublin. Eleonare Heerwart trained as a kindergarten teacher under Froebel’s wife, Luise Froebel, in 1853. In 1862 she moved to Dublin, where, until 1874, she operated a school on the Rathmines Road that incorporated a kindergarten. The school day was from 9 a.m. to 2 p.m., and the hour between 2 p.m. to 3 p.m. each day was set aside for meetings with teachers and preparations for the next day. Other kindergartens and schools subsequently set up in Ireland could be regarded as ‘secondary acquisitions’ (Wollons, 2000) in the sense that they largely imported the English kindergarten model, which had already gone through a process of transformation. A half-decade after the closure of Heerwart’s school, another kindergarten opened nearby in Rathmines. This was the Rathgar Kindergarten and Junior School, which was founded by M. Isabel Douglas in 1919. Children from age four to twelve attended. According to a book published by the school, the curriculum for four-year-olds included ‘training in observation of flowers and plants, insects and animals. They care for small gardens; they paint; they learn rhymes, poems and songs ...’ (Montgomery, n.d).


Pioneers of girls’ education and the subsequent development of girls’ secondary education also became associated with the kindergarten movement in England and, in a few cases, in Ireland. Schools and colleges for women helped to expand the sphere of paid employment for middle-class women. Many schools had a kindergarten attached that functioned as a school for their youngest pupils as well as a place where their older pupils could be trained in kindergarten education (Brehony, 2003). There were two such examples in Dublin. Alexandra College was first established in 1866 as a training college for middle-class Protestant girls who wished to become governesses. In 1889, kindergarten classes for young children were started there. From 1918 until 1970, Alexandra College also provided kindergarten teacher training (O’Connor & Parkes, 1983). Likewise, the Dominican Convent on Eccles Street was set up in 1883 as an alternative to Alexandra College for girls of Catholic backgrounds. Some decades later, motivated by a need to staff their Catholic junior schools, the Dominican Order began training teachers in Froebel education, firstly in St Dominic’s in Belfast in 1934, and then in Dominican College, Sion Hill, to where the training was transferred in 1943 and where it continues today (Liebschner, 1991).


In the second half of the nineteenth century, cities in Ireland continued to attract those seeking to escape famine and extreme poverty in rural areas. Living conditions in cities were very poor, however. Women were forced to work as dealers, washerwomen or domestic help. Children often worked, tending livestock, delivering milk or street-dealing (Johnston, 1985). A number of institutions and services that were established in a bid to rescue children in this period still exist today, although their form and function have changed. In 1887, Miss Carr’s Homes was established to rescue destitute Protestant children who may have been orphaned, ill or dying. In 1893, the Society of Friends, the Quakers, opened a crèche on Meath Street in the Liberties, which was later named The Liberty Crèche, in order to care for the young children of married women forced to work to support their families. Catholic orders and congregations were also very active at this time and it was the female orders, by and large, both locally established and imported (principally from France), that had responsibility for young children and all girls (O’Sullivan, 2001; Prunty, 1999). Orphanages and industrial schools, many of which took in children under six years of age, were established. Parents committed their children to orphanages and industrial schools if they were widowed and unable to care for them. The Daughters of Charity, founded by St Vincent de Paul in France to care for the poorest of the poor, came to Dublin in 1855. Their first initiative was the establishment of a refuge for discharged Catholic women prisoners, where they hoped to turn them ‘from their evil ways’ (Prunty, 1999). In 1922 the Daughters of Charity opened St Mary’s Day Nursery on Henrietta Street, which has been described as one of the first accredited nurseries in the new Irish State (Sr Monica Cowman, 2007).


Some years earlier, in 1907, Dr Maria Montessori (1870–1952) had established the first children’s house (casa dei bambini) as part of San Lorenzo housing project in a slum area of the city of Rome. This initiative was to herald what Montessori herself referred to as the new ‘scientific pedagogy’. The Montessori method was to become a very influential approach to early childhood pedagogy in many parts of Europe during the twentieth century. Montessori proposed an integration of an appreciation of the child’s nature, which had been similarly captured in the educational philosophies of child-centred educationists and philosophers who preceded her, such as Comenius, Rousseau, Pestalozzi and Froebel, with a scientific approach to studying child behaviour. In Ireland, the Catholic Sisters of Mercy established the first Montessori classroom in the junior section of St Otteran’s school, Philip Street, Waterford city in 1920. It was available free of charge to the poor and underprivileged children in the vicinity. This classroom was to become immortalised as the inspiration for W.B. Yeats’s poem ‘Among School Children’. Yeats visited St Otteran’s in his capacity as a senator at a period when he was very interested in educational reform, particularly the developments in educational reform in Italy. Five years after the establishment of St Otteran’s, another Montessori school opened in Waterford in the Ursuline Convent. Because of Montessori’s Catholic background, the Dominican order was also attracted to her work, and opened a Montessori children’s house in their junior school in Sion Hill, Blackrock, in 1928. By 1934, a Montessori training course had been established in Sion Hill, and Montessori herself came to examine the first group of students.


An unrelated development in Dublin that impacted on the daily lives of children living in the city in the 1930s was the establishment of a scheme for supervised play centres. This was the initiative of the Civics Institute of Ireland, which was a philanthropic organisation that comprised a group of people (men and women) who shared an interest in the development of civic spirit and improvement of amenities in Ireland’s cities and towns and who worked in a voluntary capacity. An appeal for public money in support of the play centre initiative was made through a letter to The Irish Times on 6 October 1930. The appeal was made on the following three grounds:






•  Public health, because children must have suitable recreation under sanitary conditions.


•  Public morals, because children who are happily playing under supervision will not ultimately become juvenile delinquents.


•  Public safety, because children playing in the streets are a contributory cause of accidents and a danger to themselves and others (Papers of Civics Institute of Ireland, Dublin City Archives, B12/7/1/0).








Between 1933 and 1939, ten playgrounds, staffed by trained play leaders, opened in various locations around the city (Kernan, 2005). They were open throughout the year when schools were closed, on weekday afternoons, weekends and during school holidays. An early plan was that the playgrounds could be opened in the morning as nursery playgrounds where working mothers could leave their preschool-aged children under trained supervision (Civics Institute of Ireland, Annual Report, 1935). However, with the realisation that the training required for supervisors working with the younger children in such a setting was lengthier, and therefore more costly than the ad hoc training that was being provided at that time for play leaders, two approaches seemed to have been adopted. Firstly, nursery sections with sand gardens within the main playgrounds were created. This was essentially a sunken pit in the ground filled with sand and equipped with buckets, spades and other loose play props. Playgrounds with infant sections also had small swings, wooden rockers and an external tap for water (Kernan, 2005).


A second scheme proposed was the development of nursery centres specifically for the care of preschool-aged children whilst their mothers worked. This scheme became the responsibility of the Ladies Committee of the Civics Institute in 1939. It was to the writings of social reformer and instigator of the nursery garden school, Margaret McMillan (1860–1931), and those who succeeded her in the Nursery School Association of Great Britain and Ireland, that the committee principally drew on when planning commenced for a nursery centre. The new centre, called St Brigid’s Nursery Centre, opened on 30 September 1940 in the old tennis pavilion on Mountjoy Square in Dublin.


It is clear that in the early days of its existence the members of the Civics Institute felt that the nursery centre was providing a substitute home: a stable and healthy home life which was perceived not to be possible in the living circumstances and conditions of the children’s own homes, in most cases a one-roomed tenement accommodation. Middle-class ideals of a good or proper childhood are indicated in the following description of the nursery centre published by the Civics Institute of Ireland:






The centre is not a school – it is a large, airy nursery where these little boys and girls of the important and impressionable ages between 2½ and 4½ years lead a normal, happy family life. They play, eat and sleep at regular intervals just like children in more affluent circumstances. They learn to eat their food in a mannerly way, to wash their hands before meals, tidy their hair, brush their teeth, and use the toilets as they should be used. In other words it is a Home for these 32 children (Annual Report 1946–47).








In addition to a focus on children’s physical welfare, the daily programme was designed to provide routine and training in social skills. Children arrived between 9 a.m. and 9.30 a.m. and went home at 5 p.m. The mornings began with prayers and breakfast, followed by practical life exercises and recreation between 10.15 a.m. and 11.30 a.m. This was followed by dinner and then sleep. While play outdoors was included in the daily routine, it appears to have had a lesser position in the overall programme compared to McMillan’s nursery schools in England. According to records of the nursery from the 1940s, students taking the Diploma in Social Science in Trinity College and University College Dublin, as well as students from the Froebel Training College in Alexandra College, Milltown and the Montessori College and Froebel College both run by the Dominican Sisters in Sion Hill Blackrock, undertook practical placements in the nursery centre. In 1955, the Civics Institute opened a second nursery centre in Morningstar Road, in the Coombe in Dublin city. The model of provision in these two nursery centres was to form the basis of other day nurseries established in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s in various locations throughout the city that targeted children deemed to be ‘at risk’ or disadvantaged in some way. These were part-funded by the Dublin Health Authority, later to become the Eastern Health Board (now part of the Health Services Executive).


During the 1950s and 1960s, the ideals of the progressive child-centred approach associated with John Dewey (1859–1952) and Susan Isaacs (1885–1948), as well as the essential principles of Froebelian educational philosophy, began, to a certain extent, to influence views regarding pedagogical practices within the early years of the primary school in Ireland. This ideology included: exploration, discovery learning, hands-on experience, child-initiated activity, and the importance of choice, freedom and independence. Within such an ideology, child-directed play was afforded a central position. Some Irish educators began to be influenced by the so-called ‘progressive movement’ of child-centred education encapsulated in the influential Plowden Report in England, Children and their Primary Schools (1967). One of the channels of influence on State-supported primary education was through the work of the Dominican Order who began in a small way to demonstrate the applicability of a Froebelian child-centred approach to education in large classes in primary schools. For example, in the late 1940s the Archbishop of Dublin approached the Dominican Order, who at this stage were also offering training in Froebel education in Sion Hill, Blackrock, to ask if they would ‘take on’ the education of the children in Ballyfermot (Flanagan, 2004). At that stage Ballyfermot was one of Dublin’s newest suburbs, built as part of Dublin Corporation’s rehousing policy that relocated hundreds of families from city-centre flats and tenements. By the time the school was complete in the second half of the 1950s, it comprised seven separate schools in three large buildings, the largest school in Europe at the time.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
NOIRIN HAYES AND MARGARET KERNAN






OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
Engaging Young
Children

A Nurturing Pedagogy

Noéirin Hayes
and Margaret Kernan

GILL & MACMILLAN





