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The second and final edition of Te Iti Kahurangi includes invited papers arising from the 10th MIT Early 
Childhood Education Research Symposium held in May 2013. This symposium showcased staff, student 
and invited centres, who presented their research in early childhood education to the Manukau Institute of 
Technology community of practice (students, professionals and academics). Invited graduating students 
were chosen to submit an abstract to present their research project. The theme for this symposium was 
‘Identity, culture and inclusion’.  The invited keynote speaker was Dr Timote M. Vaioleti from the Faculty 
of Education – Professional Studies in Education, University of Waikato.  The articles included here 
illustrate the inclusive practices presented at the symposium and represent the diversity of early childhood 
education research in our teaching and learning community.

We have included a brief biographical outline of each of the 16 contributors at the end of this issue. The 
six articles from our graduates of the MIT Bachelor of Education (Early Childhood Teaching) programme 
include a discussion on the very topical issue of nutrition, and a focus on a bicultural curriculum for 
toddlers in early childhood centres’ practice.  The other two articles discuss early childhood environments 
that nurture children’s identity and reflect on her teaching practice through conducting a self-study 
research.  We also look at building literacy through iPad use, and supporting children for their artistic 
creativity.  We are fortunate to include an article from a kindergarten head teacher that shows the 
importance of digital devices as teaching and learning tools for early childhood education.  And we also 
have a primary school teacher and a staff member sharing how they use learning stories as a resource to 
identify gifted children.  

Other articles have been contributed by staff at the Manukau Institute of Technology Faculty of Education 
and Social Sciences (School of Early Childhood Education), and reflect their previous and current interests 
and research into quality early childhood education. These include  topics such as how migrant parents 
in Aotearoa New Zealand are influenced by Chinese historical philosophy of early childhood education, 
the experiences of first-year students on our BEd (ECT) programme, and results from a research  project 
funded by the Ministry of Education in 2012 on building relationships with special education services for 
Pasifika young people and their families.  We also have an article on how the process of reflection can be 
used as a teaching strategy to identify individual needs and to explore the ways a teacher can support their 
children’s learning.  

Thank you to all the contributors, and especially to Dr Bill Hagan, former Academic Editor, and the editorial 
committee who have made this sometimes challenging journey an important milestone for the Faculty.  We 
hope this collection of research projects will continue to grow and be discovered by all those passionate so 
that the research findings can be used to make a difference in the early childhood education.

From 2015 onward, Te Iti Kahurangi will evolve to become a new research journal.  It will remain as an 
e-journal, but the research areas will be expanded to include Sports and Exercise Sciences and Social 
Services, as well as Early Childhood Education.  We believe that the inclusion of these two disciplines will 
enable the new research journal to better cater for the varying needs and pedagogy of education and social 
sciences research.  We are looking forward to seeing the new direction of the research journal. 

Melanie Wong
Academic Editor 

COMMENT
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“Yuck, I’m not eating that!” 

Fostering Healthy Eating in Unresponsive Eaters 

 
Elizabeth Henderson 
beth.hdr@gmail.com 

 
Abstract: This research project was conducted in order to endeavour to increase our 
team’s effectiveness of fostering healthy eating in unresponsive eaters.  It asks: “How 
can teachers effectively foster young children to eat healthy food, when they do not 
want to eat it?”  The participants were three and four year olds in an early childhood 
centre situated in a low socio-economic area of South Auckland. 

This action research examines the beliefs of the centre’s teachers in fostering healthy 
eating in young children; their beliefs were was collected through the means of a 
questionnaire.  These beliefs, along with literature review findings, were collated into 
“healthy food expectations” for the centre, the teachers and the children and parents.  
Two strategies from these expectations were implemented, observed by the researcher 
and evaluated by four teachers, to examine the effectiveness of the strategies. Findings 
from the intervention show the importance of praise and encouragement along with 
positively encouraging children to try food.  

 
Key words: unresponsive eaters, nutrition, healthy choices, early childhood 

education, action research 

 
Introduction  
Healthy eating ideologies and habits formed in the early years of childhood help 
individuals to make healthy food choices throughout their life.  Good nutrition is very 
important in order to maintain a healthy body weight and prevent illness, and so it is vital 
that teachers promote healthy eating in their early childhood setting. 

The research was situated in a community that includes a wide range of ethnicities.  
Food, both snacks and lunch, is provided by the early childhood centre.  During the 
duration of the research I was the centre’s chef as well as a student teacher. As the centre 
chef I was in the position to be able to implement the research and make positive 
improvements. 

As the chef, I endeavoured to provide nutritious meals for the children.  However, 
children are not always thrilled with the prospect of eating vegetables, fruit and other 
nutritious foods.  In order to foster healthy eating in unresponsive eaters, teachers at the 
centre had tried different approaches to encourage the consumption of healthy food.  I 
believed that as a teaching team, we could improve the consistency in our approaches of 
fostering healthy eating in unresponsive eaters.  With consistency, the messages would be 
clearer to the children and more likely to be effective and achieve results.  Therefore, my 
research question was: “How can teachers effectively foster healthy eating in young 
children, when they do not want to eat it?  
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The research explores this question though an action research methodology.  I collated 
the opinions of the teachers about the implementation of healthy food expectations, and 
then four teachers implemented two of the strategies and recorded the children’s 
responses. 

Literature Review 
The early childhood years are foundational for developing healthy eating habits that set a 
child up for life (Matheson, Spranger & Saxe, 2002).  A healthy diet reduces the risk of 
malnutrition, obesity, cardiovascular disease, diabetes, cancer, skin problems and a range 
of other health risks (Horodynski, Stommel, Brophy-Herb, Yan & Weatherspoon, 2010).  
It has been shown that children who consume healthy food and drinks have improved 
learning, concentration and behaviour (Ministry of Health, 2008).  Therefore it is vital to 
foster a healthy approach to eating at the start of life to improve bodily function, both 
now and for the future (Saab & Kalnins, 2010; Sears & Sears, 2001).  
Fruit and vegetables are an integral part of a human’s diet, as these foods contain many 
vitamins and minerals as well as dietary fibre that improve overall health and help to 
prevent disease (Bowden, 2012b; Horodynski et al., 2010).  An adult is more likely to eat 
a wide variety of fruit and vegetables if they have been exposed to them as a child 
(Bowden, 2012b).  

Fostering healthy eating in early childhood education. 
With the increase of children in early childhood education, teachers have an important 
role in the lives of young children to foster healthy eating habits (Sellers, Russo, Baker, & 
Dennison, 2005).  When young children are unresponsive to healthy food, teachers need 
to consider different techniques and strategies to foster healthy eating.  All children are 
different, and the same applies in their approach to food (Pantley, 2012).  Knowing the 
child, their interests and observing why they may not be eating is important as this 
knowledge will enable the teacher to more effectively foster the child’s attitude towards 
healthy food (Wood & Kidman, 2009).   

Teachers should model and encourage children to eat the food that is best for optimum 
body function (Project Nutrition, 2012; The National Heart Foundation of New Zealand, 
n.d.).  Role-modelling is influenced by Albert Bandura (1925–) who theorised that 
children learn through “observational learning”; learning through watching people 
influences children’s thoughts and behaviour (Santrock, 2009).  When teachers role-
model healthy eating, children usually observe this, and may be more willing to try the 
food (Horodynski et al., 2010). 

Providing children with healthy food choices. 
One positive approach to fostering healthy eating food is to offer children a range of 
nutritious food to choose from, as this approach also caters for the children’s developing 
autonomy (Saab & Kalnins, 2010).  According to Project Nutrition (2012), offering a 
variety of vegetables on a regular basis helps foster an acceptance of new foods.  Pantley 
(2012) recommends gradually introducing foods, by putting a small amount of an 
unfamiliar food alongside accepted healthy food. 
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Children are textural eaters and a child often prefers a particular type of texture (Wood & 
Kidman, 2009).  Preparing foods in a way that the child prefers can encourage the child 
to try a new food (Bowden, 2012b).  It is important that food is presented well, is creative 
and looks appetising (Wood & Kidman, 2009). 

Are food battles necessary? 
Young children generally reject a new food when given it for the first time (Saab & 
Kalnins, 2010).  In fact, it may take up to fifteen occurrences on the plate, before the 
child accepts the new food, but with a little patience and persistence they can often be 
tempted to try it (Bowden, 2012a).  Project Nutrition (2012) advises adults to take a firm 
approach to unresponsive eating with lots of patience and perseverance.  Pantley (2012) 
suggests that adults should expect a child to try two bites of a food before they are 
allowed to say that they do not like it.  Those two bites may convince the eater that the 
food is edible and flavoursome.  Firm encouragement also needs to be communicated in a 
positive manner.  Wood and Kidman (2009) propose aiming for realistic goals and being 
happy with any progress.  They emphasise using praise as an effective strategy when a 
child is trying a food for the first time. 

Sears and Sears (2001) stress that you cannot force a child to eat, so it is best not to make 
it a battle.  Pantley (2012) believes that food battles should be avoided and meals should 
be positive experiences.  She also states that some battles should be ignored while other 
battles are worth fighting and winning.  For example, if a child refuses to eat all their 
green vegetables, there needs to be procedures in place to ensure the child eats some 
green vegetables; however, if the child loves broccoli but not peas, then the battle is not 
worth fighting.  Pantley suggests primarily serving the favourite vegetable and slowly 
reintroducing the other vegetable (2012). 

Levin (2000) believes in the strategy of “reality discipline”. This is when the child is 
given the choice whether they eat their dinner and is held accountable for this choice.  He 
suggests that if a child refuses to eat, then the adult should put the rejected food in the 
rubbish and excuse the child from the table.  Levin believes that when the child 
experiences hunger and is not given extra food, the child will learn about reality from this 
experience, and this will have a positive impact on future mealtimes.  

Although a child may learn from reality discipline, it is not a very positive approach.  
Pantley (2012) recommends a more balanced approach.  She suggests providing a healthy 
snack an hour after the meal – this is long enough for the child to be a little bit hungry but 
also it does not appear that the adult is caving in.  Levy (2004) emphasises that the aim is 
not to starve the child in order to eat, and so suggests providing a new chance to eat every 
two hours. 

In summary, exposing children to a wide range of healthy food daily is vital for 
children’s health.  Frequent appearances of favourite and unfamiliar healthy foods help to 
develop children’s repertoire of healthy food.  Teachers can foster healthy eating in 
unresponsive eaters by role-modelling, educating, being creative, and having positive and 
encouraging interactions with children at mealtimes.  
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Methodology 
Nutrition is a topic that I believe is important and I wished to improve my own and other 
teachers’ practice in fostering children’s healthy eating habits.  I aspired for my practice 
to closely reflect my beliefs (Holly, Arhar, & Kasten, 2005), and so I chose an action 
research methodology for my study.  This methodology is reflected in how I have 
formulated my question to imply a change (Cardno, 2003).  The research question was: 
“How can teachers effectively foster young children to eat healthy food, when they do 
not want to eat it?” 

The eight teachers in the over-two’s area were given a questionnaire to fill out which 
included five questions about their beliefs and practice on healthy eating for children.  
The staff’s responses to these questions were condensed into common themes and 
collated, along with the literature review findings, to come up with a list of healthy food 
expectations. The draft was put in the staffroom for staff to read and make comments 
about.  The staff’s comments were taken into consideration when I consulted with the 
centre manager to come up with the final expectations.  

Four teachers volunteered to take part in the implementation of the expectations and to 
self-reflect on the effectiveness of the expectations.  The four teachers each chose a child 
to mentor and voted on which of the two healthy food expectations we should implement.  
The teachers implemented these strategies and I observed the teachers’ strategies and 
how the children reacted (Arthur, Beecher, Death, Docket, & Farmer, 2007). In the final 
examination phase, the four teachers gave written feedback about how they felt the 
implementations of these expectations went.  The findings were examined and discussed 
based on the observations and the teachers’ written feedback. 
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Findings 

Phase One – Summary of the findings from the teachers’ initial questionnaire. 
The questions and analysis of responses A sample of the teachers’ responses 

Question One 
Please tell me about your beliefs about fostering 
healthy eating in young children. 

Analysis: Differing views but largely about 
respecting children but balanced with education 
and encouragement to eat healthy food. 

 Food should be an enjoyable experience and given 
choices. 

 Children should be educated about healthy eating. 
 Encouragement is needed when children try food; 

however, do not force children to eat. 
 Children should try one mouthful. 
 Adults should respect likes/dislikes. 
 Sweets should only be given to children under five on 

special occasions. 
 

Question Two 
What teaching strategies do you think are      
effective in fostering healthy eating when children 
are unresponsive to eating (especially in regards    
to vegetables)? 

Analysis: Emphasis on encouragement but with 
boundaries. 

 Teachers role-modelling healthy eating. 
 Verbal encouragement and positive guidance. 
 Instructing - “One mouthful so you know what it tastes 

like.” 
 “You can have more [favourite food] if you try… ” 
 Involving children in food preparation. 

 

Question Three 
Do you agree with withholding sweet treats or 
afternoon tea from a child if they do not eat 
lunch? Why or why not? 

Analysis:  The majority of the teachers believed 
that children should not miss out on treats, 
although one teacher had a contrasting view 
that a child will learn to eat lunch if treats are 
withheld. 

 No, trying lunch is sufficient. 
 No, rather the child ate something than nothing. 
 No if it is one off; for example, the child is sick, has a 

dislike for that food.  But yes if they continuously refuse 
to eat and will not try it. 

 No, but yes if they continuously refuse to eat lunch; give 
fruit instead. 

 Yes, the child will not starve.  They will learn to eat 
lunch even if it is a small quantity. 

Question Four 
How can we work with parents to provide 
consistency in how we encourage the 
consumption of healthy food in both settings? 

Analysis:  Open communication with parents 
and education were common threads. 

 Parent partnership – communication from both parties. 
 Sharing with parents our healthy food expectations. 
 Educating families on healthy and unhealthy food 

options through food demonstrations and written 
information. 

 Educating with the healthy food pyramid and 
discussions with children. 

 Providing healthy eating books in parents’ and 
children’s libraries. 
 

Question Five 
What do you believe is important to take into 
consideration when developing guidelines for 
healthy eating, especially in unresponsive 
eaters? 

Analysis: Respect of children and creating a 
positive and attractive atmosphere. 

 Respecting cultures, beliefs and religion and what 
children eat at home.   

 Respecting children’s strong dislikes for food. 
 Eating should be an enjoyable social experience. 
 Food is presently attractively and creatively. 
 Educating and serving healthy food as per the healthy 

food pyramid. 
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When summarising the responses to the questionnaire, I found some commonly held 
opinions as well as some contrasting ones.  The majority of the teachers believe that 
encouraging children to eat a healthy diet from a young age is important.  Creating a 
positive atmosphere was featured amongst the top ways of fostering healthy eating in 
young children.  Having plenty of encouragement and praise and role-modelling healthy 
eating were both highly ranked as effective teaching strategies.  Education of what foods 
are good for our bodies was also found throughout the teachers’ responses.  It appears 
that the teachers generally feel there needs to be firmness at times when encouraging 
children to eat healthy food but they do not believe in forcing children to eat the food and 
turning mealtimes into a food battle. 

The findings from the teachers’ questionnaire were combined with those from the 
literature review to create a set of “healthy food expectations” for the centre.  These 
expectations included the assurance that food provided by the centre adheres to the Heart 
Foundation recommendations and that the centre’s menu is displayed for children and 
parents to see. To us it was important that age, culture and individuality is taken into 
account when encouraging children to try food.  Also included in these expectations were 
educational strategies for both the children and parents.  Key strategies for encouraging 
healthy eating were identified and recorded (see Figure 1). 

 

Phase Two: Implementation of Strategies 
The four teacher participants focused on the two teaching strategies from the new healthy 
food expectations: encouraging children to try two mouthfuls before they say they do not 
like a food (Pantley, 2012) and when the child tries the food, using praise and 
encouragement to build a positive atmosphere  (Wood & Kidman, 2009).  

Figure 1. Strategies to support unresponsive eaters 

 Teachers eat with the children and role-model healthy eating. 

 Teachers use praise and encouragement when a child makes progress in their 

eating (Wood & Kidman, 2009). 

 Children who are three and four are encouraged to try two mouthfuls of a 

food before saying that they do not like it.  Those two bites may convince the 

eater that it is edible and flavoursome (Pantley, 2012). 

 Teachers have high expectations of children: “When you have tried this you 

can have more of…” 

 Teachers teach children that eating the main meal is important.  They use the 

slogan “We need to eat grow foods before sometimes foods”. 

 If there is a treat food on offer at morning and afternoon tea, extra servings 

will only be offered if the fruit has been tried. 
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The intervention phase showed that true to the literature and to my beliefs, each child is 
unique and this uniqueness extends to their eating responses (Pantley, 2012).  The 
findings showed that the children in this research reacted in different ways to the 
implementation of the expectations.  Three of the children responded positively to being 
encouraged to try the food.  It is acknowledged that a range of different factors influence 
these responses, such as time away from the centre, the food eaten at home, personality 
traits and positive experiences at the table. 

Discussion  
Implementing the two strategies of instructing a child to try the food combined with 
praise and encouragement helped to keep a balanced approach.  Praise and 
encouragement appeared to be a factor that was effective in encouraging children to eat 
food that they originally did not want to eat.  Consistency from teachers helps to provide 
clear boundaries for and expectations from children (Arthur et al., 2007).   Having the 
team working together with clear goals appeared to help to encourage the children to try 
food and eat more of it. 

Findings from the questionnaire suggested that we use the strategy “Try one mouthful”.  I 
originally liked the idea from Pantley (2012) to encourage the children to try two 
mouthfuls.  Pantley’s suggestion of encouraging children to eat two mouthfuls in order to 
have a fuller taste of the food intrigued me and therefore this was included in the centre’s 
healthy food expectations.  Pantley also strongly emphasises throughout her book that 
children should not be forced to eat food; however, in practice this suggestion seems to 
contradict her other suggestion because I found when implementing the “two mouthfuls” 
strategy that the suggestion appeared to create food battles. 

Responses from the teachers implementing the expectations of two mouthfuls were that 
although it was harder to promote than one mouthful, generally children did take two 
mouthfuls.  Three of the teachers were supportive of this strategy and gave feedback that 
it usually worked well.  When asked to take two mouthfuls, one child tried one mouthful 
and then proceeded with many more mouthfuls.  

While most children had a positive response to the “two mouthfuls” strategy, the teachers 
reported that they sometimes found it hard to insist that a child eat two mouthfuls when 
they were refusing to eat at all.  One teacher commented that if the food was not going 
anywhere near the child’s mouth, then this strategy can feel very negative and the battle 
of the food war begins.  One boy appeared to be annoyed with the teacher’s persistence 
that he had to have two mouthfuls of the food when he had no intention of eating any at 
all, and he let his annoyance be known through his facial expression as well as abusive 
words.  In consulting the teachers involved in the research, we reflected that sometimes 
two mouthfuls was too high an expectation and that this strategy easily could lead to a 
food battle.  We needed to make sure we knew each child and tried to take all factors of 
the child’s behaviour into account (Wood & Kidman, 2009).  We decided that in cases 
such as an extreme dislike for a certain food, two mouthfuls may become more like force 
than encouragement. 

Discussing my findings with the centre manager, she agreed that two mouthfuls did seem 
like a lot to expect a child to have when they clearly did not want to try the food.  
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Furthermore, she considered even one mouthful to be a sufficient for a child to gag on if 
they really did not like it.  The manager suggested changing it to “You need to try it 
before you can say you do not like it”.  In discussion with other teachers, the general 
consensus was that the wording should be changed.  Therefore, it is recommended that 
this expectation be revisited in a second cycle.   

Conducting this research has been useful in defining my thoughts on acceptable effective 
strategies in fostering healthy eating in young children.  Creating a positive environment 
was a key element throughout the literature and in the teachers’ responses to the initial 
questionnaire, and was evident in the implementation of the two healthy food 
expectations strategies.  Implementing the expectation that mouthfuls proved to be a 
challenge. For this reason it is recommended that teachers ask children to try food before 
they say they do not like it, keeping in mind the individual child and the meal they are 
being asked to eat.  It is necessary to have communication and consistency from all 
teachers in requesting children to taste food.  By doing this coupled with a range of 
healthy food choices to children in a positive eating environment, children generally learn 
to widen their scope and become more willing to try new foods. 

Conclusion  
This article, based on a small action research project, has discussed the issue of how 
teachers can foster healthy eating in unresponsive eaters in the early childhood education 
context.  Strategies for teachers’ practice were identified and then two of the strategies 
were implemented and evaluated by four teachers.  The strategies that were examined 
were: encouraging children to try two mouthfuls before they say they do not like a food 
(Pantley, 2012), and using praise and encouragement when a child tries a food they do 
not usually eat (Wood & Kidman, 2009).   

Findings from this intervention included three of the children responding to the request of 
the teacher to try the food, as well as the encouragement and praise that was received.  
However, negative responses from some children were also evident.  Through 
discussions with staff and the centre manager, we decided that requiring two mouthfuls is 
too high an expectation for all three and four year olds.  Therefore, I recommend that this 
expectation be changed to “You need to try it before you can say you do not like it”. 

Ideally having an extended implementation time of a couple of months would help give 
more accurate information about the effectiveness of the healthy food expectations 
developed at this early childhood centre; thus, I would recommend that teachers conduct 
their own research over a longer period of time.  Future research could include 
implementing a different one of the healthy food expectations strategies and evaluating 
its effectiveness. 

A final word. 
Next time there is a potential food battle coming your direction, remember to be firm and 
yet positive, and to give lots of encouragement as well as praise when progress is made. 
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Abstract: Early childhood teachers’ practice in Aotearoa is guided by Te Whāriki (Ministry 
of Education, 1996) and their obligations to Te Tiriti o Waitangi.  However, many teachers 
don’t feel comfortable with bicultural practice and find its application bewildering.  
Therefore, this research paper was aimed at strategies in which Te Ao Māori could be 
integrated into the curriculum for toddlers naturally.  The research was conducted by using 
action research methods at a younger toddlers’ room with the participants being both 
teachers and children.  Waiata, pakiwaitara and toi Māori were introduced over a three-week 
period.  The evaluation of findings, gathered by observation sheets, questionnaires and a 
research journal, showed that waiata and pakiwaitara were very effective teaching strategies.  
Throughout the research it became clear that the level of children’s learning depended 
greatly on the level of teachers’ involvement.  While the research was successful in its main 
goal, the fact that it was not the undertaking of the whole team at the centre made it hard for 
some teachers to feel the same degree of responsibility for its implementation and results.  
However, the findings clearly show that this approach to a bicultural curriculum works very 
well for the young age group and could be easily adopted by other centres to make Te Ao 
Māori part of their daily learning programme. 

 
Key Words: bicultural, Māori, toddlers, curriculum 

 

Introduction 
Kaua e rangiruatia te hāpai o te hoe; 
E kore tō tātou waka e ū ki uta. 

Don’t paddle out of unison; 
Our canoe will never reach the shore. 

(Ministry of Education, 2007) 
 
This whakataukī became the motto of this research as it signifies the need for the whole team 
of teachers to work as one and collaborate to bring improvement to the overall practice at a 
centre and benefit for all children. 

Living and teaching in Aotearoa New Zealand carries specific responsibilities towards 
tangata whenua.  All non-Māori partners of Te Tiriti o Waitangi have the duty to honour the 
obligations stated in the document.  Among these are the right to tino rangatiratanga, 
protection of taonga and recognition of tikanga Māori (Ka’ai, Moorfield, Reilly & Mosley, 
2004).  In addition, early childhood teachers are guided by the curriculum document Te 
Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 1996) which further stresses the importance of bicultural 
practice by incorporating te reo Māori me ngā tikanga.  From these obligations it is clear that 
bicultural practice in early childhood settings is a must and should be an established part of 
the curriculum. 

This leads to the question: How can we incorporate the obligations mentioned above into the 
curriculum for young toddlers naturally?  That is the issue many centres might be dealing 
with and is the focus of this action research project conducted in a small Auckland centre.  
For this reason the research goal, to incorporate a bicultural curriculum into everyday life of 
toddlers naturally, originated from the desire to honour the principle of a partnership between 
two peoples inherent in Te Tiriti o Waitangi.  The main aim of the research was to find 
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practical ways in which teachers could integrate Te Ao Māori into the curriculum.  There are 
already many publications that include useful resources and ways to develop strategies that 
facilitate delivery of a bicultural curriculum.  The aspiration of this research was to identify 
these and help teachers to implement bicultural practice confidently and competently.  The 
researcher’s goal was to empower teachers and find methods of implementation that would 
be simple yet effective.  These strategies would then give teachers a sense of ownership for 
both their own actions and those of the whole team (Jenkin, 2011).  

It is true that many practitioners struggle with the delivery of a bicultural curriculum in 
practice (Jenkin, 2011).  While this struggle may have roots in the educators’ lack of 
confidence and their reluctance to change (Williams, Broadley & Lawson Te-Aho, 2012), Te 
Whāriki could also be blamed.  The generalised description of outcomes and strategies in Te 
Whāriki allows practitioners to choose what and how they will implement.  While this offers 
great independence and tino rangatiratanga (Reedy, 2003), there are no strict procedures or 
rules related to a bicultural curriculum and the lack of guidance from the document is evident. 

Strategies and resources. 
To achieve the goal of successful implementation of a bicultural curriculum, teachers need to 
employ a certain set of strategies and resources.  These include, for example, using te reo and 
tikanga Māori, singing of waiata or introducing traditional symbols and patterns.  There is 
plenty of literature connected with this issue but someone not knowledgeable in this field 
might still find these strategies and resources confusing.  

Williams and Broadley (2012) assist teachers by offering them guidance through the main 
tikanga Māori in their brochure Resource Kit for Graduate Teachers, while Mihaka (2008) 
claims that te reo can be learnt through Māori waiata.  Even though the knowledge of te reo 
Māori and tikanga Māori seem to be the most important concern (Jenkin, 2009, 2011), the 
strategies involved need to be also centred on the behaviour of teachers and their commitment 
to the common goal (Jenkin, 2011). 

Influence of the environment on bicultural practice.  
Teachers’ behaviour and performance are closely linked to the environment and context of 
their centre.  Jenkin (2011) argues that “Teachers who are going to routinely implement te reo 
Māori me ōna tikanga need to have a context within which Tiriti-based curriculum is normal 
practice; where such a context does not exist, it clearly needs to be collaboratively created” 
(p. 54).  For this reason it is necessary for centre management to have an understanding of 
bicultural practices and implementation (Williams, Broadley & Lawson Te-Aho, 2012).  
Jenkin (2011) adds that it is necessary for one teacher to become the leader who can motivate 
the rest of the team and for the team to take ownership of their actions.  Only then will the 
team achieve their goal. 

Balancing Māori and Pākehā parts of bicultural curriculum. 
One issue that seems to prevail among practitioners is the desired balance in delivering both 
parts of the curriculum.  “How much is too much?” and “How much is not enough?” are 
questions that are vital to this matter.  Further inquiry into Māori tikanga showed that 
traditional practices align well with the requirements of Te Whāriki and a Māori curriculum 
could successfully be used with all children.  Meade and Hanna (2003) reached the same 
conclusion when they said that “because what is good for Māori children is also good for all 
children such a framework would be beneficial for every child involved in New Zealand 
general early childhood services” (pp. 1–2).  It needs to be realised that Māori and Pākehā 
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curricula don’t contradict each other; these two curricula can coexist within one curriculum 
used for all children (Ritchie, 2003). 

Avoiding tokenistic behaviour. 
The uncertainty many teachers feel in delivering a bicultural curriculum lies in their fear of 
coming across as tokenistic.  They feel that what they do is not enough and that it doesn’t 
make much difference anyway.  Correct knowledge of me ōna tikanga Māori and practical 
strategies can help the team succeed.  Rau and Ritchie (2011) argue that tikanga actually 
means “being Māori” (p. 797).  This could imply that tikanga could be crucial to the survival 
of Māori culture (Williams, Broadley & Lawson Te-Aho, 2012). 

Tokenism can be avoided by practitioners’ knowledge of Māori development theories and the 
accurate vision of a Māori child.  Royal Tangaere (1997) proposed that Māori theories can be 
likened to Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory and Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory.  In all 
these theories a child “does not develop in isolation; a child develops through interactions and 
within a certain cultural context” (Royal Tangaere, 1997, p. 55). 

To avoid tokenism the whole team has to participate equally.  As individuals, teachers will 
only offer tokens, whereas a team with a passionate leader will triumph (Jenkin, 2011).  This 
notion is shared by Meade and Hanna (2003), who stress that to achieve success all teachers 
must contribute and persevere. 

Thus, for the research to be successful it was necessary that the whole team be involved in the 
process.  It was also vital to choose methodology that would allow initiating and monitoring 
of changes in the centre’s bicultural practice. 

Methodology 
Based on the considerations and ideas mentioned above, the researcher chose an action 
research methodology.  This approach allowed the researcher to evaluate the current 
situation, implement changes, and analyse the situation after the implementation 
(MacNaughton & Hughes, 2008). 

The research was conducted at a privately owned centre in central Auckland.  The room was 
licensed for 20 children between the ages of 18 months and 2½ years.  There were six 
teachers employed in this room, three full time and three part time.  Participating children 
were predominantly New Zealand European with only a low percentage from other cultures 
(Indian, Chinese, Māori and Pasifika).  All teachers were New Zealand European.  

The research topic aimed to promote a bicultural curriculum as a valid way of teaching and 
learning.  To achieve this it was necessary to increase the knowledge and confidence of all 
teachers in Te Ao Māori.  This was done by incorporating waiata (songs), pakiwaitara 
(storytelling) and toi Māori (art experiences) into everyday practice through interactive tools 
(for example, puppets, flashcards and magnetic stories).  By initiating three cycles of change 
in which one aspect of Te Ao Māori was introduced every week, it was possible to evaluate 
the results with the help of observation sheets and a research journal.  At the end of the third 
cycle, observed teachers completed a questionnaire with questions relevant to theirs and the 
children’s learning.  These methods of data collection were appropriate to the research topic.  
The observation sheets showed what knowledge and skills the children and teachers held and 
if and how immersion in a bicultural curriculum altered the situation.  They also revealed 
gaps in knowledge and helped to specify areas needing additional resources and 
development.  The questionnaires offered an insight into teachers’ thoughts and learning 
connected with the research.  Throughout the research the researcher’s own thoughts, 
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experiences and discussions with teachers were recorded in a research journal which was 
used as an additional data collection method.  Collaboration with the whole teaching team 
and the centre manager was necessary and a vital part of this research. 

A mixture of quantitative and qualitative methods was used to analyse the data.  The 
frequency of implementation of Te Ao Maori aspects was recorded through observation 
sheets.  The questionnaires and the research journal helped to interpret teachers’ attitudes and 
thoughts (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2008; Roberts-Holmes, 2011). 

Findings and Discussion 
Through implementation of three cycles of change, it became possible to identify the most 
effective aspects of Te Ao Māori when working with the toddlers in the research group. 

 

Waiata. 
Children’s knowledge increased rapidly in the field of waiata and in the understanding of te 
reo Māori.  This could be because children are musical creatures.  They seem to have an 
innate sense of rhythm and through music can connect with their daily experiences (Russell-
Bowie, 1989).  The research findings were consistent with this belief and showed that 
including waiata in the first cycle was the best method of incorporating te reo into the 
curriculum.  Given children’s love of singing, including Māori songs, was genuine.  They 
didn’t worry about the different language; instead they learnt the language in an effortless and 
fun way (Mihaka, 2008).  In addition, learning the language through songs didn’t feel 
tokenistic in any way; instead it was very natural and intuitive (Jenkin, 2009).  Interactive 

 Resources Created by the Researcher to Help Deliver a Bicultural Curriculum 

Figure 1: The myth resources were made using books written and 
illustrated by Peter Gossage (2005a, 2005b, 2006). 
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singing (including dancing, musical instruments, CDs and flashcards) proved to be even more 
effective.  With the added action or object the children’s interest grew and their involvement 
in the experiences intensified. 

The level of children’s learning, however, seemed to depend greatly on their teachers’ 
involvement.  This could be related to children needing role models to follow, having the 
knowledge that what they are doing is meaningful and brings joy also to the adults in their 
lives, and having people to share their pleasure with (Russell-Bowie, 1989).  This would also 
conform to Vygotsky’s and Bronfenbrenner’s notions that children develop through 
association with others (Santrock, 2009).  Some teachers claimed they were reluctant to join 
in because they had limited personal knowledge and confidence to initiate these experiences 
(even though resources were provided).  There seemed to be a correlation between the 
teachers’ knowledge and confidence and their commitment to being involved.  The children 
learnt the songs and actions after only a few repetitions, which showed that with a bit of 
practice, the teachers could have learnt them, too.  With all teachers equally incorporating 
waiata into practice, the learning would increase (Jenkin, 2009).  On a positive note, it should 
be stated that teachers’ ability to get involved increased with the use of interactive resources. 

Pakiwaitara. 
The aspect that showed the second largest improvement in terms of implementing a bicultural 
curriculum was pakiwaitara, or storytelling. The children were introduced to some history of 
Te Ao Māori by the inclusion of myths and legends into the programme.  The interactive way 
these stories were narrated (with the use of puppets and props) helped the children to focus, 
join in and communicate with each other.  This strategy corresponded with Wright’s (2003) 
opinion that toddlers’ learning “consists of constructing meaning through interactions with 
others, and through the exploration of objects and events” (p. 114).  Te Whāriki also states the 
expectation that children will be familiar with stories of their culture and the cultures of 
others (Ministry of Education, 1996).  Furthermore, many children from the older toddlers’ 
room participated in these experiences.  Their questions not only provided the younger 
children with important tuakana-teina (older child – younger child) interactions but kept the 
interest in the experiences going for longer periods of time.  Their presence also contributed 
to the important concept of whanaungatanga (relationships) within the centre (Hogan, 
Chisnall & Rongo Culbreath, 2010).  

All the teachers were provided with words to the introduced myths.  Despite that, some didn’t 
feel confident in narrating them to children.  However, only listening passively didn’t raise 
the teachers’ confidence nor did practising alone – it was only the teachers who tried saying 
the words with the children who noted significant improvements in this area on their 
questionnaire sheets.  This hesitation could have been caused by the loss of the teachers’ 
storytelling ability.  Scroggie (2009) claims that with the progress of our culture, some of the 
old art might have been lost. She adds that the arrival of written word marked the beginning 
of the end for oral tales.  

On average, the teachers indicated bigger improvements in waiata then in pakiwaitara.  Given 
that waiata were sung in te reo but the myths narrated in English, the results were interesting.  
Could this have been caused by the frequency of implementation which was higher in waiata 
singing?  Or was it connected with the notion that waiata could be learnt but a story was 
interactive and had to be lived, imagined and responded to? (Scroggie, 2009).  Were the 
teachers afraid that they wouldn’t be able to answer children’s questions should they ask any?  
These questions suggest the need for further research in this field. 



21

Toi Māori. 
Immersing toddlers in Te Ao Māori through art proved to be the least effective method of the 
three tried.  This could have been caused by the toddlers’ inability to relate these experiences 
to previous events in their lives as this way of learning is very important to children of this 
age (Brownlee, 2007; Wright, 2003).  In the offered experiences children had the opportunity 
to help with flax preparation, weaving, painting and clay carving.  However, these actions 
were not connected in any way to the children’s past and were very teacher directed and 
controlled.  The exposure was mainly visual and, as a result, the children didn’t show as 
much interest in these activities as they did in waiata and pakiwaitara.  Consequently, the 
inclusion of art experiences felt quite forced, and if they were not accompanied by continuous 
practice of waiata and pakiwaitara, their use as a means to implement a bicultural curriculum 
would actually appear quite tokenistic (Jenkin, 2009).  

Conclusion 
The need for a bicultural curriculum in early childhood settings is underpinned by New 
Zealand Government requirements and the curriculum document Te Whāriki (Ministry of 
Education, 1996).  During the research period it became obvious that singing waiata seemed 
to be the most effective method of teaching te reo to both children and teachers.  Therefore, 
the researcher would recommend to all early childhood settings starting to implement 
bicultural practice that they use Rotu Mihaka’s (2008) article “Te reo can be easily learned 
through waiata tamariki” and Williams and Broadley’s (2012) Resource Kits. 

After waiata, pakiwaitara closely followed as an effective method of introducing a bicultural 
curriculum.  On the other hand, toi Māori didn’t provide children of the researched age group 
with enough interactions to sustain interest and support learning.  The level of teachers’ 
involvement in the experiences corresponded with their confidence in and knowledge of the 
topics.  Moreover, the degree to which teachers’ understanding grew over the period of the 
project, in terms of both Te Ao Māori and how to implement bicultural practices, was directly 
related to their ability and efforts to initiate the bicultural activities. 

The limitation of the research might have been the position of the researcher as the team 
leader within the team.  As all the changes were initiated by the researcher, other team 
members might have thought that this was only a one-person project and their contribution 
wasn’t required.  Would the results have been different if the research had been the work and 
responsibility of the whole teaching team? And would the collected data have been different 
in all three approaches chosen to facilitate incorporation of a bicultural curriculum?  
Whatever the answers to these questions, the main aim of the research was achieved, namely 
that two strategies – waiata and pakiwaitara – were found to be valid methods of bicultural 
learning and teaching.  Thus, the researcher recommends that waiata and pakiwaitara be used 
as everyday techniques for the delivery of a bicultural curriculum. 
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Abstract: The overall goal of this research was to highlight the 
importance of the environment in shaping children’s emerging identity 
and finding new ways to achieve this in an early childhood centre 
environment.  The research question asked “What are the characteristics 
of an environment that promote the identity of the child?” and an action 
research methodology (Robert-Holmes, 2011) was applied to the 
question.  This paper briefly describes current literature on the 
environment as a mediator in shaping children’s identities then focuses 
on key findings from this small-scale research project.  The main 
findings support current literature and theories identifying the 
sociocultural, physical and pedagogical environments in early childhood 
as the primary influencers in shaping a child’s identity.  Of particular 
interest, as captured through the children’s voices, is a preference for 
solitary play and the strong voice of parents and teachers on the teacher’s 
role in aiding the construction of positive identities through continuing 
dialogue with children as they relate with others, self and the 
environment.  Implications for practice are also discussed. 

Key words: environment, fostering children’s identities, early 
childhood education 

 

Introduction and Literature Review 
I have always had a passion and strong interest in identity formation.  There is a body of 
literature that emphasises the need for teachers to understand self and their identities as a 
means to effective teaching (Hansen, 1995; Gibbs, 2006; Giles & Kung, 2010; Glazer, 
1994; Kung, 2010; Palmer, 1983, 1998, 2000).  However, there is a lack of literature that 
examines the role of the early childhood centre’s environment in shaping children’s 
identities.  My primary interest stemmed from a fascination with the uniqueness of the 
individual and how we are able to recognise and accommodate that in early childhood 
settings where a variety of environments are being impressed upon the child.  To me, this 
required further more intensive research with a stronger focus in the area of educational 
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psychology, where the nature of the child is better comprehended in terms of adaptation 
and socialisation. 

The research setting was a private kindergarten with five teachers and thirty-nine children 
aged between 2 and 5 years of age.  The kindergarten is sessional with an emergent-
centred curriculum.  The participants in the research included children, parents and 
educators at the kindergarten.  While all three groups of participants contributed to the 
knowledge gained from this research, particular attention was given to the voices of the 
children. 

I entered into the research with the hope of refocusing attention on establishing and 
maintaining environments that nurture children’s places of origin, celebrate their culture, 
values and belief systems, and support their individuality.  What I discovered has brought 
new understandings to our perception of who or what in the environment helps shape the 
children’s sense of self. 

Literature Findings 
Through a literature search (Brooker, 2006; French, 2007; Kernan, 2010; Gandini & 
Edwards, as cited in Rinaldi, 2001), I discovered that the identity of children rests in 
many fields of science.  These endeavour to identify and categorise a highly complex set 
of functions and behaviours that are developed and affected by a host of influences.  It is 
generally agreed that there are four main “sub-territories” of environment that are 
responsible for the residing identity of the child: the home, educational, sociocultural and 
physical environments. The last three are all pertinent to the early childhood education 
centre environment, and will be discussed next. 

Physical environment. 
When reading literature about the physicality (structural form, characteristics, shape, 
space, dimensions) of the environment that shapes children’s identities, I discovered the 
dynamic and responsive relationship that needs to exist between the energies of the child 
and the physical learning spaces they occupy.  Primarily, the physical environment of the 
early learning centre is a symbiotic site of engagement and interaction. The nature of 
children is such that they will explore the nature of the environment, and as the child 
explores the limitations and boundaries of their environment, they modify their responses 
based on environmental prompting.   

 The nature of the child explores the nature of the environment, the nature of people it 
explores limitations and boundaries, and rephrases-or modifies or reinforces itself based 
on environmental prompting.  Kernan (2010) writes briefly about the links between the 
interactions a child has with a place and how it contributes to their sense of belonging:  

Geographical dimensions of children’s lives include the intersection of human and 
physical worlds, and of time and space, spatial variations and, the importance of 
scale, place knowledge, the distinctiveness of place and the meanings and feelings 
attached to significant sites of everyday life. ( McKendrick, 2000; Philo, 2000 as 
cited in Kernan 2010) 
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This notion was also supported by Malaguzzi (1996) who states, “…We place enormous 
value on the role of the environment as a motivating and animating force in creating 
spaces for relations, options, and emotional and cognitive situations that produce a sense 
of well-being and security” (as cited in French, 2007, p. 18).  Penn (2005) also has an 
understanding that children learn in context and builds upon this idea “of creating spaces 
for relations” by stating that “children respond to the reality they see around them and 
what they learn reflects that reality” (as cited in French, 2007, p. 18).  

Figure 1. The Four Main “Sub-Territories” of Environment Responsible for the 
Residing Identity of the Child 

Sociocultural environment. 
It is widely known that the formation of children’s identity and developing a sense of 
belonging is strongly linked to the interrelationship between the social, cultural and 
physical conditions of their lives.  Greenman (2005) advocates for caring spaces that 
nurture warm, reciprocal relationships which, in turn, promote well-being of children.  
Olds (2000) notes that “the true spirit of places resides not only in their physical 
parameters, but also in the symbolic meanings that grow up around them as a result of the 
history, participation, and belonging of the people who use them” (as cited in Kernan, 
2010, p. 203). Bronfenbrenner’s (1989) ideas are repeated by Olds (2000, as cited in 
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Kernan, 2010) when he suggests that people grow within multiple contexts, and cites 
family and culture as important influences to development. Both Bronfenbrenner (1989, 
as cited in Berk, 2007; and in Santrock, 2009) and Kernan (2010) also highlight the 
importance of the chronosystem (time) as a mediating factor for growth. 

Bourdieu and Passeron (1997, as cited in Brooker, 2006) concur with his concept of 
“habitus”, where the child in the environment of the family gathers its first set of beliefs, 
expectations, behaviour and attitudes, endorsing the primary role played by families in 
identity formation. 

In establishing, developing and communicating their identities, children need to be in 
reach of larger social groups and communities.  These legitimise children’s roles as 
interdependent but contributing members of the systems they are involved with.  Gandini 
and Edwards, supports this citizenry as espoused in the Reggio Emilia philosophy (as 
cited in Rinaldi, 2001).  The child is the central focus, identifying where nature and 
nurture intersect in the “dance of life”.  While the culture of early childhood settings must 
extend to the wider community of the child (their family and peers), it must also be 
welcoming to the child as an individual.  Curtis and Carter (2003) emphasise the 
importance of environments in an early childhood centre context that reflect values and 
help shape identities. 

Educational environment. 
Early learning centres are social constructs of power, being impressed upon by the forces 
of teacher, child, and the external and internal social communities of families, peers and 
society.  The identity of the child, as the central protagonist in their own learning, has a 
transformative influence on the identity of the environment: Gandini and Edwards 
suggest that “ … the child is a producer of culture, values and rights, competent in 
learning and competent in communicating with all the hundred languages” (cited in 
Rinaldi, 2001, p. 51). 

With this understanding of diversity and the receptivity of the child to multifaceted 
environments (Brooker, 2006, French, 2007, Kernan, 2010; Gandini & Edwards, cited in 
Rinaldi, 2001), the literature recognises the importance of the pedagogue in empowering 
the child to challenge the wider-held belief systems in society and also acknowledges the 
child’s ability to do so.  The implication of this for society is increased tolerance of 
multiformity, which can only validate the unique identity of the developing child. 

Brooker (2006) raises the issues of societal bias and prejudices as challenges to early 
childhood educators in influencing children’s identities, and concurs that the engagement 
of the pedagogue with the children’s physical environment is vital in precipitating 
change.  Her studies, based on children’s complex familial acquisition of beliefs and roles 
in societies, found that these were malleable “and that educator’s intentions of reducing 
bias, and maximising children’s opportunities, may be undermined by their offer of child-
initiated activities and freely chosen playmates”.  French concurs when she observes that 
“through participating in everyday activities/ routines and play, children absorb messages 
from people and the environment regarding their identity and social values” (2007, p. 10). 
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The common thread throughout the articles was the focus on the child and how pedagogy 
needs to support the social construct of the child as a subject of life and a contributing 
member of the social systems they are involved with.  Valuing their autonomy and 
individual differences, educators need to recognise the holistic needs of the child, taking 
into account their predispositions, their historical and familial narratives, the societies and 
cultures they live in, and current research in child development that recognises that 
children’s interests are at the centre of what they know and how they learn.  It is the 
reality of the environments, contexts and settings that children occupy that determines 
how their identities are shaped and strengthened.  Equally, it is the role of the child that 
fulfils their potentials. 

Findings and Discussion 
My findings were from data collected from three participant groups: the parents, teachers 
and children at a private kindergarten.  During the first phase of my research, I also 
collected data from the kindergarten through photography, observations, jottings, 
questionnaires and focus interviews (Arthur, Beecher, Dockett, Farmer, & Death 2008).  
Throughout the kindergarten I discovered that the identity of the child was captured by 
teachers in different ways, including in artwork, writing books, annual class photos, 
portfolios and on individualised names tags.  Three significant findings emerged from the 
data. 

The finding shown in Figure 2 is from data collected from the multi-choice questionnaire 
given to the parents.  The finding supports current literature that states teachers play a 
crucial role in nurturing children’s identity.  Dewey (1996) supported this notion by 
stating that the adult is “a teacher-researcher, a resource and guide to children, a catalyst 
to provoke, co-construct, and stimulate children’s thinking…” (as cited in French, 2007, 
p. 15).  Teachers are the catalysts for shaping children’s identities.  They are the 
instigators of dialogue and questions with children, affirming their senses of self and 
establishing belonging.  It is also the teacher’s role to ensure that strong relationships are

Figure 2. Factors That Shape Children’s IdentityFigure 2. Factors That Shape s Identity
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established between parents and extended family members.  It is this synergy that creates 
that connectedness with children and acknowledges their uniqueness and personal 
histories.  Educators are translators, mediators and moderators, and ultimately facilitators 
for the child being able to make sense of their world, because if a child can’t establish an 
identity in a place of belonging they will be lost.   

The implications for our teaching practice are that we need to be dynamic and fluid in our 
responsiveness to the rapid changes in children’s states.  These vary from child to child 
and are situational.  It would appear that it is our knowledge of the child, and our ability 
to respond to their needs, that impact on the children’s identity.  “What teachers do, who 
they are, how their particular qualities and dispositions harmonise in their teaching, how 
they think, work and interact with students, have the potential to create life-long effects 
(Gibbs, 2006, p. 15). 

This pie chart, which captured the children’s voices when I informally interviewed them, 
proved to be one of my most significant findings because I feel it contradicts the majority 
of our early childhood literature and challenges our pedagogies.  The finding suggests 
that perhaps we are crediting the social environment with too much influence on a child’s 
growing awareness of self and self-identity.  While peers may assist children with an 
affirmation of identity (children did identify “a friend or friends” when asked specifically 
to do so), peers may not play as significant a role in this as we have come to expect. 

This finding also helped to answer my research question as it identified children’s need 
for solitude as a key component in developing their identity.  It indicates that some 
children still prefer solitary play or parallel play even when they are older and can 
achieve cooperative play.  “Solitary play has many benefits: some children need to be by 
themselves to explore their own thoughts and feelings; some need to get away from 
excess stimulation to focus; and some just like their own company” (Gonzalez-Mena, 
2008, p. 102). 

96% 

4% 
Figure  3. Do Children Prefer Solitary or Parallel Play?

Solitary Play

Parallel Play
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The finding has implications for our practice as we seem to put great importance on 
promoting children’s engagement with others in parallel, associative and cooperative play 
without consulting our children or making enough time to observe how children are 
collating and interpreting what information they are gathering from their environments.  
As a result of this finding, we need to ensure that we are creating spaces within our 
environments that provide sanctuaries for solitude where children can think and engage in 
internal dialogue, so they can continue to build upon their own understanding of what it 
means to be an individual.  The finding also supports the data shown in Figure 2 which 
would indicate that it is the teacher’s role, rather than that of peers, that is more 
influential on children’s identity. 

The third noteworthy finding came from the multi-choice questionnaire given to the 
parents.  The parents who participated in the study were predominantly white middle-
class New Zealand/Europeans.  For them, culture and traditions were not seen as having a 
significant impact on their children’s identities (see Figure 4).  I found this surprising as 
the literature I read supports strong cultural identifications related to the family construct 
when it comes to issues of faith, gender and ethnicity: “This first stage in developing an 
identity – the child’s primary habitus –reflects aspects of the collective habitus of the 
family, a set of beliefs, expectations, attitudes and behaviour that have evolved in the 
course of the family’s history and experience and from their social class and other 
cultural aspects (Bordieu and Passeron, 1977, as cited in Brooker, 2006, p. 117).  The 
question has to be asked whether these findings would have been different if I had been 
working in a multicultural centre with ethnic diversity and where English was often a 
second language, and where values and beliefs were intrinsically linked to culture and 
traditions.  As Brooker (2006) noted in her studies on ethnicity, there were significant 
differences between English and Bangladeshi children’s experiences of home and school 
that “were constructed from the complex interactions of gendered and social class beliefs 
within each family” (p. 119).  Similarly, would a Māori language immersion centre 
produce these same findings?  While these questions fall into the domains of sociology, 
the impact of these findings are relevant to the pedagogical environment and the 
developing identities of children and society’s image of the child.  With adults having a 
significant influence on children’s identity then, it becomes critically important for 
pedagogues to reflect a cultural identity that is compatible with curriculum requirements, 
the needs of the child and their family, and that also reflects the wider views of society 
and how we identify ourselves collectively. 
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Conclusion 
Through the social cultural perspective of children’s learning, my research captured the 
child’s voice in identifying the need for solitary play.  This was a significant finding as 
current theories of learning emphasise the importance of environments constructed for 
social engagement and interactions with others (Berk, 2010; Santrock, 2009).  The 
kindergarten that was the site for this research uses the emergent centred curriculum and 
has a culture of fostering relationships between parents, educators and children, believing 
that such relationships have the greatest influence on developing the children’s sense of 
self.  My research findings, however, suggest that children prefer spending time in 
solitary play.  Thus, teachers need to also factor in this preference for playing alone and 
observe how this time with self and the environment helps foster children’s identity. 

The strong voices of parents and teachers in my findings have implications for good 
practice regarding the role of the teacher in shaping children’s identity.  Teachers need to 
adopt the habit of talking with children, including asking them meaningful questions to 
hear how they see themselves in relationship to others, with themselves, and with the 
environment; such questions will aid the children to construct positive identities. 

From my readings I observed that there is a lack of literature from New Zealand 
examining the role of the environment in shaping children’s identities in the early 
childhood education context.  Many of the settings described in the literature relate to 
other countries, cultures and socio-political or socio-economic environments that do not 
reflect the uniqueness of New Zealand society or New Zealand’s early childhood 
education environments.  Relatively speaking we are a young country and from cultural, 
social and historical perspectives, and in light of present day immigration, we are 
undergoing constant sociocultural changes which are impacting on how we see and 
identify ourselves.  This provides unique challenges to both to the developing identity of 
the child, their role in society and the teacher’s role in helping children from such diverse 
cultures develop their identities. 
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Figure 4. Factors that Contribute to Children’s Identity 
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This research has also highlighted the need for educators to take on the role of researcher 
to uncover how teachers influence how children shape and construct their identities.  The 
complex nature of children’s identities requires many educators to, hopefully, emulate the 
overseas initiatives in early childhood research and contribute to a pool of knowledge that 
is specific to the New Zealand context.  New (1999) echoes this thought when he 
emphasises that “there is a need for adults to struggle aloud and together … knowing that 
their choices create as well as preclude opportunities for children’s current learning and 
future lives” (as cited in French, 2007, p. 8).  Just as children shift their focus, we need to 
be shifting ours. 
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Process over Product 
What Happens When You Allow Your Research 

to Talk to You 

Donna Stichbury 
donnastichbury@hotmail.com 

Abstract: This is a reflective account of my journey, as a student, into research.  I uncovered 
powerful learning through the use of a reflective journal, which made the process of doing 
the research a genuine learning discovery; I developed my philosophy as I listened to the 
emotions of the process. 

Through an understanding and passionate research supervisor, I was mentored to design a 
piece of research that talked to me.  The design allowed for learning in between the lines – 
which I don’t think either of us expected.  The emotions of what happened gave me my 
greatest learning. 

Children deserve passionate teachers and I believe that research can play a big part in 
inspiring new ideas and developing quality that can only be in the best interest of children. 
My advice to students who are doing practice-based research is, “Throw yourself into your 
research; don’t have preconceived ideas but allow the process to lead, inspire and influence 
you to new discoveries and learning; don’t make it just about passing the course.”  

Key words: collaboration, English as first language, children as competent 
learners 

Introduction 
I had been looking forward to having the opportunity to do this research since my initial year 
as a student when I attended my first research symposium.  I wanted to look for a research 
question that was meaningful to me.  One of the key reasons why I feel that this research 
design inspired me was that I was open to listen to something new, to be guided by the 
answers of those around me. Not for one moment, when I started this journey, did I believe 
that I would travel through the most amazing self-discovery process that would shake and 
make me confront my personal philosophy. 

The subject that I was, and still am,  passionate about is giving children the opportunity to 
learn outside the centre environment through going on outings.  I was very conscious that 
some children spend all week at the centre, never leaving the centre walls, and I felt that it 
was important that they had the opportunity to experience real-life experiences and play in 
nature as part of the curriculum, instead of just being contained by the four walls of the 
centre. 

I was perplexed.  I knew that I volunteered for a wonderful team of teachers, and from 
conversations I had had with them over the years, I knew that they wanted to be getting out 
and enjoying outings.  Yet while the board of trustees of my centre was telling my head 
teacher that the parents wanted whole-centre outings, I was not sure whether that was really 
the case, as this message was not consistent with passing conversations that I had been having 
over the last three years.  So my original research question set out to ask what everyone 
wanted: “How can we meet the needs of teachers, children and their parents with regards to 
outings?”  When I look back at this research question now, it sounds so stuffy and boring.  
But this was the start of the most amazing research and learning journey for me. 
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As you continue to read my thoughts, this may not be the most intellectual article you will 
ever read, but that is not important – my driving force is to inspire others to love research just 
like my supervisor had guided me.  As I read back through my journal from last year, I find 
that I wrote: 

“In hindsight as I look back at this research I am amazed to find that the most 
powerful learning came from the process of implementing the research, 
rather than how the different groups answered my questions.  I hope that I 
can keep these strong feelings alive in me as I enter the real world of 
teaching.” 

Now a year on, I am still listening to what my research taught me: to genuinely listen to your 
community and find ways so that each part of the community can achieve ways to tell others 
what is important to them and to advocate for all to be heard. 

A Review of Research 
I had been told by my research supervisor to think of my literature review as being like 
building a bridge.  What elements would I need to make my research strong and connect my 
readers to my research question?  This imagery helped my literature review to consider the 
following four themes:  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Methodology and Design 
The year of my research we were set the task of carrying out action research, thinking from 
the stance of a need for change (Roberts-Holmes, 2011).  For the purposes of this article, I 
will focus my attention on my learning and reflections from my journal rather than the 
findings from my data.  When I talk about the findings, it is only to help the reader fill in the 
gaps of my journey. 

The benefits of excursions – play a role in 

physical, sensory, cognitive and social 

development.  They also connect children to nature 

(Baille, 2010; Gambino, Davis & Rowntree, 2009; 

Oliver & McLachlan, 2006; Torquati, Gabriel, 

Jones-Branch & Leeper- Miller, 2010; Woyke, 

2004). 

Successful planning of excursions –

requires thoughtful and meaningful 

planning (Taylor, Morris & Cordeau-

Young, 1997).  Benefits of positive 

attitudes to risk and frequent experiences 

for teachers (Bullard, 2010; Chettleburgh, 

2009). 

2009 
Benefits of styles of excursions – 

when parents are involved they can be 

closer to their child’s learning.  Helm 

and Katz (2011) discuss the benefits of 

small-group outings particularly as 

they can focus children on connecting 

to nature.  

Collaboration – requires an equal playing field 

(Alasuutari, 2010).  Brink (2002) suggests results are 

strengthened relationships.  Wenger (1998): “…what 

makes information knowledge – what makes it 

empowering – is the way in which it can be integrated 

within an identity of participation (p. 220). 
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Data collection. 
My research was designed to have three methods of data collection running consecutively 
within each phase.  The three methods reflected the different ways needed to collect the data 
from the three different parties in my research question: the teachers, the parents and the 
children.  Method one was to collect the views of the teachers at the centre.  It consisted of an 
anonymous questionnaire given to every member of the teaching team, which they could 
return to me through a sealed box which I would only open on a set date. 

Method two focused on collecting data from the parents at the centre.  As collaboration was 
important to the research design, it was crucial that all parents were given the opportunity to 
be involved.  However, this had the potential to create huge amounts of data if all 52 families 
participated.  Therefore, I decided to randomly select only 10 of the parent questionnaires for 
the data analysis, and parents were told that at the end of the data collection only 10 
questionnaires would be analysed.  I placed a sealed box by the parent sign-in sheet in which 
the parents could return their completed questionnaires.  I explained the randomisation 
process that would be used to each of the thirty-seven parents who agreed to participate in 
this research,1 and twenty-eight completed the questionnaire.  As I went through the process
of gaining consent, I was hit by a thunderbolt of discovery about who had the power to have a 
voice at my own centre. 

The third focus of my study was to explore the children’s views about outings.  Employing a 
questionnaire with children involved some issues around literacy as the children involved 
were only four years old (Mutch, 2005), and so I had to use a different method from that used 
with the adults.  The four year olds in the centre were chosen as it was thought that they 
would have the most experience and knowledge about outings.  At the same time, those with 
English as a second language were more likely to have bilingual abilities by age four.  The 
adapted questionnaire came to be called “child talk”, and as I took the children through the 
questions, they completed a “smiley face” answer sheet.  Eleven children took part in the 
child-talk questionnaires.  Only one child was unable to be involved due to language barriers. 

This questionaire contained the symbols for “like”, “don’t like” and “not sure”.  In addition, 
there was a photo that represented each question.  I talked to the children about outings and 
found the word they wanted to use (all children understood “trip”).  An additional element 
was added to clarify the smiley faces.  The children suggested “thumbs up” and “thumbs 
down”, and we also used a wavy “unsure” hand; these symbols were clarified again with each 
child when they had their turn.  This last technique was invaluable as it meant that even the 
quietest child could take part because they did not need to talk to me. 

Learning from the Research Design 
Before I started this journey, it never occurred to me that this research would be so powerful 
to my own learning and that I would gain so much from the process rather than the results.  
But as I have highlighted, my research journal was a valuable research method as I journeyed 
through my discoveries.  To be honest, I thought at the time that the journal was a waste of 
time and I was only writing in it to satisfy my supervisor.  My supervisor had advised that I 
should write when I felt passionate, as my memories would fade over time, and looking back 
a year later, I am amazed at the raw emotions running through my words. 

I am so glad that my research design was devised as it was.  I would not have had the 
powerful learning if it had been simpler and smaller.  

1 The process meant 10 questionnaires were chosen by a neutral person and given to the researcher.  The others 
were placed in a sealed envelope, held separately, and destroyed after the research project was concluded. 
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Collaborating with the parents 
I never thought for one moment that the gaining of parental consent would be so prominent in 
my developing philosophy.  I was very strict with myself that I would talk to each parent and 
give them all the time that they needed from me to answer their questions and talk about my 
research.  What become increasingly evident was that parents wanted to help me in my 
research; indeed, they appeared be feel honoured that I had asked them to help with the 
questionnaire.  It was with great sadness and frustration that I had to give up with two 
families where English was their second language.  I had worked hard at developing 
relationships with them, but our shared language had only got as far as greetings and 
farewells and body and sign language. They so wanted to be involved in the process.  One 
mother even tried to decipher the words on the consent form with her Cambodian dictionary; 
sadly, she came back a couple of days later saying, “Donna, can’t.... too hard.”  The other 
mother made me feel so humble: even though she could not personally take part in the 
research, as we could not get through the consent process; she still turned up at my parents 
meeting to support me.  But the cold fact was the English language in the introduction letter 
and consent form was too much to allow her to be involved and her voice to be heard.  The 
dominant language excluded her. 

I spoke to my research supervisor about what I could 
do.  We threw around options of asking other parents 
to translate, but in the end the crux was that this 
method would take away the anonymity for the parents 
involved, which was a crucial element in the research 
design.   

Today, as I reread my notes I found this passage: 

“Really emotional time.  Lots of hugs from parents 
and wishing me well with research and really want 
to help me and give their viewpoints.  Struggling today that not all parents have the 
option to be involved.  I want to make this research genuine and something that I can give 
back to my centre.” 

The words in my mind that whirl around when, as a newly qualified teacher, I reread my 
thoughts are making the research real and genuine. 

There were others whom I talked to and nods of agreement and consent forms taken home but 
never returned.  My feelings and assumptions here were that a lot of these parents were not 
from my culture and I had not developed a relationship with them.  I do not know how much 
they understood me or in fact how much written English language they understood.  At these 
moments I again felt sad and frustrated; initially because it showed me that I had not built a 
relationship with them, but then I realised the issue was bigger than that: the effect of not 
having a relationship was that I did not have the strength in our connection or a shared 
language to find out how I could help.  But it did make me question how in future I could 
include everyone.  My research supervisor had seen my passion in collaboration in the early 
stages, but it wasn’t until this moment that I realised how important it was to my teaching.  
So, where to now?  My initial thoughts are that I need to find ways to ask parents what they 
want and maybe, as I continue my journey as a teacher, I can hold these thoughts strong as I 
learn with those around me when they share their thoughts with me. 

“This was the most frustrating 
part of the research; parents that 

wanted to be involved but a 
shared language preventing it.  

I’d never really experienced 
before the power held in the 

English language.” 
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“For the first time I had a window 
into what collaboration really felt 
like.  Yes I’d talked about it in class 
before but in real life was it easy? 
No  

Was I nervous? Yes and very
vulnerable.

Is it something I would do again?
Absolutely!

The randomisation process and collaboration 
Randomisation was scary.  I felt uncomfortable giving 
out the questionnaires then taking a step back and 
letting randomisation dictate which10 views I would 
listen to.  What would I do and feel if the parents’ 
views were different to mine?  I felt vulnerable: I had 
given my power in my research to the parents and my 
finding would be defined by what they had written.  I 
was also experiencing what it was like to share power, 
something that is needed in collaboration.  Was it 
easy? No.  Was I nervous?  Yes.  But is it something 
that I am passionate about?  Absolutely!  
Nevertheless, I acknowledge that as a leader it takes 
tremendous courage to collaborate with all parties,  
and the process needs clear, honest communication and a core 
philosophy about developing trusting relationships with parents and colleagues.  I still reflect 
as I continue to journey as a teacher on the following:  Do I want to listen if people’s views 
are different to my own?  But if I do not listen, how can I ever offer genuine learning to my 
community.  Do I/ teachers always know best? 

As it was, when I completed the randomisation process, I remember sitting in my research 
supervisor’s office holding the 10 questionnaires.  I felt sick with a mixture of nerves and 
excitement.  I turned to her and said, “Before I open them, I predict the parents want whole-
centre outings.”  Then as I read one questionnaire after another, to my amazement I found out 
that all the parents wanted small-group outings with parent support.  I remember shaking, 
laughing and stating, “They want the same as me.”  The best piece of advice my supervisor 
gave me was to go home and write about my emotions that night; they won’t be as strong in 
the morning.  That is exactly what I did and, for me, the power of my learning fell in the raw 
emotions that I felt that night. 

Learning from the Centre’s Community 
Concerns of teachers. 

In looking at the responses from the teachers, what I read between the lines was that if 
something is not happening at your centre, ask why.  I worked with great teachers and 
through the anonymity the research provided, they were able to voice their individual reasons 
and concerns that outings were not happening, without being individually named.  The 
concerns basically came down to safety and ratios.  My research has taught me to ask basic 
questions and to tune into your team.  Sometimes we get so bogged down with the day-to-day 
stuff that we lose sight of simple things that are blocking our visions and goals for the teams 
we are in.  In this case, the barrier was the structure of the centre.  Through highlighting the 
concerns of teachers to the parents, the parents immediately responded by offering their help 
and understanding to the teachers.  All parties wanted the same thing, but what was needed 
was a method to understand each other. 

The parents’ wishes. 
As noted earlier, all the parents’ wanted small-group outings with parent support. 

The children’s views.  
When I reflect on what I learnt through the research process, it was the collaboration with the 
children that affected me the most.  I truly believed that I had high esteem for the children 
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before I started my research, but even I was blown away by how competent each child was as 
they answered my questions.  Every child, whether quiet or loud, had very clear views when 
they answered me.  They knew their own minds, what they liked and disliked, and justified 
their answers by statements that they made as they circled or filled in their own answer 
sheets. 

 

The findings highlighted that the children wanted to go on outings, but their differing 
opinions led me to believe that they wanted to be consulted before being placed in a group 
going out.  This made me think: How many times have I asked children what they want from 
an outing?  Yes, I make my observations of interests and learning, and I ask their parents – 
but NO, I have never directly asked the children if they wanted to come out on cold or wet 
days or where they wanted to go!  Every child who took part had very clear ideas on all 
aspects about outings and this astonished me.  When I started looking at the results in more 
depth, what the children were telling me was to trust them, to believe that they were 
competent.  The most passionate thing that I now advocate for as a teacher is to listen to 
children and to give them a voice. 

When it came to presenting my findings as part of debriefing my centre community about the 
research, the parents were happy to listen to the teachers’ points of view and the teachers to 
the parents’, but both parties struggled to acknowledge that the children might have a 
viewpoint equal to their own – a point that I still find interesting to reflect on. 

Meeting the Needs of All Parties 
As I move into the world of work, I have begun to understand that what was right for my old 
centre may not be right for my new centre or for other centres.  Each community is unique, 
just as we advocate for the beauty in the uniqueness of each child on their individual learning 
journey.  In this instance, all parties wanted the same thing and, through sharing the whole 
community’s thoughts, by negotiation it was achieved. 
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Implications For Me Now, As A Practising Teacher 
As a newly qualified teacher I have been challenged by these findings in my first teaching 
role.  I teach in a new centre and the owner has allowed me to implement my findings in our 
excursion procedures. 

I was quickly challenged in my thinking by one of our first children transitioning to school: 
she did not want to visit her new school.  This could have been an inconvenience to us as we 
had already arranged the visit, but as a team we listened to her and allowed her time to work 
through her fears and to make the choice when she was ready.  Which the little girl did, just 
as we were walking out the door with another transitioning child.  This experience started to 
form our centre philosophy of listening to children, valuing them as competent, and not 
rushing them with decisions before they are ready. 

In term 2 of this year I was flummoxed as eight children, one after the other, advised me that 
today they would prefer to play in the sun with their friends, rather than go to our weekly 
library story time:  “I want to play in the sun today, Whaea Donna.”  Although this challenge 
to my original plan created more organisation for me, and after I had been reminded of my 
own research by a colleague, I found eight other children who were willing to go – I just 
needed to ask around to find them.  At that moment, I was once again reminded to trust the 
children. 

Conclusion  
As I try to sum up this journey, my one regret is that I did not write more.  I remember there 
was more genuine learning that this research taught me, but when I trawl through my research 
journal I have left areas out, not believing at the time how influential they would be at a later 
date.  I am honoured that I had the privilege to be taught by all the people, big and small, 
involved in this research.  For me, I let go of my power in my research in order that I could 
genuinely listen to people – and that is where I believe the powerful learning and truth lies. 

I believe what I experienced in this small research project is something close to what is 
involved in the self-review process: to be prepared to change one’s thinking for the benefit of 
the children and the communities that we teach within.  For this, we need to start with a 
research question we are passionate about.  However, it is also of critical importance that we 
are asking that question because we want the teaching to be better for children, not because 
we want to affirm ourselves as being right.  As teachers we need to be focused on genuinely 
involving everyone and not to be afraid where this will take us.  When you set your question, 
it should be because of your love of the children and the community that you work in, the 
need to make early childhood better for children and those around them.  My research 
supervisor left me with this quote from Wenger (1998): at the end of the day, shouldn’t we be 
about building “communities [that] hold the key to real transformation – the kind that has real 
effects on people’s lives”. 
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Abstract: The researcher’s overall goal was to cultivate in young children an appreciation 
for their artistic creativity.  The researcher started by asking the questions “How can teachers 
foster young children’s artistic creativity?” and “How do teachers’ views impact on 
children’s creativity?”  The setting for the research was a day-care centre in a high socio-
economic area, and involved the observation of children aged four to five years. Five full-
time staff were chosen to participate, mainly because of their fondness for artistic creativity. 
An action research methodology was chosen because the researcher wanted to reflect on 
current practice with the aim of bringing about change in how art is implemented with the 
children.  A questionnaire was used for collecting data.  

The research findings indicated that there was a need to more closely align the curriculum, 
the environment, and teachers’ views and perceptions, and after discussions with the team, a 
new arts-based curriculum was introduced.  This more open curriculum provided 
opportunities for children and staff to focus more strongly on processes and to explore new 
techniques.  Children were given more time for developing the creative processes and also 
time to revisit their artwork.  There was a move towards a balance of child-centred and adult-
initiated experiences, and a designated space was made available to the children, away from 
the flow of traffic.  The project was called the “Our Creative Journey: The Starry Night 
Project”, the title being based on the original focus of the children’s work.  The outcomes of 
the Starry Night Project were profound, with children demonstrating a more positive self-
concept and view of themselves as artists. 

Key Words: young children, creativity, teachers, early childhood education 
curriculum, teachers’ views/perceptions 

Introduction  
There has been a division since early last century on how children’s art is perceived, with 
some believing that children’s art is wonderful and should be celebrated, while others view it 
as “primitive” (Wright, 2003, p. 25). 

If there is such division amongst adults’ views on children’s art, then how can we expect 
children to have a positive view of themselves as artists, especially if they receive the thought 
or idea from adults that their art is primitive? (Wright, 2003, p. 25).  In the 1900s, there was a 
shift in how educators viewed children’s art, and there was more emphasis put on freedom 
and exploration rather than template art (Wright, 2003).  Despite this, we still see a lot of 
template art happening in centres, and we as teachers should question how this fosters or even 
develops young children’s artistic creativity. 

The purpose of the research project was to cultivate in young children an appreciation for 
their artistic ability because research suggests that artistic creativity can often diminish 
throughout one’s life if it is not fostered continuously (Sharp, 2004).  To help achieve this 
goal, the researcher asked two questions: “How can teachers foster young children’s artistic 
creativity?” and “How do teachers’ views impact on children’s creativity?”  These questions 
were asked as the researcher believed that teachers play a role in fostering children’s 
development, especially in a full-day-care setting, and gaining a better understanding of the 
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teachers’ views and opinions on the subject would later help the collaboration needed for 
creating change.  These questions also had some practical importance as the centre chosen for 
the research already did a lot of creative and artistic work with its children.  

There are countless examples in the literature that discuss the importance of implementing 
the arts and creativity, and how this benefits not only young children’s creativity but also 
their holistic development.  For example, Sharp (2004) stated, “… research suggests that 
children’s artistic creativity can be enhanced through specific teaching programmes, 
including art-based ones” (p. 8); these points are discussed in depth later in the report. 

While the centre was already implementing art experiences for the children, there was no 
actual arts-based curriculum that focused on a project approach.  Hence, the researcher 
believed this was an area where an action research project could work to create change in the 
creative arts for both the children and their teachers. 

The research took place at a day-care setting located in a high socio-economic area, and the 
participants were both the children and staff at the centre.  An action research methodology 
was used which consisted of four phases (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2008), and 
questionnaires were used to collect the data. 

Methodology 
An action research methodology was employed for the research of “Our Creative Journey: 
The Starry Night Project”.  This methodology consists of a cyclic process, with four phases 
being worked through within each cycle (Roberts-Holmes, 2011).  The four phases are: Phase 
1 – choosing to change; Phase 2 – action plan/planning to change; Phase 3 – creating change; 
and Phase 4 – sharing the lessons of your change (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2008).  Each 
phase aids in gaining an understanding of how to create change within the setting.   

Setting. 
The setting where this research project took place was a day-care service owned by a large 
corporation, located in a high socio-economic area in Auckland. The centre is licensed for 20 
children aged from four to five years, and has five full-time staff members with a range of 
early childhood qualifications; it has a 1:8 adult:child ratio.  The children are all New Zealand 
European, and their families are all high socio-economic status.  At the time of the research, 
the teaching team consisted of two full-time qualified and registered early childhood teachers 
and the researcher, who was a student teacher.  At the time of completing the research 
project, the researcher had been volunteering two days per week and did relief work when 
required.  The researcher had been working in the centre for just on three years. 

Participants. 
The participants of “Our Creative Journey: The Starry Night Project” included the five full-
time staff members.  These teachers were selected for their predisposition to implementing 
artistic and creative experiences for the children. 

Data collection methods and analysis strategies. 
Data was collected through questionnaires, with each staff member being given the same 
questionnaire, which they completed in their own time.  The questions were all centred on 
creativity, young children, and the teacher’s thoughts and views.  The data collected from the 
questionnaires gave the researcher a better understanding of each teacher’s views and 
perceptions on children’s creativity, and from the data it could be investigated if those beliefs 
were apparent in the teacher’s practice.  Once the data was collected the researcher began to 
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analyse the findings, first by categorising the data into different folders based on emerging 
themes (Roberts-Holmes, 2011).  The emergent themes were the curriculum, teachers’ views 
and perspectives, and process versus product.  The qualitative and quantitative data were 
separated during the analysis process, and from there the information was correlated into 
tables, figures and charts.  

The researcher worked in collaboration with staff and parents during each of the project 
phases.  As the research project had a clear and set goal, namely cultivating in young children 
an appreciation of their artistic creativity, there was no misinterpreting the project. 

Findings 
Once the data had been collected and analysed from both a qualitative and quantitative 
perspective, it was evident that most of the teachers viewed children as creative.  
Furthermore, all the teachers said the children should be in an environment that allows for 
explorations, experimentation, space and time to work on creative experiences.  The teachers 
consider their role to be one of supporter and facilitator of resources, and they mentioned on 
their questionnaires that children should have a wide variety of media and tools openly and 
readily available for use.  The data also indicated that there was a need to rethink and relook 
at how art experiences were implemented within three major areas, namely the curriculum, 
the environment, and teachers’ views and perceptions. 

The next step was for the researcher to have a professional conversation with the teachers 
involved, so as to share the findings of the first phase of the research and consider the next 
steps.  After much discussion and sharing of ideas, it was decided to make art and creativity 
the focus for the next month’s planning, and during this time to implement our new arts-
based Starry Night Project. 

The researcher had been introducing the children to various famous artists.  Originally it had 
been the intention of the researcher for the children to look at Monet and his Water Lilies 
paintings, but after one of the children had brought in a book from home containing Vincent 
Van Gogh paintings, the children decided that they wanted to look at Van Gogh’s Starry 
Night.  The researcher prepared several images for the children to use as a reference.  It took 
five steps to paint the pictures: step one – the background; step two – clouds, stars and moon; 
step three – the tree; step four – the hills; and finally, step five – the town.  At each step, the 
teachers and children discussed the various colours and shades that made up each section of 
the painting.  Each child took on the Starry Night Project with individualism.  

 Describe what you think creativity is.
 Do you think teachers have an impact on children’s creative potential?
 Do you think all children can be artistically creative?
 What was your experience of artistic creativity as a child?
 How do you think teachers can foster young children’s artistic creativity?
 Describe what you think creativity is.
 What is your understanding of process versus product?

Figure 1. Questions Used in the Questionnaire 
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Discussion 
The goal for this research project was to cultivate in young children an appreciation for their 
artistic creativity.  There were three major themes that emerged from the initial research 
findings: curriculum, environment, and teachers’ view and perceptions.  A minor theme was 
process versus product. 

Curriculum. 
There are numerous references in the literature to research that suggests art-based curricula 
are beneficial and result in positive outcomes, yet there is nothing concrete to suggest 
whether an art-based curriculum has an impact on children’s learning and development.  
However, the researcher found in her study that the children developed a sense of self-
confidence in their artistic abilities, and this finding aligns with the work of Wright (2003) 
and Brownlee (1991).  Both these researchers stated that implementation of the arts is 
important because it would assist children to develop theories and learn about the wider 
world, a view that Schwarz and Luckenbill (2012) and Beghetto (2007) also hold. 

Through the implementation of the Starry Night Project, teachers were able to empower the 
children to use their imaginations and express themselves as individuals.  The researcher 
found that having the balance of a child-centred and teacher-initiated art project like the 
Starry Night allowed for teachers to build on and extend children’s developing skills and 
abilities.  For example, when it came to trying something new, the children had a sound sense 
of self-worth and confidence in their abilities. 

Environment. 
The physical environment plays a role in fostering children’s artistic creativity (Craft & 
Jeffery, 2004; Wright, 2003), and this became apparent during the study.  The researcher 
found that having a special space for the children to work on their art, away from traffic flow 
and designated specifically for the Starry Night Project, had major positive implications, and 
this finding aligns with research already done by Clark and Jeffery (2004),  Edwards and 
Springate (1995), Schwarz and Luckenbill (2012), and Wright (2003). The special space 
allowed the children to focus and work on their art work uninterrupted, thus giving them the 
opportunity to explore their artistic creativity more deeply.  The space also gave the children 
an area to revisit their paintings and work on them as and when they wished.  The children 
took pride in their achievements by having their work displayed.  Having the opportunity to 

Figure 2. The Children’s Starry Night Images 
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share their paintings with family members built on the children’s self-confidence and pride in 
their work. 

The role of the teacher. 
It was noticeable how much impact teachers can have on children’s creative development and 
learning.  This was evidenced by how the positive interactions between teachers and children 
during the Starry Night Project built on the children’s opinions of themselves as artists.  
Malaguzzi (as cited in Sharp, 2004) describes “that interaction with adults plays a large role 
in fostering children’s artistic creativity” (p. 8).  The children viewed themselves as capable 
and confident, which was seen in the steps taken to paint their Starry Night pictures.  This 
finding is consistent with other research that suggests that artistic creativity can be fostered 
when teachers use positive reinforcement with children (Sharp, 2004). 

Process versus product. 
By breaking down each one of the five steps involved in the painting, the children were able 
to focus on the process in creating their Starry Night images.  In particular, they had the 
opportunity to explore different methods of applying the paint, and became familiar with 
different techniques for building up layers.  This finding reaffirmed what other researchers 
such as Brownlee (1991) and Sharp (2004) had already noted. 

Conclusions 
Overall goal. 

The researcher started out with the goal to cultivate in young children an appreciation for 
their artistic creativity.  To achieve this, two research questions were asked: “How can 
teachers foster young children’s artistic creativity?” and “How do teachers’ views impact on 
children creativity?”  By completing this study, the researcher has become aware that the 
implementation of a new arts-based curriculum at the centre has had a profound impact on 
the children’s self-concept and development.  The process of implementing the Starry Night 
Project fostered in children and staff a new understanding of the use of techniques, paint and 
other media.  The limitations of the project were mainly time, and the fact that the researcher 
was not in the centre full time. 

Outcomes of the Starry Night Project. 
Evidence of the success of the project could be mainly seen by the positive interactions 
between the teachers and children, and the development of artistic skills and ability in both 
children and staff.  This positive approach and developing skills also promoted the use of new 
techniques with paint and other media.  The children developed a better understanding of the 
process it takes to paint a picture, by working through steps starting with the background and 
building on top of this. Finally, creating a designated art space allowed children uninterrupted 
time to focus on their artwork, and the opportunity to revisit their paintings when and as they 
wished. 

The researcher would like to see this project extended over a longer period of time, to further 
explore how teachers can best lay down the foundations for cultivating artistic appreciation in 
young children, and then see how this impacts on children’s perceptions of themselves as 
artists and the effect it has on their holistic development.  It would also be interesting to see 
what artwork, skills and abilities come from doing a longer research project in this 
curriculum area. 
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Abstract:  This research explores the use of the iPad as a literacy learning tool in 
one public kindergarten.  The purpose is to improve teacher practice by asking the 
research question ~ “How can we use the iPad to enhance Literacy development in 
children attending an Auckland kindergarten?”  
The main findings reveal how teachers view the iPad as a positive contributor to 
children’s learning.  It explores teachers’ belief that the iPad is a valuable resource, 
with particular benefits to building social skills through turn-taking, bonding of 
friendships and sharing of ideas. Further, it identifies how iPad use enhances literacy 
through extension of social skills; fostering oral literacy through the sharing of ideas.  
The questionnaire findings are mirrored in the learning stories and blog entries, 
confirming the role the iPad plays in building friendships.   
The implications highlight firstly, the importance of on-going professional 
development in iPad technology for teachers so as to enrich children’s literacy. 
Secondly, staff need to remain open to what the children can teach us about iPad 
technology; and thirdly staff developing knowledge that enables them to identify 
literacy as a common thread through all elements of children’s learning. 

Key words:  ICT, Literacy, Early Childhood 
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Introduction 

In the technological revolution that is embedded in today’s education environment we’re 
seeing a growing number of iPad’s being used as learning tools within our early childhood 
centres.  Opinions on how they are used in early childhood provokes diverse discussion, 
underlined by on-going desires to provide rich learning opportunities, that ensure children 
become the possessors of knowledge for technological developments of the future.  
Research in the area of iPad use and literacy learning is relatively unexplored. 

My goal was to explore strategies that encourage literacy development through iPad use an 
Auckland public kindergarten. Also, I want to find out the teachers’ perspective on how 
the iPad contributes to children’s learning, and their view on how the iPad can be used to 
enhance literacy.   

Hutchison, Beschorner & Schmidt-Crawford (2012) stated it is the responsibility of 
educators to integrate information technologies (ICT) such as the iPad into their 
curriculum so as to prepare children for technology in the future. The iPad, rich in digitally 
interactive applications, has a valuable role in the literacy classroom. It is these 
applications, which engage the holistic aspects of children’s development; physical 
emotional and social, thus enhancing children’s learning opportunities by providing them 
with important new literacy skills that are interrelated with 21st-century technologies. 

This research project was undertaken in a public kindergarten, with four teachers and forty 
children aged between 3 and 5 years old.   An action based research study was used for 
this research project, so as to generate opportunities for me to reflect on my practice in 
relation to literacy learning and ICT. While also using a questionnaire to gain insight to 
how iPad were viewed by teachers.  I then analysed historical learning stories and blog 
entries to establish any links between iPad use and literacy learning.  With the information 
gathered I collaborated with the teachers to develop an action plan to bring about change 
and improvement in my practice.  The literature review I undertook in the early stages of 
my research provided a framework for how iPad’s are used in an early childhood setting, 
outlining the main themes of how the iPad fits into the early childhood literacy curriculum, 
why teachers need on-going professional development on ICT and how literacy learning 
looks in the early childhood educational setting.  

A Review of Past Research 

In the education sector Information Communication Technology (ICT) is defined as 
“anything which allows us to get information, to communicate with each other, or to have 
an effect on the environment using electronic or digital equipment” (Manukau Education 
Trust, 2005, p.1). In early childhood education ICT includes not only computer hardware, 
but such mobile devices as iPad’s and tablets (Manukau Education Trust, 2005). The focal 
point of my research was about building effective practices between literacy skills, 
information technology and the iPad.  It is imperative to acknowledge the interrelationship 
of these factors and how they impact on this current generation of children. As teachers we 
must integrate technology into our practice to ensure we build sound technological skills 
that safeguard the future of Aotearoa New Zealand.   Current research shows there is a 
growing trend in use of technology in the early childhood sector. I compared a selection of 
diverse literature and their themes which included teacher professional development, the 
literacy curriculum and iPad use.  Research on the iPad is limited due to the relatively new 
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nature of the technological device; however, there was a wide range of research articles 
written on both digital and non-digital technology.  

How does the iPad fit into the early childhood literacy curriculum? 

The iPad as a mobile learning device is an integral part of the 21st century technological
society in which we reside.  However, the culture or society in which we live has 
considerable influence on how technology evolves, and this in turn impacts how 
technology fits into the early childhood curriculum (Smorti, 1999).  Teachers who are 
passionate about technology will openly advocate for technology such as iPad’s, in their 
centres; in reverse those teachers whom have an indifferent attitude toward technology are 
less likely to integrate such technology into their centre curriculum (Oldridge, 2010).  
Shifflet, Toledo & Mattoon (2011) proposed that before making decisions on how iPad 
technology can be used in the classroom, teachers must first have a willingness to learn 
and evaluate the purpose of new technologies, such as the iPad, through observations of 
how children use the tools.  Through observation teachers develop a greater understanding 
of where this technology fits in the curriculum and how best they can use it to extend 
children’s learning experiences.  

Hutchison, Beschorner & Schmidt-Crawford (2012) agreed that it is the responsibility of 
educators to integrate information technologies (ICT) such as the iPad into their 
curriculum in which to prepare children for technology in the future.  In the literacy 
classroom the iPad is valued through digitally interactive books which offer digital text; 
these require the mastery of a different range of strategies, skills and dispositions which 
together are referred to “new literacies”.  However, this is only one iPad application that 
supports literacy development. The traditional print-based literacy goals are also supported 
through iPad applications which enable children to read text with audio, picture animation 
and word-by-word tracking;  these applications create interactive and engaging reading 
experiences that are individualised for each child’s literacy needs (Larson, 2010, cited in 
Hutchison, Beschorner & Schmidt-Crawford, 2012). It is such applications that enhance 
children’s learning opportunities by providing them with important new literacy skills that 
are interrelated with 21st-century technologies. The findings identified through this
research project confirmed the value of the iPad as a tool for children’s literacy learning.  

Why do teachers need on-going professional development in ICT? 

In which to acknowledge and understand the true benefits of ICT, Oldridge (2007) 
suggested that we need to place greater importance on teachers’ personal development in 
this sector of the curriculum, so they can enrich their knowledge of how to truly use ICT.  
The article suggested that confusion amongst ECE teachers about the potential value of 
integrating ICT into early childhood curriculum still remains; it also highlighted the fact 
that a poor view of ICT is closely related to teachers’ lack of ICT knowledge and their 
lack of encouragement to use it within centres (Oldridge, 2007). This is confirmed by 
Hans (2003) who stated that the provision of ICT equipment in classrooms does not 
guarantee they will be utilised by teachers as learning and teaching devices.  On-going 
professional development and support is essential to ensuring teachers develop confidence 
in their own ICT ability and how they can share this with children.  I would agree with this 
thinking because how can teachers extend children’s learning through ICT if they have 
minimal understanding or knowledge on how to use ICT (O’Hara, (2004), cited in 
Oldridge, 2010). Ultimately there needs to be a change in pedagogy surrounding ICT to 
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ensure teachers are kept up-to-date with the latest technological products and theories 
along with their implications in early childhood curriculums.  

O’Rourke & Harrison (2004) discovered that the majority of early childhood educators 
had inadequate knowledge on how to best use technology; with many lacking in 
confidence on how to competently use ICT to enhance children’s learning and 
development. They confirmed that through professional development teachers gained a 
greater insight to children’s understanding and how they as teachers could best support 
children. Ultimately what is needed is making ICT a compulsory part of professional 
development for early childhood educators. This would ensure a quality technology 
curriculum is provided for all children during their early childhood years.  

What does literacy learning look like in the ECE setting? 

McLachlan-Smith (1996) describes a literacy centred curriculum as one that provides an 
environment that lays the important foundations of literacy through discussion and 
questioning, singing of nursery rhymes, drama and story-telling, writing and art and 
playing language games.  It is from these experiences that written and spoken language 
structures are formed.  The research also suggested that a well-resourced library, that is 
tranquil and easily accessible for children, creates a “print-rich” environment that 
promotes and encourages literacy in the kindergarten setting (Stickland & Morrow (1988), 
cited in McLachlan-Smith, 1996). Through observations within my own setting I believe 
this is true; our setting provides a diverse range of books set out like a library setting with 
several bean bags for children to relax and read in.  This is an area that fosters children 
love and enjoyment of books; it is where children read from choice either alone, together 
with peers or with teachers. The Education Review Office (2011) also emphasises the 
importance of a “print-rich” environment as key to early literacy development.  They also 
suggest however, that it is also the role of educators to provide a resource rich 
environment which encourages and extends literacy through socially-constructed and 
meaningful play. It is through make-believe play and story-telling that educators provide 
opportunities for children to make choices about their learning (Tennent et al, 1998), cited 
in McLachlan-Smith, 1996).  

The Auckland public kindergarten where the research project was based (Botany Downs 
Kindergarten, n.d.) believed that “building the literate child takes many paths” (p.2).  They 
extend on the importance of a print-rich environment to include viewing children as 
holistic learners that are encouraged to take risks and make discoveries through 
exploration and self-awareness.  Teachers are flexible in their approach to using strategies 
that promote literacy; through observation these include actively encouraging and 
engaging children in ICT practices that promote language and conversation such as 
through the iPad or Skype with the  new entrant buddy class at the adjacent school. Their 
philosophy on how outdoor play interlinks with development of perceptual motor skills, 
believing that these prepare the brain for formal learning and cognition. In a nutshell, 
literacy in the centre is about sharing experiences and providing rich learning 
opportunities; it is about helping children make connections and building a sense of self-
belief through knowing who they are.  

Technology is an integral part of modern society and for it to be utilised to its fullest 
advantage it is essential for teachers to up-skill their knowledge on ICT in which to 
encourage more positive interactions with technology.  Evidence of teachers’ willingness 



52

 

to extend and grow with technology is apparent in this research setting, where the teachers 
actively embrace technology and learn alongside the children in which to utilise it to its 
fullest advantage. Literature, however, shows that although there is some willingness for 
teachers to improve their ICT skills, on a global scale there is a long way yet to go.  
Technology is at the core of the centres literacy curriculum; my proposed research is 
centred on the particular issue of how we as practitioners use iPad technology to 
strengthen literacy development in the future. 
 
Methodology 
 
The qualitative action-research approach was used to ask the question “How can we use 
the iPad to enhance Literacy development in children attending an Auckland 
kindergarten?” believing it provided opportunities to think about practice with relation to 
ICT and Literacy development.  The three phase cyclical process of action-research 
approach encompassed the think-change-think process, through which I considered my 
current knowledge and practice around ICT and literacy, choose an aspect to change, 
planned and implemented a change through an approved action plan. I then reflected what 
I had changed and its effect on my practice (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2008).   
 
My qualitative research approach based on a “belief that we continually create and 
construct our social world by negotiating with others the meanings of our actions” 
(Robert-Holmes, 2011, p.70), means interpretation of discussions with staff and the 
children’s documentation were equally important as each other.   
 
Research Setting 
 
The research setting was a day-model kindergarten (Auckland Kindergarten Association) 
with 40 children attending morning session and 20 children attending the full-day.  There 
were four teachers, one student teacher and three teacher aides. I am a volunteer, working 
two full-days - Wednesday and Thursday with 3-5 year-old children. 
 
 

Research Methods 
 
Tools and data collections methods included questionnaires to four teachers using the 
centre blog site and children’s portfolio’s to gather observational data on use of the iPad. 
This allowed me to gather quantitative and qualitative findings to summarise the data 
through charts and tables.  
 
 

Data analysis and strategies 
 
 
The qualitative method used for the collection of data throughout my research project, 
ensured evidence was in a data-rich, descriptive form. Due to the small-scale nature of the 
action research approach it was considered too complex to use statistical methods, which 
are used to gather quantitative evidence (Koshy, 2005).  
 
 
 
 



53

Ethical Considerations 

Special care was taken in the data collection and how the findings were distributed, as the 
people and events within the local situation were easily recognisable (Koshy, 2005). 
Informed and voluntary consent was provided, keeping participants safe throughout the 
research process (Robert-Holmes, 2011) and anonymity and confidentiality was ensured. 
Participants were given opportunities to ask questions prior to signing the consent form 
and advised they could withdraw from the project at any time. 

At the heart of my research plan was the importance of respecting the rights of 
participants’ privacy and confidentiality. All research information gathered was stored in a 
safe area and electronic files were password protected; and my participants identities were 
kept separate from my research data in which to further protect my participants’ 
anonymity (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2008).  

Findings 

The use of iPad in practice – Questionnaire responses from teachers 

QUESTION ONE: What is your perspective on how the iPad is used within your centre? 

 All teachers discussed children having the freedom to choose the pre-loaded games
they play ~ these supported a range of learning areas including literacy, fine motor
& problem solving skills and team work.

 Teachers used the iPad for skyping, movie-making, documentation, news-clips and
sharing with the children.

QUESTION TWO: Do you feel the iPad plays a postive contribution to learning in the 
centre? Why? 

 All teachers stated YES.
 Encourages teamwork;

valuable for Professional
Development;
Parents contribute ideas for
Apps; Enhancing teacher
practice.

 Opportunity for children to discover technology.
 iPad provides a different medium to explore with.
 Valuable mat-time resource; supports all areas of curriculum.

One teacher had concerns around “gaming” on 
the iPad; was it an OK tool for learning?  They 
noted how they had converted their view after 

seeing how children used the iPad. 



54

QUESTION THREE: How were literacy skills developed at the centre prior to the iPad? 

 Literacy embedded in centre practice with focus on perceptual motor programmes ~
gross motor skills in outdoor play and cross lateral development mat-time activities

 Portfolios encourage children to share their learning ~ Oral literacy is a focus at the
centre.

 Story writing and book-making is regularly revisited by the children; Encourages
expression of ideas and sharing the experiences of others

 Writing for a purpose actively encouraged (signage, naming artwork and signing in)

QUESTION FOUR: In what learning areas do you think the iPad benefits children the 
most? 

QUESTION FIVE: Do you feel the IPAD enhances children’s literacy in the centre? 

0 1 2 3 4

Social Skills
Literacy

Fine Motor
Relationship Building

Numeracy
Communication

Inclusion

What learning areas are 
 supported by the iPad 

Figure 1 

All teachers felt the iPad enhanced childrens literacy. 

Figure 1 shows that social skills are the learning area teachers believed are best 
supported by the iPad; followed by inclusion, communication and relationship 
building.  Literacy was viewed by teachers as one of the learning areas least 
supported by the iPad. 
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QUESTION SIX: In what ways could you enhance 
the use of the iPad as a literacy tool in your centre? 

 More literacy-based programmes such as
Puppet-Pal, research additional book-making
Apps to encourage children to verbalise and
create their own stories

 Encouraging children to take photographs of their own work, developing their
film-making skills so they can direct and film their own stories

 Develop children skills in iPad use to Skype and email family and friends

QUESTION SEVEN: What do you think the children benefit most from the iPad? 

 One teacher had considered ‘gaming’ an anti-social activity, however now believed
that the iPad enhanced social interaction and problem-solving skills.

 All teachers stated that the iPad enhanced children’s social skills through
turn-taking, bonding of friendships and sharing of ideas with teachers and peers.

 Exposing children to new technology ~ beneficial to children’s learning

Document Data Analysis – From Children’s Portfolio’s & Blog Website Entries 

The main theme throughout the portfolio’s and blog entries I documented was that iPad 
use was primarily viewed as valuable for building social skills, building friendship and 
turn-taking.  Only one learning story linked the iPad with literacy through a memory game 
activity, whilst two additional learning stories and four blog entries were directly linked to 
literacy learning with no apparent link to the iPad. 

Figure 4 

One teacher noted that 
through ‘ako’ we remain open 
to what the children can teach 
us about the iPad, as they are 

the technology generation. 

One teacher highlighted the point that 
children become the holders of knowledge 
for future technological developments. 

One teacher stated it was important that teachers 
continue to develop their own knowledge around the 
iPad through professional development to enhance 
literacy opportunities for children 

50% 

25% 

25% 

Learning Stories linked with iPad use 
 and Literacy Learning 

iPad use Literacy Learning Literacy Learning through the iPad
Figure 4 shows the majority 
of learning stories were 
specific to iPad use with 
only 25% being linked 
specifically to literacy 
learning through the iPad. 
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Upon implementing changes in my practice, 
through developing my knowledge around 
the iPad, I then worked with the children on 
Puppet-Pal, i-Movie and iPad mirroring to 
build literacy into the children’s iPad use.  
Sharing the Puppet-Pal shows at group time 
activities fostered a notable increase in 
childrens’ curiosity in making puppet shows 
thus increasing literacy opportunities. 
Additionally, involving the children in 
making of i-Movies engaged them in oral 
literacy with the sharing of ideas and 
expression of their role play activities. It also 
provided a means through which children 
could share their learning with their peers and whānau on You-Tube night. I also shared an 
i-Movie (via iPad mirroring) at mat-time, which I had made using photo images of pages
from the “Titimus Trim” novel, to engage children with a novel in a digital format. Of
significant interest was using iPad mirroring when the children were engaged in iPad use,
to provide an opportunity to engage a wider audience in a singular literacy activity.  It
inspired and stimulated conversations through which children shared their thoughts, ideas
and strategies together.

Figure 5 

43% 

57% 

0% 

Blog Entries linked with iPad use 
 and Literacy Learning 

iPad Use Literacy Learning Literacy Learning through the iPad Figure 5 shows the majority of 
blog entries were specific to 
literacy leaning, with no entries 
linked specifically to literacy 
learning through the iPad. 

Figure 6 summarises the wide range of 
applications available on the iPad that 
supported literacy learning. 

Figure 6 
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Figure 7 identifies the iPad applications used from action-plan to implement a change in 
practice that enhanced literacy learning. 

Discussion 
 
Use of technology has been increasingly embedded in the early childhood curriculum over 
the past decade; my research goal was to ask the question “How can we use the iPad to 
enhance Literacy development in children attending an Auckland kindergarten?” in which 
to enhance my practice in relation to ICT and Literacy development.  Throughout my 
findings I found some recurring themes from my questionnaires, learning stories and blog 
entries.  These themes were the role the iPad has in building social competence and oral 
literacy, the importance of teachers understanding and using iPad technology through on-
going professional development and recognising the new face of literacy and how it looks 
in today’s early childhood setting. 
 
The iPad and the Early Childhood literacy curriculum ~ How do they fit?   
 
Our role as educators is to prepare children for technology in the future and with that 
comes the responsibility to integrate ICT such as the iPad into the literacy curriculum 
(Mattoon, 2011).  My findings suggested that the iPad is a valuable role in building social 
competence and with that comes oral literacy through sharing of ideas, peer support and 
exchanging of experiences.  As I observed children I noticed how childrens’ verbal 
confidence grew when using the iPad, as they interacted with each other, including 
exchanges with both teachers and peers.  As one teacher stated, remaining open through 
‘ako’ to what children can teach us, enhances literacy in the technological generation.  
 
Teacher’s need for on-going professional development in ICT  
 
To truly utilise iPad use to enhance children’s learning, we as educators must first develop 
a confidence in own ICT ability and how we can share this with children (O’Hara, (2004), 
cited in Oldridge, 2010).  My findings suggest that teachers whom have a willingness to 
develop their own ICT knowledge through on-going professional development are able to 
engage children in ICT at a deeper level, a level that truly enriches children learning. I 
observed first-hand how a teacher’s increase in ICT competence was able to foster 
childrens’ passion for ICT by engaging them in previously unexplored iPad applications; 
the learning experience that occurred became infectious as curiosity grew with more and 
more children becoming engaged. 
 
Literacy learning in the early childhood educational setting  
 
A literacy centred curriculum is one rich in discussion and questioning; it is from such an 
environment that written and spoken language is formed (McLachlan-Smith, 1996).  In 

Figure 7 
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today’s society literacy learning is taking on a new face.  A ‘face’ that teachers at the 
given research setting support, through their strategic flexibility in promoting literacy 
through ICT practices (Botany Downs Kindergarten, n.d.). My findings confirmed their 
view, that literacy is about sharing enriched learning experiences through extending the 
iPad applications to include more literacy based programme such as puppet-pal, thus 
encouraging children to create and articulate their own stories.  It is ICT experiences like 
these, from my first hand observations, which are literacy rich in both questioning and 
discussion.  

I conclude from conducting this research that the benefits of building literacy through iPad 
technology are unsurpassed. What is required is willingness by educators to recognise and 
embrace the new face of literacy learning through on-going professional development.  It 
is only then that educators will keep pace with the technology generation of learners and 
provide truly enriched literacy experiences. 

Conclusion 

My overall goal of finding out how iPad technology enhances literacy within early 
childhood has been successfully achieved through the action-based research approach 
where research quantified similar findings to that I found during my own research.  That is 
that the iPad is a valuable learning tool that enhances children’s literacy learning.  
However, this is conditional on teachers’ skills and knowledge to integrate the iPad into 
the literacy curriculum. For this to occur there must be a willingness by teachers to 
embrace on-going professional development in the area of iPad technology to ensure they 
can deliver a technology rich literacy environment. 

As a continuum of this research the need to investigate the specific nature of the iPad 
applications being explored by the children, becomes naturally the next stage.  What is it 
about those specific applications that children are drawn to?  And what way does it 
enhance literacy learning.  When educators begin to acknowledge the positive role the 
iPad plays in an educational setting they are truly able to foster a love of technology, thus 
ensuring we nurture our technological learners of the future by providing the necessary 
skills for 21st century society.
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Who Needs Shoelaces? That’s What Velcro Is For! 

Bronwyn Glass 

botanydowns@aka.org.nz 

Abstract: Recently there has been much media hype questioning young children’s use of 
iPads in early childhood education, with the suggestion that young children today cannot tie 
their shoelaces, yet they can competently navigate an iPad.  There was no question or debate 
of how developmentally appropriate tying of shoelaces is in early childhood.  Many four 
year olds are still grappling with pressure (force), dexterity and hand-eye coordination 
(Connell & McCarthy, 2014), the skills needed for the complex tasks such as tying 
shoelaces.  There had been no examination of whether this was an appropriate or functional 
task to be teaching children especially when most of their shoes are fastened with Velcro. 
Shoelaces are not children’s reality in today’s world; iPads are.  Children see experience, and 
are not daunted by the technology they encounter in their environment.  This is their learning 
life. 

At Botany Downs Kindergarten our journey with iPads began in 2011 with the introduction 
of one iPad into an already technology-rich early childhood learning environment.  This is 
our story. 

Key Words:  Children’s learning, technology, change, 

Introducing the iPad 
Our decision to purchase an iPad arose from attending teacher presentations at the ULearn 
conference and seeing the vast possibilities for iPads to enrich children’s learning.  The 
teaching team talked at length about how to introduce the iPad to the children.  We decided 
that we would charge the iPad, download a few apps that parents had recommended, and then 
place it on a table to see what the children would do with it.  A couple of children walked by 
the table, then circled back again.  There was some animated whispering.  Within a couple of 
minutes the group was sitting together on the floor playing one of the drawing games.  They 
had confidently negotiated their way into the iPad without any help from an adult.  As 
Vanessa swiped her index finger across the screen and finger-touched the icons, it was 
evident that that there was a leader in the group with some prior experience.  Four other 
children looked on in eager anticipation, following Vanessa’s moves.  Vanessa generously 
proceeded to give others a turn and offer guidance. 

Developing an iPad Policy 
The Auckland Kindergarten Association requires all its teachers to undertake cyber-safety 
training, and we, the teachers at Botany Downs Kindergarten, had all completed the course.  
At the time we introduced the iPads, we were a three-teacher kindergarten, and while two of 
us had iPhones, none had had prior experience with an iPad.  In our initial discussions we had 
debated whether we needed a policy before we introduced the iPad or whether we should 
introduce the iPad and develop a policy as the children showed us how they might use it.  We 
looked at the argument that the children already had access to a computer and laptops in the 
kindergarten and we had not introduced specific policy for these other than that internet 
access would be supervised.  We recognised that we didn’t know what we didn’t know, and 
that was okay – if we waited until the teachers were proficient iPad users, we might be 
waiting a very long time.  We operate a high-trust programme and saw no reason why we 
should deviate from that philosophical stance when it came to the use of iPads.  Thus, an iPad 



61

policy was not developed  prior to the introduction of the iPad, and nor has one emerged 
since.  We follow the guidelines offered by NetSafe and continue to observe and be involved 
with children as they engage with the iPads. 

Choosing Apps for the iPad 
iPads have certainly become part of culture when you hear the powerful statement,  “When 
you come to my birthday party I’m not going to let you play on my dad’s iPad.” 

Therefore,  we decided to send a note home to whānau to ask them to recommend some apps.  
We received a large number of recommendations and proceeded to load a selection of these 
onto the iPad. Questions arose relating to loading educational games as opposed to gaming 
apps.  Was there a difference or was it a perception based on how adults had learnt at school? 
What is relevant for children today?  How will we know  and how will we make these 
decisions?  The notion of “playing” on the iPad seemed to bother some educationalists, yet 
they accepted children playing at the dough or children’s varied stages of painting, climbing 
or literacy.  Why should an iPad be any different?  Do we give a child a pencil only when 
they can draw or do we encourage exploration to develop skills in a relaxed, supportive 
environment?  Do we ensure a teenager can drive before we allow them behind the wheel of a 
car?  These questions generated ongoing discussion, although we have yet to find the 
answers! 

By loading a small range of a variety of apps we were able to monitor and note children’s 
choices.  A number of children already had their favourite game while others were more 
experimental in their choices, often moving in and out of games.  We did not discourage this 
as we believed it was all part of the experimentation that would lead to more sustained iPad 
use for that learner in the future.  If we had not been alongside a child as they worked on the 
iPad during the day, we could quickly check in the unclosed apps exactly which apps they 
had been using.  A list of some of the apps we have explored can be found on our website, 
botanydownskindergarten.org.nz.   

Peer Tutoring 
Perhaps the greatest delight in the introduction of iPads has been the way that children work 
together and share their skills.  The children usually choose to sit on the couch or lie in a 
group on the floor.  Much animated conversation takes place as they offer each other advice, 
discuss what they have experienced previously and possible choices, and solve problems.  In 
most cases advice from their peers is well received.  From time to time there is joint 
manipulation of a game – either invited or uninvited!  But that it a challenge that we 
encourage children to solve themselves in the same way that they solve other problems in the 
kindergarten; i.e. the child should address the issue directly with the other child, and if that 
fails, they should seek out an adult for assistance.    

Sharing is Overrated 
Two questions that frequently arise are how do the teaching team limit children’s time on the 
iPad and how do we encourage sharing?  When we observed children working on the iPads, 
we noticed that they needed time to explore the tool, they needed time to increase their skill 
level within a programme, and they needed time to put their skills into practice.  So, how long 
can a child work on an iPad at Botany Downs Kindergarten?  In our high-trust model we seek 
to build skills in self-regulation.   Most children will move on without prompting.  If we need 
to give a prompt after extended use, we will say, “Five more minutes and then you need to 
pass it to a friend.”  In some instances we might use a visual countdown of five, four, three, 
two, one.  When a time limit is set for each child to use the iPad of, say, ten minutes, we liken 
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it to the following scenario. You are watching your favourite television programme and 
twenty minutes into the programme someone takes the remote and says “It’s my turn now.”  
How would that make you feel?  Does it make you feel fulfilled as a learner?  We believe that 
children need time to explore and work through a game.  This is the only way that they will 
have the opportunity to move to higher levels of a game and cement the picture of themselves 
as a successful learner. 

IPads and Inclusion 
We were eager to use the iPad with children who have special needs.  We recognised that the 
children with special needs were as diverse as the rest of the class – some had had prior iPad 
experience and some had not.  Without exception, they were just as enthusiastic to use the 
iPads.  What was problematic was their ability to negotiate group entry into an existing group 
of iPad users, and teachers often needed to facilitate and maintain this process.  What we did 
discover was when a child with special needs was using the iPad, other children were drawn 
to them and interacted through the shared interest.  Having a wide range of apps installed on 
the iPad ensured that there was a range of entry levels available to all children.   

Developing Teacher Skills 
One school of thought suggests that teachers should be competent with the iPad before 
introducing it to children.  We deliberately decided to reject this notion.  None of the teachers 
had used an iPad before the device was introduced at the kindergarten.  We knew we were 
about to embark on a steep learning curve.  In effect, the children taught us about iPads.  
They guided us through programs, demonstrated how to move to higher levels of a game and, 
frequently, how to problem solve.  One of the key differences we found between the teachers 
and the children navigating the iPads was that the children were not afraid to make mistakes 
and were not daunted by what they didn’t know.  It seemed that they could always find their 
way back and start again.  We were inspired by a session presented at ULearn in which the 
teachers shared a story of the children of Papakowhai School who had been spending half an 
hour a week tutoring teachers on iPads.  This project raised the self-esteem of the children 
while building the teachers’ skills.  Without exception, our children were eager to share their 
knowledge with the teachers.  What can be more powerful than being the holder of the 
knowledge?  Our stated aim in our centre’s strategic plan is to build a community of resilient, 
risk taking, creative thinkers who inspire each other.  In this instance the children were 
inspiring us.  The Auckland Kindergarten Association provides ongoing, high-quality 
professional IT development at no cost to teachers, so were able to expand our knowledge of 
iPad possibilities at a professional level as well.  

Moving Forward 
Within a short time we recognised the diversity of the learning experiences offered by this 
new tool in the kindergarten and we were excited.  With the children playing on the iPad, we 
were moving through what we described as the “scribbling stage”.  Confidence was growing 
all around.  The iPad is such a portable device, and that itself opened possibilities.  Our most 
exciting acquisition has been an Apple television.  We began by explaining to children that 
they could mirror their game onto the TV screen and all their friends could watch what they 
were doing.  Initially they would grab chairs and sit in front of the TV to be in on the action.  
Now, this might sound as though we spend a lot of time in front of the TV, but that is not the 
case.  This was an initial phase, and we were happy to support the children’s choice.  Now, 
this is an option they choose from time to time.   

In 2010 we began Skyping a new entrant class at Botany Downs School every Thursday at 
midday.  When we began, we were using a computer, separate camera and speakers, and a 
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projector and screen, and all were fraught with the possibility of letting us down at a vital 
moment, testing our disposition to persist.  Currently we use an iPad and Apple TV, a system 
that is almost devoid of technology challenges.  It is now possible for the children to hold the 
iPad and conduct the conversations without teacher assistance.  We rate this as our most 
exciting move forward.  In 2013 during Grandparents Week, we offered grandparents the 
opportunity to Skype their grandchild at kindergarten.  The child then took them on a tour of 
the kindergarten and introduced them to their friends and teachers.  This option was taken up 
by grandparents throughout New Zealand and the world. 

We were already prolific movie makers at Botany Downs Kindergarten, so it seemed natural 
to continue the movie making using the iPad.  We began by using the app Puppet Pals.  With 
the portable nature of the iPad, the children were able to get the gist of some to the finer 
points of movie making and movement before they moved on to more action-based movie 
making. We had been using the cameras to record children telling their news.  A child would 
be the “news anchor” and proceed to interview children about their news; the news was then 
played at group time.  With the addition of the iPad, we were able to film, edit and show the 
news in one quick easy format in iMovie.  This was then added to our news channel, 
botanydownskindgergartennews.blogspot.com.  However, our bubble burst in a spectacular 
fashion when we decided to canvas the children for their thoughts regarding this process.  
Every single child interviewed stated that they would rather tell their news in front of the 
class than have it on TV.  We believe that standing in front of the class makes the children 
feel important, more important than being on TV.  With that information in hand, we put a 
temporary stop on our news channel blog (botanydownskindergartennews.blogspot.com).   
The iPad is not the answer to everything.  Just ask the children – they know. 

Cautionary Tales 
When we talked with primary colleagues, we were aware that we were the only ones who did 
not have a protective rubber surround on their iPad.  We confidently shared that the children 
had been using the iPad for more than a year and we had not experienced any problems. As if 
on cue, someone stood on the iPad the following week and broke the screen.  We suspect that 
it had been left on the floor and an adult had stood on it.  We replaced the screen and 
immediately purchased a surround for it.  We have never regretted this decision as it does 
make the iPad significantly more robust – and also, being red, it is easy to find!   

Another challenge we had to grapple with was the amount of internet data we were using.  
We evaluated what we had used over the past month and it was higher than usual, but we 
were sure the iPad usage did not account for this.  As we monitored the children we 
discovered that one young learner was adept at accessing YouTube, and we suspect that he 
was the culprit in our internet shortfall.  We decided that we needed to be more vigilant in 
resetting the “no internet access” each time after we had used it.  

With the continual turnover of children that we have as children leave kindergarten and go to 
school, we have to remind ourselves to go back to basics from time to time to ensure that 
skills are developed.  However, we believe that children are entering kindergarten with more 
prior knowledge of iPads and their capabilities.   

Conclusion 
The teaching team at Botany Downs Kindergarten is committed to continuing our technology 
journey.  We have since added two further iPads to our resources, and each one has more 
improved technology, which is what the children expect from a tool.   We are firm in our 
belief that we should continue our IT journey.  This is the children’s world, and it is the 
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teachers who must adapt and change.  Tying shoelaces does require dexterity, concentration 
and perseverance – but it is a skill that the children will rarely need.  Pure pragmatism tells us 
we are on the right path.  The iPad is just one tool in our technology kete.  We do not “do 
IT”; rather, it is embedded in the programme, and we seek to use the best tool for the job at 
hand, whether that is an iPad, a book or a conversation of shared knowledge.  For us, the 
most important notion is being open to new learning and new possibilities, whatever they 
may be. 
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Abstract: This literature review discusses Chinese traditional philosophy in early childhood 
education, and gives an account of the historical background of Chinese educational philosophy. 
It then goes on to review the literature concerning Chinese immigrant parents’ apprehension 
about their children’s early childhood education in their host countries.  It argues that children’s 
sociocultural backgrounds need to be considered when implementing a play-based curriculum in 
early childhood education.  One of the more significant findings to emerge from the literature is 
that Chinese highly revere children’s learning and their education and rarely emphasise the value 
of play on its own.  
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Introduction 
Play has been considered a key factor in children’s learning throughout the history of Western 
early childhood education (Gibbons, 2007; Santer, Griffiths, & Goodall, 2007).  Recent 
developments in early childhood education have highlighted the need and value of play in early 
childhood education (Claiborne & Drewery, 2010; Ministry of Education, 1996; Parmar, 
Harkness, & Super, 2004; Santer et al., 2007).  Naftali (2010) states that children are persons 
with unique emotional needs and seeks to redefine childhood as a time of play and relaxation 
rather than study or toil. 

However, a major problem with this pedagogy is that many Chinese parents expect their children 
to “work” rather than “play” (Chang, 2003; Liao, 2007; Parmar et al., 2004; Roopnarine & 
Johnson, 2001).  This issue has grown in importance in light of recent studies of traditional 
Chinese views of childhood (Hsiung, 2008; Pye, 1996; Zhu & Hu, 2011).  In addition, this matter 
has become central to research of education in New Zealand because of the increasing number of 
migrants from South-East Asia coming to settle in this country (Liao, 2007; Wu, 2009; Yang, 
2011). 

Chinese Educational Philosophy 
In order to understand the views of migrant parents on the relationship between play and 
education, it is important to understand their values and beliefs about both education and play, as 
well as the ways in which they regard the two as connected and/or distinct.  To understand 
Chinese educational values and beliefs, it would be useful to have a summary of the key 
influences on Chinese educational thought.  In the history of educational development in China, 
there are a number of classic philosophical texts that have laid the foundations of teaching and 
learning and have had a great impact on Chinese education.  For example, the importance of 
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early childhood education had been noted in the Book of Change易經, which was one of the 
earliest philosophic classics in China.  The Book of Change emphasises that the purpose of early 
childhood education is to nurture children’s virtue and moral characters and promotes that 
children need to be taught through their daily life experiences in order to learn skills for 
surviving and to be accepted in their society (歐陽秀明, 2009).1  

In the Chinese history of education development, Confucius (551–479 BCE) has been regarded 
as the Fore-Master of Utmost Divine (至聖先師).  He has a great impact not only on wider 
culture and politics, but also on education in China and some other Asian countries.  Confucius 
established a private school and devoted his life to education, a life which included teaching, 
researching and writing.  His philosophy on education, together with the purpose, content, 
method and principle of teaching and learning, is till revered and practised by Chinese society 
(馬永, 2005). 

One of Confucius’ principles of education is that learning should be a delightful experience for 
the learner.  In addition, the learner’s self-motivation to learn should be encouraged.  Confucius 
said, “They who know the truth are not equal to those who love it, and they who love it are not 
equal to those who delight in it” (Legge, 2001).2  This viewpoint resonates with approaches in 
Western early childhood education.  For example, both Confucius and Plato claimed that 
enforced learning does not stay in a learner’s mind, and promoted that learning should take the 
form of play or enjoyment (Gibbons, 2007; Santer et al., 2007). 

Confucius emphasised that a teacher needs to understand each learner’s characteristics and 
ability then educate individuals accordingly.  His idea of educating someone according to his 
natural ability (因材施教) has been practised by many Chinese teachers over two thousand years.  
This principle again resonates with the values and beliefs that underpin a play-based early 
childhood education curriculum.  For example, early childhood teachers in New Zealand are 
encouraged to plan their curriculum based on their observation about the children they work with 
(Ministry of Education, 1996). 

Confucius stressed that the learner should be encouraged to explore and find the answer for 
themselves before the teacher offers guidance or support.3 This principle is in line with what 
Piaget suggested; namely, that the learner should be encouraged to develop their own capacity 
rather than be pushed to progress to a higher level (Ahn, 2008; Mooney, 2013).  According to 
Confucius, the teacher needs to be able to recognise the learner’s current ability in order to 
                                                 
1易經蒙卦: “蒙以養正, 聖功也” 
Meng, Book of Change: “To deal with the young and ignorant ones by nourishing and uncovering their original nature.  This is as 
the same as what a Saint does.” 

2Yong Ye Sixth, Analects, 論語雍也篇第六: 子曰: “知之者不如好之者，好之者不如乐之者” 

3論語述而篇第七: “不憤不啟, 不悱不發, 舉一隅不以三隅反則不復也” 
Shu Er Seventh, Analects: The Confucius said, “I do not open up the truth to one who is not eager to learn, nor help out any one 
who is not anxious to explain himself. When I have presented one corner of a subject to any one, and he cannot from it learn the 
other three, I do not repeat my lesson." 
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decide how much support should be given, a principle synonymous to the Russian theorist 
Vygotsky’s concept of a Zone of Proximal Development.  Vygotsky promoted that with the 
support of a more competent peer or adult, the learner will be able to achieve the things that they 
cannot do on their own (Santrock, 2009). 

Most importantly, Confucius believed that a learner should apply what they have learnt to their 
daily life and that they should contribute to society, not just recite or memorise the teaching (馬
永, 2005).4  This is a significant point because this interpretation of Confucius’ work differs to
many Chinese peoples’ experience of education.  The popular image of the Chinese student is 
that of the rote learner, and this image prevails and is encouraged in Chinese culture (Li, 2004).  

The Confucian educational principles described above demonstrate that there are several 
similarities between Confucianism and Western educational philosophies.  However, few writers 
have discussed the similarities between these two philosophies. 

History of Childhood and Education in China 
Although there is no comprehensive study of the history of childhood in China, information can 
still be found in the two subdivisions of cultural and social history (Hsiung, 2008).  Children 
were rarely mentioned prior to the Han dynasty (206 BCE–CE 220), when writing and 
discussion about childhood suddenly became an intellectual focus (Hwa, 2006). The rise in 
interest in childhood was because many Confucians lived during the Han dynasty and these 
idealists believed that society would become more peaceful and civilised if education was made 
available to most people (Kinney, 1995). 

In the history of education in China, instruction and education of the unborn child has been 
important since the Han dynasty (Pye, 1996).  According to Han Confucians, education of 
children should begin at conception, and moral instruction is the centre of Confucian discourse 
on children.  Hence “foetal education” was seen as “a way to influence the moral development of 
a child at the earliest possible time” (Hwa, 2006, p. 224).  The mother was seen as the child’s 
first major educator, and it was believed her action during the pregnancy would impact on her 
unborn child.  A pregnant woman was expected to “be careful in what she saw, ate, heard and 
said, and it required her to be ritually correct” (Hwa, 2006, p. 224).  Consequently, foetal 
instruction and total immersion in virtue was recommended and the practice laid the foundation 
of the moral development of children in China (Kinney, 1995).  In addition, it was believed that a 
child at birth was undeveloped or incomplete, and should be empowered by education. 

Han Confucians encouraged mothers to be the moral educator of their young children.  A classic 
and well-known example is that the mother of Mencius spent a lot of effort turning Mencius to 
the right path and eventually he became a great Confucian master (Hwa, 2006; Wu, 2009).  On 
this historical and traditional basis, Chinese parents, particularly mothers, believe they are 

4 子路第十三: “誦詩三百, 授之以政, 不達; 使于四方, 不能專對。多, 亦奚以為?” 
Zi Lu Thirteen, Analects: The Confucius said, “Though a man may be able to recite the three hundred odes, yet if, when entrusted 
with a governmental charge, he knows not how to act, or if, when sent to any quarter on a mission, he cannot give his replies 
unassisted, notwithstanding the extent of his learning, of what practical use is it?” 
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responsible for their children’s education and see their children’s success as being more 
important than their own welfare (Wu, 2009).  An example of this is evident in a study carried 
out by Wu (2009), in which Chinese middle-class professionals migrated to New Zealand for 
their children’s education despite the social and financial hardships that they experienced as a 
result of their migration. 

Origins of Chinese formal learning. 
In China, government school started during the reign of the emperor Han Wudi (141–87 BCE); 
however, it was not a universal education – school was only for educating the princes and boys 
in the capital and women and girls were not encouraged to receive formal education during that 
time (Kinney, 1995).  A century later, the emperor Wan Mang (9–23 CE) proposed that there be 
an elementary school in every village so that children of commoners could have opportunities to 
be educated (Hwa, 2006).  For thousands of years up until in the early 1900s, school children in 
China would recite the teachings of Confucius at the start of the school day, until his teachings 
were permanently recorded into their memory.  The purpose of learning these teachings by rote 
was that “it helps the youngest generation understand, preserve, and feel a sense of ownership for 
traditional Chinese culture” (Zhu & Hu, 2011, p. 418).  The Confucian values of Ren 仁 
(benevolence), Yi 義 (righteousness), Li 禮 (propriety), Xia 孝 (filial piety) and Zhi 智 (wisdom) 
not only form the core of most Asian cultures, but also set the standards for most families, 
communities and political behaviour.  As a result, Confucian values and children’s education are 
frequently connected in Chinese society.  Stories, sayings and special terms are often used to 
promote Confucian ideals when adults socialise or educate children (Yim, Lee & Ebbeck, 2009). 

For Chinese, learning aims to achieve breadth and depth of knowledge, but it is also about 
applying this knowledge, the unity of knowing and morality, and contributing to society (Li, 
2001b).  Matters of filial piety, ancestor worship, clan and patrilineage identity, moral instruction, 
and sex and age role differences, all come together and reinforce each other in the Chinese views 
about childhood (Pye, 1996).  Confucianism highly values education, especially moral 
development (Hwa, 2006; Yen, 2008).  Bai (2005) argues that according to Confucian theory, the 
relationship between play and education did not centre on educating children through play, but 
on “the influence of play and environment on children” (p. 14).  For many Chinese, learning has 
been a matter that should be distinct from play (Liao, 2007).  Children are allowed to play after 
they have completed their serious learning.  Play is often used as a reward rather than a strategy 
in encourage children’s learning (Cooney & Sha, 1999). 

Although Confucius promoted that learning should be a joyful activity, Chinese rarely 
conceptualise learning as a fun activity (Li, 2001b).  For thousands of years, the Chinese have 
been teaching young children about moral principle and basic concepts of science, daily life and 
history (Yim et al., 2009; Zhu & Hu, 2011).  In the past, children were encouraged to learn these 
principles and knowledge by citing classical primer reading materials.  One of these materials is 
the San Zi Jing三字經, which is a lens to understand the core curriculum of early childhood 
education in ancient China.  The San Zi Jing三字經 provides a view of Chinese culture, history 
and civilisation.  In addition, it supports the ways in which young Chinese children develop 
spoken language.  While this traditional way of teaching young children to recite classical 
reading materials is still popular in China, Taiwan and Hong Kong, it has become a controversial 
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issue in recent times with modern Chinese early childhood educators promoting that children 
should be more active in their own learning (Tang, 2006; Zhu & Hu, 2011). 

Because traditional Confucianism emphasises and values education, academic achievement is 
important to Chinese people for gaining higher social status (Chan, 2011; Yen, 2008).  Education 
not only leads a person to become noble and moral, but for thousands of years in Confucian 
societies, including China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan and Korea, education has also been a 
mechanism, through national examination systems, to select an elite for governance (Liu, 2012). 

Play and childhood in ancient China. 
The literature analysed above highlights the key principles and approaches to education in 
Chinese society and presents a general, albeit recently challenged, image of the young child as a 
studious, respectful and dedicated learner.  Confucian educators were generally concerned that 
play and a playful environment would distract children’s attention from serious study (Bai, 2005).  
However, not all Confucian educators promoted this approach to learning – some liberal scholars 
such as Wang Yangming (1472–1529) “saw the usefulness and necessity of using sober and 
educational play to regulate and mould children” (Bai, 2005, p. 15).  Wang Yangming believed 
the original model of Confucian education did value play by encouraging learners’ singing and 
practising of etiquette.  In addition, the story of Mencius (372–289 BCE; one of the most 
important philosophers of the Confucian school after Confucius’ death) illustrates that young 
children did play typically in their daily life and play was widely accepted in Chinese society 
(Bai, 2005; Wu, 2009).  

Modern Chinese parents’ and teachers’ perspectives.  
In contrast to Western developmental theories, Chinese see character, personality and 
temperament as all nurture and not nature (Pye, 1996).  An example of the difference between 
the way Euro-American and Chinese American parents perceive learning is evident in two 
relatively recent studies.  Parmar et al. (2004) found that compared with Euro-American parents, 
Chinese American parents prefer their preschool children to be taught in a more formal 
structured and directive way.  In the second study, it was reported that American parents 
believed that the innate ability of the child is a greater contributing factor to success than any 
kind of formal tutoring (Lin, Gorrell, & Taylor, 2002), whereas Chinese believe persistence and 
effort are the keys to educational performance and achievement.  Throughout history, Chinese 
parents have commonly shown love to their children as a way of supporting them to succeed in 
education (Pye, 1996). 

However, influenced by Western education theories and philosophies, there has been a dramatic 
change over the past century in education philosophy and practice in the Chinese societies such 
as China, Hong Kong and Taiwan.  The rise of a psychological discourse of childhood signals a 
shift in Chinese ways of governing school and family life (Naftali, 2010).  Western educational 
policies and practices such as learning through play and the belief that children should be 
independent learners have impacted on early childhood programmes in Chinese communities as 
well (Yen, 2008).  A major problem with this new approach is that most early childhood teachers 
in China do not have faith that young children can learn independently and actively (Tang, 2006) 
and high parental expectations are rooted in Chinese cultural heritage (Li, 2001a).  Wang, 
Elicker, McMullen, and Mao (2008) found many teachers in China saying that traditional 
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teaching based on Confucian conventions and socialist ideas has come into conflict with Western 
ideas about developmentally appropriate practice, individual creativity, autonomy and critical 
thinking. 

Similarly, Yen’s (2008) study reported that teachers in Taiwan mostly give lectures and expect 
students to memorise content, an approach which has been criticised by early childhood 
professionals, and many early childhood centres have taken on a heavy academic focus.  Because 
most Taiwanese are descendants of Chinese, traditional Confucian cultural values and contexts 
are also found in Taiwan.  As in China, any move to a child-centred philosophy and child-
centred methods in Taiwan would conflict with the ideas of Taiwanese parents and society about 
how best to educate children.  Parents like to push teachers to give academic lessons or activities 
in preschools as they believe children will develop cognitive skills faster with early formal 
academic learning (Chang, 2003; Yen, 2008).  Due to the influence of Confucianism, Chinese 
and Taiwanese parents place a heavy emphasis on academic advancement and view early 
childhood education as a preparation for elementary (primary school) education (Wang et al., 
2008; Yen, 2008).  Consequently, an academic-oriented early childhood curriculum still prevails 
in Chinese society because of parents’ high expectations for their children’s academic 
achievement.  

In recent years, there has been an increasing interest in how Chinese immigrant families adjust 
their traditional educational values and practice in their host countries such as the United States, 
Australia or New Zealand.  Yang (2011) and Guo (2012) reported that Chinese immigrants in 
New Zealand hold traditional Confucian values and conceptualise their perspective of how 
young children learn within the New Zealand context.  Chinese parents use traditional 
instructional learning strategies along with the child-initiated play-based approach to encourage 
their child’s learning in literacy and numeracy.  In addition, they conduct various educational 
activities at home to facilitate their children’s literacy and numeracy learning. 

Questions have been raised about the disconnect between activities at home and practices at early 
childhood centres.  There is potential conflict when trying to form a cross-cultural community of 
practice in which immigrants’ knowledge and perceptions can sit alongside those of early 
childhood centres (Guo, 2012).  At the same time, Wu (2009) argues that in order to maximise 
benefits for their children, Chinese immigrant mothers in New Zealand have “promoted, 
criticised, and rejected various traditional Chinese practices and beliefs” (p. ix).  Taken together, 
these results suggest that “an understanding of the values inherent in any culture is important for 
teachers of young children” (Yim et al., 2009, p. 301) and is critical if teachers want to form an 
effective partnership with families from diverse cultures while recognising that not all families of 
the same ethnic group will have identical expectations.  

Conclusion 
This literature review has given an account of how learning, education and play are perceived by 
Chinese as well as some historical perspectives of why this might be so.  These findings suggest 
that an understanding of the values and beliefs inherent in any culture is essential for early 
childhood teachers when working with families from diverse cultures.  One of the more 
significant findings to emerge from the literature is that Chinese highly revere children’s learning 
and their education and rarely emphasise the value of play on its own.  As a result, many Chinese 
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immigrant parents find it challenging when sending their children to play-based early childhood 
settings in their host counties.  An implication of this is the possibility that play-based activities 
might be more acceptable to Chinese parents if they can see that their children’s learning and 
development are enhanced through their play. 
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Abstract: This research was conducted in New Zealand in 2012 as a contract research 
project funded by the Ministry of Education.  Pasifika Education Research Priorities 
(Ministry of Education, 2012a), the Ministry’s current priority for Pasifika research in 
education, has highlighted the goal of improving engagement and satisfaction with Special 
Education (SE) services for Pasifika young people and their families.  This was explored 
from the perspectives of parents and families of young children of early childhood and 
primary school age primarily within the Manukau area.  We used talanoa 
(conversation/telling stories) (T. M. Vaioleti, 2006) as the framework for collecting data. 
This approach enabled families to share their own stories in depth with the interviewers.  We 
concur with Sapon-Shevin (2007) who argues that the term inclusive education means 
ensuring participation by all children who may be excluded by ability, gender, socio-
economic status, ethnicity or other categories.  Pasifika families in this research experienced 
personal and systemic barriers to accessing services.  Overcoming systemic barriers such as 
the need for wider support for parents, families and communities are one of several priorities 
that came out of this research.  This includes providing professional development for staff in 
early childhood centres and schools to identify and support families with children with 
special needs.  Service providers also need to focus on building relationships and be 
culturally sensitive and aware so they can support intercultural communication and 
understanding. 

Key Words: Pasifika research, inclusive education, family services 

Introduction 
This research was conducted in Aotearoa New Zealand in 2012 as a contract research project 
funded by the Ministry of Education.  The project arose from the document Pasifika 
Education Research Priorities: Using Research to Realise Our Vision for Pasifika Learners 
(Ministry of Education, 2012a). One of the priority questions identified in the document is: 
“How can we better understand special education from the perspectives of Pasifika families?” 
The purpose of the research was to better understand Special Education (SE) from the 
perspectives of Pasifika families in order to increase their engagement and satisfaction with 
SE services provided by the Ministry.  The Pasifika Education Plan 2013–2017 (Ministry of 
Education, 2012b) puts Pasifika learners, their parents, families and communities at the 
centre of all activities. 

The research was qualitative and involved in-depth interviews with 18 Pasifika families with 
children of early childhood and primary school age who have special educational needs; the 
families included both those engaged and not engaged with SE services.  Ten professionals 
whose role involves working with Pasifika children with special education needs and their 
families were also interviewed.  In addition, two focus groups were held to explore themes 
emerging from the interviews with the Pasifika families and SE professionals. 
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The five research questions aimed to identify the strengths of current service provision and 
any barriers to accessing SE services for Pasifika families.  Other questions were about the 
extent to which cultural perspectives on disability and SE, as well as the low numbers of 
Pasifika professionals, affected engagement and satisfaction with SE services for Pasifika 
families.  Participants were also asked for suggestions as to how SE services could be 
improved to increase engagement with and satisfaction for Pasifika families. 

The terms inclusion and inclusive education are defined differently in different contexts, and 
underpin our current view of SE services.  Some educators argue that the term inclusive 
education means ensuring participation by all children who may be excluded by ability, 
gender, socio-economic status, ethnicity or other categories (Sapon-Shevin, 2007).  Ainscow 
(1999), however, perceives inclusion as a process of removing barriers for all children.  
Children and young people have the same basic human rights that adults have, but as a 
vulnerable population group, children with diverse needs have the added need for protection 
and promotion of their rights.  This is a view that is fundamentally relationship driven.  This 
perspective connected well to the way we reached out to participants through our existing 
relationships within the local communities from which our participants came.  This 
relationship-driven methodology was based on teu le va (Anae, 2010).  The principles within 
teu le va emphasise the fostering of respectful, collaborative relationships between 
researchers, between researchers and policymakers, and between researchers and all those 
involved in any given research project in the building of a sound knowledge base for Pasifika 
education (Airini et al., 2010). 

Talanoa as a Qualitative Data Research Methodology 
Given that all families and the majority (80%) of professionals were Pasifika and included 
seven Pasifika cultural backgrounds, a blend of two different Pasifika research methodologies 
were used in this research project.  Because Pasifika cultural identity is relational rather than 
individual, relationships were nurtured during the research. Teu le va has already been 
discussed, and the second methodology used was talanoa (T. M. Vaioleti, 2003, 2006) which 
also acknowledges the paramount importance of building and maintaining good relationships 
between the researchers and participants.  Talanoa is the everyday use of open and inclusive 
communication, which allows people to tell their stories and incorporate emotion and 
spirituality (T. M. Vaioleti, 2006). 

Talanoa allows for the co-production of knowledge.  Talanoa is founded on 
deeply ingrained Pacific values and therefore it is easily recognisable, and is 
seen as an acceptable and culturally safe way to engage with Pacific people 
in research (L. Vaioleti, 2013, p. 1). 

Eighteen family participants from seven ethnic groups were recruited through the Lalaga 
(Mauigoa-Tekene, Howie & Hagan, 2013) approach (Samoan word that relates to the process 
of weaving a table or floor mat); eleven of these families have children who were engaged in 
SE services while seven families were not.  Of the eighteen families, eight were New 
Zealand-born and ten were born in the Islands. All families were interviewed by an 
interviewer from their own cultural background.  Eight of the family interviews (44%) were 
conducted in the participant’s first language and all were given a koha to acknowledge their 
contribution to the research.  While there was an interview schedule with questions framed 
around the research questions provided by the Ministry of Education, the questions were used 
as a series of prompts for interviewers to encourage participants to share their story.  The first 
prompt was “Please tell your story in your own way…”.  Further prompts were used when 
the interviewer noticed that participants had not commented on one or more of the research 
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questions.  The interviewers found that talanoa helped to reduce the distance between the 
participants and the interviewer, although distance was less of an issue with the Pasifika 
professionals we interviewed.  We acknowledge the cultural capital and relationships in their 
communities that the participants brought to each interview.   

Findings and Discussion  
This paper will focus on the findings from two of the research questions; firstly the barriers 
that families experienced when accessing SE services and secondly suggestions for how SE 
services could be improved to increase engagement with and satisfaction for Pasifika 
families.  The talanoaga (having a conversation; sharing stories) is represented through 
quotations, and a vignette from one of the parent participants will be used to further illustrate 
this. 

The first question that will be discussed uncovered some barriers, both personal and systemic, 
to accessing SE services for Pasifika parents and/or caregivers of young people with special 
education needs.  It must be noted that despite the strong emotional content of stories about 
barriers families experienced, there were also several comments about strengths in the service 
provision, including some families who felt that early intervention and support in particular 
was a strength of SE services.  Where support staff in centres and schools were skilful and 
built good relationships with a child and family, parents were very satisfied. 

Personal barriers included language and cultural barriers and families’ lack of knowledge of 
available SE services.  A further subtheme that emerged is economic barriers, which included 
lack of transportation and the cost of care for children with special education needs. 

Systemic barriers included those within SE services and the lack of more holistic support for 
families, including their extended family, whose children had special education needs.  There 
was also a sense that SE services were focused primarily on the child whereas families might 
need, for example, counselling and/or support to meet the additional costs of raising a child 
with special education needs.  Some families reported poor relationships between services 
and families, lack of coherence and communication between professionals and between 
professionals and families, and lack of cultural intelligence and sensitivity. There was a 
strong feeling from families that if they did not agree with the professionals who supported 
them, they might be withdrawn from the service.  Pasifika professionals reported that both 
early childhood and school teachers sometimes lack the skills, knowledge and capacity for 
identifying and referring children to SE services.  Indeed, six families in the study were not 
engaged with SE services because their children’s early childhood teachers had not advocated 
for referrals.  Through this research, six of the seven non-engaged families began the process 
of engagement with SE services. 

Although most families shared these barriers as a limitation to engagement with SE services, 
the following feature story or vignette highlights some of these barriers to participating and 
accessing SE services.  Ofa’s story is a powerful vignette of the grief and challenges Pasifika 
families may experience when a child is diagnosed with special education needs.  Ofa is a 
New Zealand-born Cook Island/European woman and a solo parent of four children.  Three 
of her children are engaged with SE services and have been diagnosed with autism.  Ofa’s 
story highlights the need for professionals to behave with sensitivity and to be aware of both 
cultural norms and the personal support families might need.  
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Ofa’s Story (Talanoa, Ofa, 20 June 2012) 

When my [first] son was diagnosed, we were all brought into … the room 
and there was a psychologist, speech language therapist and what was 
the other?  … Anyway, the first time that I’ve met them.  They’ve gone over 
all the notes from Group Special [Education].  They went away, they’ve 
observed my child, they came back and just bluntly told me that he has 
autism and that was it.  And I sat there and he … handed me some tissues, 
but just the way he said it.  I was devastated and I just sat there for 
probably a good – half an hour and said nothing and I was crying.  … it 
was like the way they delivered it to us it was just cold, it was so cold. 
I thought it was the end of the world when they told me … and then I 
looked over at their … dad and he was just in shock – he was in shock 
because they went out, they deliberated and they came back and they just 
said, “Oh well, yeah, sorry to tell you but your child has autism.  Do you 
know what autism is?”  And I just sat there and heard the word autism and 
like I just thought, “Oh my gosh.”  I have no recollection of what autism is 
– all I remember is a kid rocking – that’s all I could see.  And then I looked
at my son and I started crying and like I just sat there and didn’t say
anything to them for about half an hour.
And they wanted me to go because they had another appointment. 
But there were like unanswered questions that I had, but I couldn’t [ask 
the questions] because I was trying to get over the emotion.  And from 
there … I didn’t know, I was just so numb that I walked out of there with all 
these unanswered questions.  … there was nothing told to us prior to that 
and I just … you think if you go to Super Clinic – it’ll just be for his ears 
again.  There was no warning of what we were going to do. 
… Who was I going to turn to?  Who was I going to tell?  There was nobody 
that understands where I’m sitting because I don’t know any other Pacific 
Islanders that have autistic children.  I went and told my family and they 
just went and shrugged it off.  So I didn’t really have anyone to tell, 
anybody to talk to.  Nobody would understand me. 
I had different, different (pause) early intervention teachers, different 
speech language therapists, so I don’t know who I’m dealing with and for 
me I think the frustration for me is repeating my story over and over again.  
… you are thinking, “Well, don’t you have all my notes?”  I think from then 
on I had the barrier up – there was a barrier. 
For me if I have somebody come to my door I think that’s it and even if I 
don’t like them I will say nothing; you know what I mean.  … Because … if I 
voice my opinions or if I voice my concerns … I thought oh I would have 
blown it and you might not come back and help my son.  And so I’d sit 
there and say nothing. 

Ofa’s story underlines the challenges that families experience when they enquire about 
support for their children with special education needs.  The initial shock that she faced when 
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her first son was diagnosed with autism, her family’s reaction, and the number of 
professionals who are involved, all created many barriers for her.  It took her a while to 
develop the confidence and knowledge to work with support services to meet her first child’s 
needs, and there was some fear that if she voiced her concerns that the professionals might 
not continue to help her son. 

Suggestions for Improvement in Services for Families  
The second question discussed here related to how SE services could be improved to increase 
engagement with and satisfaction for Pasifika families, and the talanoaga drew from earlier 
discussion from the previous questions.  Suggestions for improvement have been developed 
from two main aspects of the research, facilitated by directly asking the participants.  First, 
the interviewers were given strong feedback about the barriers Pasifika families experience 
when engaging with SE services and how these could be mitigated; and secondly, the 
families and Pasifika professionals, who were very vocal in making suggestions for 
increasing Pasifika families’ engagement and satisfaction with SE services, gave further 
direct suggestions about how the service could be improved.  Key themes included improving 
professionals’ cultural intelligence and sensitivity; for example, one Pasifika professional felt 
that, ideally, the first person to have contact with a Pasifika family should be from the same 
culture who could speak the same language as that family: 

“I think just because I was born in New Zealand and I was brought up in this 
culture, so I understand a lot whereas if we had a couple with a child who just 
came from Samoa and a Pākehā telling them ‘Your child has special needs’, 
how would they accept it?  They would find it hard to understand that you 
know; they will obviously get angry or why are you calling my child a 
handicap and they will interpret it in different ways” (Ian). 

Non-Pasifika professionals, particularly those in smaller communities, need professional 
development in intercultural communication and sensitivity. However, while it is important 
to increase the numbers of Pasifika professionals, including support staff in SE, Pasifika 
professionals should not be restricted to working only with Pasifika families.  One Pasifika 
professional strongly suggested this would lead to tokenism. 

Lale and Moli also discussed the “slow start” in dealing with a health service where 
professionals made the assumption that they had self-diagnosed their children on the autism 
spectrum, and this created ongoing difficulties.  Also, there was a concern that related to 
perceived cultural responsiveness in dealings with a particular staff member about their eldest 
son.  The story they told was about the assessor who came from a different background:  “An 
assumption [was made] that says he [their son] is slow and does not know what a gun is or 
‘bang bang’ the sound a gun makes.” Their interpretation of this statement related to the more 
familiar context of visible weapons in the streets of the part of northern Europe where the 
assessor was from.  In their own context, however, a child would not necessarily know what 
sound a gun makes.  The lack of cultural intelligence and sensitivity in some professionals 
was a strong theme for many of the families. 

Families made it very clear that poor relationships with professionals created a significant 
barrier to them engaging with SE services.  Frequently the families complained that too many 
professionals were involved with their child and that there was a lack of communication and 
consistency between the professionals and between the professionals and the family.  Where 
better communication happened (usually informally), families reported feeling more satisfied.  
When relationships were poor, families found themselves agreeing with the professionals 
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rather than asking questions or making their own needs known; for example, Aso said that 
she did not want to question the professional involved with her child.  One way of reducing 
this would be to assign a key professional for each family who could take responsibility for 
building relationships between the family and service providers, and to communicate and 
interpret the advice from all professionals involved with the child.  These relationships should 
ideally carry on through the transition to school. 

Another theme was about developing holistic support services such as local family service 
centres (one-stop shops), and fostering playgroups and parent-led community support groups. 
One possibility for encouraging this is through supported playgroups that are welcoming for 
families with children with special educational needs.  Family-led support groups also need 
encouragement and assistance so that they are able to support each other; for example, the 
Pasifika autism support group. 

There is also a need to work holistically with families.  It takes time and lots of talanoa to 
build relationships, not only with families but with community groups such as local churches. 
Some of the family stories were based on the families’ traditional cultural values and beliefs.  
Some participants reflected on how difficult it is to create a shared understanding with their 
elders at home as the traditional Pasifika concept of ‘disability’ sometimes contradicts the 
Western view.   Some of the more traditional beliefs identified were about different 
perspectives between Pacific Island- and New Zealand-born parents, understandings 
influenced by shame and stigma, and also religious beliefs about disability and special 
education needs. 

Professional development for both early childhood and school teachers was seen as being 
needed to improve identification and referral of children to SE services.  Pasifika 
professionals reported that both early childhood and school teachers sometimes lack the 
skills, knowledge and capacity for identifying and referring children to SE services; for 
example, as mentioned earlier, six families in the study were not engaged with SE services 
because their children’s early childhood teachers had not advocated for referrals.  Some 
families reported that they had not felt welcome when they approached educational settings 
with their child.  Research conducted as case studies of early childhood centres in New 
Zealand (Purdue, Gordon-Burns, Rarere-Briggs, Stark, & Tumock, 2011) shows that despite 
legal requirements, some programmes and staff have exclusionary policies and that these are 
underpinned by their attitudes and beliefs around difference.  It was also reported that 
sometimes lack of engagement with families relates to families being resistant to working 
with SE services, despite good intentions and persistence from professionals.  Professional 
learning and development is therefore suggested for early childhood and school teachers to 
support inclusion.  This could enhance their ability to identify and refer cases when 
appropriate, and foster inclusive practices and attitudes in their day-to-day activities. 

“I believe that and agree that every childcare centre should [have professional 
development to be aware of her child’s condition] so that they don’t have to 
go through what I went through first time I took my child there …  I came 
home feeling really low” (Rima). 

Conclusion 
The findings from this research substantiate the significance of underpinning Pasifika 
research with the principles of teu le va; in particular, supporting collaborative relationships 
alongside Pasifika voices, issues and concerns.  Assigning interviewers from the same ethnic 
group to approach families and engage in talanoa was very successful.  Because of this 
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process, families were more than willing to share their stories.  This authentic talanoaga can 
result in opportunities for maximising delivery of services and policymaking. 

“I believe that people should come forward in the sense that we are no longer 
in our little Tonga nation.  We have to let go of the old ways of looking at 
things and the way we approach situations.  Help is there for us so we need to 
all come forward.  If we want the best for our children, we should be 
responsible as parents.  So it is nothing to be embarrassed of or ashamed of, 
but it is something to raise because we are living in country where everybody 
is equal, we have rights” (Larry). 
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Abstract: “Should I stay or should I go”, a song by The Clash (1982), sums up 
the dilemma many students face when they begin their journey in tertiary study. 
This article presents a case study research project which examined the 
experiences of first-year students on a bachelor’s degree programme and 
specifically looks at why some students consider withdrawing and factors that 
students identify as barriers to their success.  Retention and success continues to 
be an issue for tertiary institutions, especially in the first year when attrition and 
non-completion is at its highest (Crosling, Heagney & Thomas, 2009; Zepke, 
Leach & Prebble, 2006).  Today’s student body is diverse and unlike 
“traditional” students, today’s students have many personal issues that can be 
barriers to success.  Adding to this is the considerable pressure academic staff 
are under to support students both academically and pastorally despite tightening 
fiscal constraints.  It is argued that further discussion is needed on the 
implications of these barriers. 

Key words: tertiary education; student retention and success; student 
withdrawal; student attrition and non-completion; pastoral 
care; first-year higher education; barriers to success 

Introduction 
“Should I stay or should I go now? If I go there will be trouble, and if I stay it will be double” 
(The Clash, 1982).  These lyrics are pertinent to the dilemmas many first-year students face in 
tertiary education.  Students enter university, polytechnic or other tertiary institutions full of 
hopes and dreams of a better future.  They expect to increase their knowledge and skills in order 
to become gainfully employed and to improve their lives and the lives of their families.  They 
come with the intention of being successful and do not intend to fail, and yet a significant 
proportion face issues which make them ask “Should I stay or should I go?” 

The commitment to study is a considerable one, and the first year of tertiary study can be 
extremely challenging, especially since the widening of access to and participation in tertiary 
education (Leathwood, & O’Connell, 2003).  Today many students not only face a new academic 
culture but also have to deal with family and work commitments, financial pressures and 
differences in language and culture (Kinnear, Sparrow, Boyce & Middleton, 2008).  These 
pressures have implications for pastoral care during the course of study.  
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Retention and Success in the New Zealand Context 
Western world governments are requiring increased accountability in tertiary education in return 
for funding (Zepke et al., 2006), with the emphasis on retention and success (Zepke et al., 2005).  
The New Zealand Government spent approximately $5.4 billion in 2009/10 on tertiary education 
(Ministry of Education, 2011a), which was approximately 1.7% of the country’s gross domestic 
product (GDP) (Ministry of Education, 2011b).  This is similar to the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) average of 1.2% when the expenditure for student 
loans, scholarships and grants are deducted (Ministry of Education 2011b).  According to Scott 
and Gini (2010), New Zealand spent nearly double the OECD average on financial aid (such as 
loans) to tertiary students.  With this huge investment there is growing pressure to ensure a 
healthy return. 

The New Zealand Government’s focus for this return is evident in their Tertiary Education 
Strategy 2010–2015 (Ministry of Education, 2009) which describes the expectations for tertiary 
providers, using key words such as “relevant”, “efficient” and “effective”. These terms are used 
repetitively throughout the document and highlight the importance of getting the best return for 
public money.  “A key driver to improve the efficiency of public investment in tertiary education 
is to improve course and qualification completion rates” (Ministry of Education, 2009, p. 10) and 
the New Zealand Government “expect[s] to see better course and qualification completion and 
progression rates for students as a result of higher-quality teaching and learning, and more 
effective and culturally responsive pastoral care” (p. 13).  However, the question needs to be 
raised: What is culturally responsive pastoral care?  Nowhere does the Ministry of Education 
explain what this means, what it looks like in practice, and how this can be done in a tight fiscal 
climate. 

Tertiary institutions have a responsibility to provide quality teaching and learning and are 
expected to produce students who are equipped with the skills, knowledge and qualifications that 
are considered valuable to society (Scott & Smart, 2005).  Failing to produce such students 
damages the institution’s reputation and can have financial consequences.  Resources put in 
place to recruit and enrol students are wasted when students withdraw (Yorke & Longden, 2004). 

Benefits of Retention and Success 
There are many benefits that come with students staying and completing their courses of study 
beyond simply the financial.  Not only is course completion cost effective, it is good for both the 
economy and society in general.  It is well recognised that to succeed globally, countries must 
have a well-educated and highly qualified workforce (Ma & Frempong, 2008).  In New Zealand, 
tertiary education is seen as a way of equipping students “for a life in a knowledge economy” 
(Ministry of Education, 2011a, p. 1).  It is important for a growing economy, an “economy that 
delivers greater prosperity, security and opportunity for all” (Ministry of Education, 2009, p. 8). 

Clearly students who complete their courses are more employable and able to contribute to the 
economy, but Yorke and Thomas (2003) suggest that there are many more personal and societal 
benefits, including “promoting citizenship and social cohesion” (p. 64) and students who succeed 
see themselves as healthy and less likely to suffer depression. “The research even suggests that 
graduates are more inclined to be actively involved in community and voluntary groups, tend to 
have more egalitarian and anti-racist attitudes, and to have greater faith in the political process” 
(Institute of Education, 2001, as cited in Yorke & Thomas, 2003, p. 64). Furthermore “education 
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is the great equalizer” (Seidman, 2005, p. xi) and can address issues of social justice (Rhodes & 
Nevill, 2004; Yorke & Longden, 2004).  For students to be economically self-sufficient and cope 
with the increasingly complex issues they face today, some form of tertiary education is needed 
(Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2006).  

Student Diversity 
Widening access and increasing participation has seen a change in who the “student” is.  The 
student is no longer a white middle-class male who has no disabilities, no money worries and no 
domestic responsibilities (Leathwood & O’Connell, 2003) – today’s students are diverse and 
may come from low socio-economic backgrounds, have disabilities, be mature students, come 
from minority ethnic groups and may not have gained qualifications from school (Leathwood & 
O’Connell, 2003).  These students from diverse backgrounds are often referred to as “non-
traditional”, “other” or “minority” students despite the fact that they now make up the majority 
of the student body. 

This diverse group of students differ from the “traditional” student and can have many more 
pressures facing them that can be barriers to success.  They may have family responsibilities, 
financial pressures, work commitments, and may be facing cultural and language differences 
(Kinnear, Sparrow, Boyce, & Middleton, 2008).  These complex issues that students face have 
been identified as factors in student failure (Horstmanshof & Zimitat, 2007).  Thomas (2002) 
suggests that accessing tertiary education for these students is more of a struggle than a right and 
recommends investigating ways to support them to succeed.  The case study discussed below 
attempts to understand the struggles individuals face and the implications for institutions and 
their academic staff. 

Method 
This article draws on data collected as part of the requirement for a Master’s of Education from 
Unitec Institute of Technology.  A qualitative single case study was conducted which examined 
the experiences of one cohort of students in a field-based early childhood education bachelor’s-
degree programme at an Auckland tertiary institution.  Data was collected and analysed from a 
questionnaire and two focus groups.  Nineteen students completed the questionnaire, with seven 
volunteering and taking part in a student focus group.  Four academic staff who had taught the 
cohort of students in their first semester were also involved in a focus group.  In both the 
questionnaire and the focus groups, participants were asked about student experiences in their 
first semester.  One of the key questions significant to the research was: What factors do students 
identify as barriers to being successful in their first semester?  Each focus group lasted around 60 
minutes, and was recorded and transcribed.  This data, along with the data collected from the 
questionnaires, was analysed by using memos and coding into themes. 

Participants. 
The student participants involved in this research (i.e. those students who completed the 
questionnaires) were diverse in background, with 42% between the ages of 18 and 25, 26% 
between 25 and 39; and 32% 40 years or older.  The majority were women, although two males 
also took part.  Thirty-seven per cent identified themselves as Asian, 31.5% as New 
Zealand/European, 16% as Pasifika, 10.5% New Zealand Māori, and 5% Australian.1  Almost 

                                                 
1 Percentages have been rounded to the nearest 0.5%. 
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half (47%) of the student participants had English as a second language and almost half (47%) 
were the first in their family to enrol in a bachelor’s degree.  

Results 
The focus of this article is on the data regarding the barriers students faced and what made some 
students consider withdrawing.  The data came from one cohort of students who were in their 
second year, but who shared their experiences of their first semester in a bachelor’s degree.  
None of the student participants in this research had withdrawn, although seven (37%) said they 
had considered withdrawing.  Finding out why students do not complete their studies is 
problematic since many students who withdraw are difficult to contact.  Instead this case study 
investigated the experiences of students who continued on in their studies despite other students 
withdrawing. 

The reasons the student participants considering withdrawing were: 

• family commitments, lack of computer skills, and lack of finance
• time constraints – unable to cope with job, children and assignment (note: this student

was working 40 hours and volunteering in a centre for eight hours and had dependants
he/she was responsible for)

• other career options, like moving overseas
• busy at work, not enough time for assignments
• thoughts going through my mind on whether or not I would be a good early childhood

teacher
• physically too tired working in the centre-volunteer position and caring for two children

as a single parent, and
• failing to pass assignments.

This is despite 95% of the student participants saying they felt confident coming into the degree.  
Students were asked if they agreed with the statement “I felt academically prepared before 
coming onto the programme”.  Fifty-eight per cent strongly agreed or agreed with this statement 
while 31.5% neither agreed nor disagreed and only 10.5% felt they were not prepared 
academically.  Yet despite feeling confident and academically prepared, some still considered 
withdrawing. 

Closer examination of the data from the questionnaire revealed that six student participants (35% 
of those who answered the question) said they were the main caregiver for a dependant.  This 
dependant could be a child or children, a sick relative, a person with a disability, or an elderly 
family member.  And one person ticked “Yes” for having a disability, impairment, or long-term 
medical condition that affected their studies. 

The students were also asked in the questionnaire to provide details regarding their work hours.  
On average, students worked 12 hours a week over and above their full-time study (i.e. class 
time and practicum hours).  Three students did the minimum eight volunteer hours in a centre 
and did not work anywhere else while one student worked 48 hours per week.  The three students 
who did the minimum required hours had no dependants or a disability and had never considered 
withdrawing from the programme.  Nine students (47%) worked and/or volunteered for 20 hours 
or more a week, and three of these had dependants they were responsible for.  Five (55%) of 
these students had considered withdrawing, compared with only two students (20%) from the 
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group who worked and/or volunteered less than 20 hours a week.  It can be concluded that the 
more hours a student works, the more likely they are to consider withdrawing.  Also worth 
noting is that seven (78%) of the nine students who worked for more than 20 hours said English 
was their second language. 

Furthermore, more than half of the student participants said money concerns and family concerns 
made it difficult for them to study (58% and 53%, respectively).  Another four students (21%) 
said they had health concerns that made it difficult for them to study. 

When students were asked what had hindered them in their studies, the most frequently given 
reasons were: 

• family commitments/stress (eight people, 42%)
• workload/lack of time (eight students, 42%)
• financial pressures (seven students, 37%)
• poor time management (five students, 26%)
• sickness (four students, 21%), and
• not understanding what to do/assignments (four students, 21%).

The majority of these responses were external to the institution and can be related to students’ 
personal circumstances. 

The findings from the questionnaire on the barriers to being successful were consistent with the 
findings from the student focus group.  One participant noted, “During the first term of my 
course, my husband lost his job... Since then it has been a bit tough; I have been working forty 
hours a week.”  Another spoke of working weekends and the responsibility of being a mother: 
“Sometimes I feel too much going on, because there is no time for my assignments at all.”  She 
went on to say: 

“I sit in the night-time and being a mother you have so many things in the house 
also to do. It’s just not your work and just not your school.  It’s other housework 
also we have to do.  So after I finish all those stuff I used to sit at ten o’clock, 
midnight, I have to spend with my assignments and I have done it. So it’s, it’s 
really a struggle for us you know, it’s really a struggle.” 

Two other students shared how they had shingles in their first semester of study and how this 
impacted on their studies.  One said, ‘I got shingles ... and was just literally bedridden for four 
months. …And I would just sleep all day and, so it was a barrier. It was a real, real, real 
struggle.”  

The academic staff also raised their concerns that many of the barriers for students were external 
to the institution and some were serious and the students needed referrals to counselling.  One 
academic staff member shared how she had felt unprepared “because I didn’t realise quite how 
much that would require of me.  And that’s fine but, I didn’t feel experienced enough to do that.”  
Another academic staff member also noted the personal issues that students faced but questioned 
how much support the staff could offer, saying: “It’s a challenge because how far do you go with 
pastoral care?” 
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“How often can a student not turn up to class and group work because of family 
stuff, etcetera?  Or not come on the noho marae [overnight marae stay] because 
they have known it was going to happen and they have a littlie [child] and then 
at the last minute say, ‘I’ve got nobody to mind her.’  Where do we draw the line 
or whatever?” 

This data is significant because it highlights the pressures students face in their personal lives 
that affect their efforts to be successful in their studies.  Despite the personal issues the students 
faced, they were very happy with the teaching and support they received from their lecturers.  
Figure 1 shows that the majority (83%) of students felt the lecturers were helpful with 
assignments and feedback, supportive, interested, and provided good quality teaching. All bar 
one of the student participants strongly agreed or agreed with the statement “The quality of 
teaching was generally good”, and that student ticked neither agree nor disagree. 

 

Discussion 
It is important to note that while the study sample is small and should not be generalised, the 
student participants who took part are diverse and diverse student bodies are now commonplace 
in tertiary institutions (Zepke et al., 2005).  The Tertiary Education Strategy 2010–15 
acknowledges this, sharing its vision to meet the needs of the growing diverse student body by 
“provid[ing] New Zealanders of all backgrounds with opportunities to gain world-class skills and 
knowledge” (Ministry of Education, 2009, p. 6).  Students’ lives these days are far more complex 
than those of students in the past, and it is not surprising that students withdraw or consider 
withdrawing. 

Figure 1. Student Engagement with Lecturers 
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In this small research project, personal circumstances made up the majority of the factors that 
hindered the students in their studies and these barriers were, on the whole, external to the 
institution.  This finding is similar to those of Kinnear, Boyce, Sparrow, Middleton, and Cullity 
(2009) where the most frequent themes regarding why students considered withdrawing were 
“extrinsic to the university itself” (p. 29). Even so, this does not mean the institution should 
absolve itself of responsibility.  On the contrary, the Ministry of Education (2009) calls for 
institutions to “be more responsive to the demands of both students and industry and to make 
better use of scarce resources” (p. 13), and states that they “expect to see better course and 
qualification completion and progression rates for students as a result of higher-quality teaching 
and learning, and more effective and culturally responsive pastoral care” (p. 13). 

But what does “culturally responsive pastoral care” mean?  Who delivers this care?  And are 
academic staff equipped to meet this requirement?  The Ministry of Education does not define 
culturally responsive pastoral care or explain how it could or should be implemented.  With no 
guidance as to what it looks like in practice, it is up to the individual institutions to interpret the 
Ministry’s directive.  It would be helpful for the Ministry to give some guidelines regarding 
effective culturally responsive pastoral care, while at the same time limit being prescriptive.  
Oxford University Press (2013) defines pastoral care in an educational context as “relating to or 
denoting a teacher’s responsibility for the general well-being of pupils or students.”  The New 
Zealand Teachers Council (n.d.), in their resource for teachers, gives the following definition: 

[Cultural responsiveness is] interacting ... to truly understand their reality; it 
means understanding the socio-political history and how it impacts on classroom 
life; it means challenging personal beliefs and actions; and, it means changing 
practices to engage all students in their learning and make the classroom a 
positive learning place for all students (p. 3). 

My interpretation of what is culturally responsive pastoral care focuses on building relationships 
with the students, getting to know them, connecting with them in ways that validate and respect 
who they are, and being open to hearing their stories and their lived realities. I see this notion of 
connecting and sharing as an exchange of cultural capital.  

Pastoral care in practical terms can mean checking in with the student and asking how they are 
going; ringing them when they are absent; providing a listening ear; and, when necessary, 
referring them to support services (for example, health and counselling, financial assistance 
services, a chaplain).  More vulnerable students do not seek help from counselling services and 
referring such students to counselling services absolves academic staff of responsibility and is 
often impersonal (McChlery & Wilkie, 2009).  This suggests that academic staff should take a 
more active role in supporting students pastorally.  This is something that Benson, Hewitt, 
Devos, Crosling, and Heagney (2009) identified in their research – they found that students were 
more likely to contact academic staff than the institution’s support services.  This research 
project has also identified that students prefer to talk with the academic staff.  Benson et al. 
(2009) suggest that “students from diverse backgrounds will respond to a diverse range of styles 
and approaches” (p. 548) and to support this they recommend academic staff include in their 
responsibilities “support and advocacy, offering practical and emotional support and guiding 
students towards learning skills support and other university support services” (p. 548).  This is a 
strategy I highly recommend. However, I suggest it should go further with the most pastorally 
minded and culturally responsive staff being responsible for the teaching of first-year students.  
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The first year of tertiary study is the most crucial time for students and if we want to reduce 
attrition and non-completion then we need to be employing the best academic staff we can for 
them. 

In this research the findings showed that the academic staff provided support to students and, on 
the whole, the staff were approachable and created an environment where the students felt they 
belonged.  Nevertheless, the responsibility of academic staff to provide pastoral care is 
problematic.  As noted above in the Ministry of Education’s (2009) Tertiary Education Strategy 
2010–15, academic staff are expected to do more with less.  The Ministry wants more effective 
and culturally responsive pastoral care but at the same time they want efficiency.  This is an 
oxymoron: being effective and providing culturally responsive care cannot take place without 
building relationships with students and this takes time.   

In a research project that investigated the pastoral care lecturers provided, Van Laar and Easton 
(1994) found that 94% of lecturers had met with one or more distressed students in one year, 
with an average of three per term.  They go on to state that this increases when taking into 
account mature students.  Van Laar and Easton (1994) said the lecturers commented on the 
resourcing, saying that “much more could, and probably should, be done by themselves and by 
the counselling services, but that sufficient time, money and resources were not always available 
to do the job properly” (p. 86).  Despite this being written near on 20 years ago, the issue is still 
relevant, and perhaps even more so, today.  Van Laar and Easton (1994)  recommended more 
resources and lecturer training.  This was something that was also raised by the academic staff 
focus group: 

“I think maybe sometimes we almost need, I mean that’s one thing that I found 
as a beginning lecturer, I would like more PD, [professional development]…on 
actually how to be an effective pastoral carer.” 

This then raises another question: It’s a challenge because how far do you go with pastoral care?  
Wilcox, Winn, and Fyvie-Gauld (2005) found that some teachers felt it was not their role to 
provide pastoral care or to be involved in the retention of students.  They highlighted that this 
view was made worse by the time constraints and the conflicts they faced between their teaching 
and research roles.  The conflict between teaching and research was not investigated in this 
research project, but what has been raised is that lecturers are unsure how much pastoral support 
to give, and feel inexperienced in providing this support. 

Conclusion 
The main barriers that the students shared in this research were external to the institution and 
were a combination of factors including financial concerns, family concerns and commitments, 
work commitments and workload.  The reality is that for many students, tertiary study is only 
one part of their already complex lives and once they enrol they can face the dilemma of “should 
I stay or should I go?”  For some students, these barriers can lead them to needing both academic 
and pastoral support from the academic staff.  Identification of this need has raised questions 
regarding the level of support the academic staff can realistically give students.  Academic staff 
are under increasing pressure to provide both academic and pastoral support while also 
undertaking research.  At the same time, the Ministry of Education (2009) is calling for 
institutions to provide this pastoral care and quality teaching while also expecting them to work 
in a tighter fiscal environment.  Are academic staff comfortable offering this support?  What 
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effect is this extra expectation having on academic staff?  How much support are academic staff 
providing and how much is enough/too much?  These questions are all worthy of further 
investigation. 
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“So What Do You Write in a Reflection?” 
Exploring the Process Behind the Name 
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Abstract: Reflection is part of the strategies most teachers use as they consider their practice 
with children.  Essentially, it is a way of engaging with events and reframing them in order 
to consider what happened, associated thinking, personal and professional responses, 
relevant literature, and possibilities for practice in similar circumstances in the future.  This 
paper suggests that the process of reflection includes many different forms of thinking, and 
identifying and exploring each one may better support the process of teaching “reflection’ to 
student teachers and make the process easier for professionals.  Understanding each separate 
element may make clearer for educators each part of what they experience in their work with 
children, and any subsequent reconsideration of what happened. 

Key Words: reflection 

Introduction 
Over the past decades, the concept and use of reflective practice for teachers has grown very 
quickly (Clandinin, Davies, Hogan, & Kennard, 1993).  It has become commonplace for 
teachers to consider “their pre-suppositions, choices, experiences, and actions” in their 
practice with children (Ortlipp, 2008, p. 695).  Such “mulling over” of everyday practice 
(Dewey & Boydston, 1976) often happens in quiet, informal moments.  It is caused by 
events, both internal and external to the reviewer, that puzzle or challenge what they know or 
believe to be so.  As Dewey and Boysdon (1976) suggests, it involves “running over various 
ideas, sorting them out, comparing one with another, trying to get one which will write in 
itself the strength of two, searching for new points of view, developing new suggestions, 
guessing, suggesting, selecting and reflecting” (p. 160). 

In this way, daily events are considered or puzzled over to make sense of the phenomena on 
their own and within the parameters of personal practice. 

Definitions 
Reflective practice and reflection are familiar terms to early childhood teachers in Aotearoa 
New Zealand.  Hickson (2011) suggests that, “A reflection can be many things.  We can see a 
reflection in a mirror or in a puddle of water, and we can think about an experience and 
ponder what happened and why” (p. 829). 

Schön (1983) described the process of reflection as when teachers … 

… think back on the project they have undertaken, a situation they have lived 
through, and explore the understandings they have brought to their handling of the 
case.  They may do this in a mood of idle speculation, or in a deliberate effort to 
prepare themselves for future cases (p. 61). 

Reflection can be defined as both a process and a product.  As a product, it comes at the end 
of bringing particular ways of thinking to bear in considering personal practice.  This might 
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include some form of change in practice, alteration in how we think about what we do with 
children, or simply better understanding of ourselves as teachers.   

Reflection can also be defined as a process.  Haigh (2000) suggests that reflection is a 
process, “ a distinctive form of thinking defined by particular purposes, foci, timing and 
skills” (p. 87).  This process of reflection can be either informal, taking only a brief moment, 
or an in-depth consideration of what happened.  Schön has described this process in two 
ways, first as occurring in the moment-to-moment interactions with children (reflection-in-
action), and second, occurring after the event when the events of the day are recalled and 
reconsidered (reflection-on-action).  Eraut (1995), however, has suggested that in the case of 
reflection-in-action, there is neither enough time in practice for this type of reflection nor 
little evidence of it in the research. 

Some practitioners record events in practice in a reflective journal simply as a means of 
keeping a record of this process.  In writing down thinking, connections to previous events 
can be made and values and beliefs that may subconsciously be affecting practice may 
become evident.  As Holly (1983) observes, the journal is “a reconstruction of experience … 
Like the diary, the journal is a place to ‘let it all out’ … the journal is also a place for making 
sense of what is out … the journal is a working document” (p. 20). 

All of this is recorded for further reading and in-depth consideration.  This latter part of the 
process is of particular importance because why we practise in the way we do becomes 
subconscious or tacit over time, as we “take it for granted”.  Because of this, we may not be 
aware of elements that affect our practice.  Examples of these elements could be attitudes, 
assumptions, values and/or beliefs that will continue to influence what we do with children 
and families, until we bring them to the surface.  Maloney and Campbell-Evans (2002) 
suggested that “writing it down” helped facilitate thinking through issues and problems 
students faced as their teaching skills developed” (p. 42).  

Elements of the Process and Issues with Describing the Process  
The process of reflection seems to include several different elements.  These include noticing, 
recognition/lack of recognition, observing, initial interpretation, internal self-questioning, 
emotion, introspection, retrospection, autobiographical memory, and reframing of the issue; 
the following sections describe these elements.  However, in clearly describing the process of 
reflection, it must be noted that these elements may not occur in the order given, may not 
occur in every reflection, may take only seconds to commence and conclude, and may occur 
at the same time as each other, not sequentially.  Furthermore, not every event or experience 
demands practitioners’ reflections. 

Noticing/observing. 
The first stage in developing a reflection is describing what happened.  When an event occurs 
in the immediate environment it might initially be noticed.  If it is immediately recognisable, 
no further conscious thinking is required and the viewer simply moves on.  However, if 
something is either partly or totally unrecognised, further thinking is required to make sense 
of the event and this leads to further in-depth, conscious viewing of it.  This is because 
humans think further about what is unusual or puzzles them, or what is personally important 
to understand; they “leave out” what is not (Hansen & Perry, 2012).  Therefore, in developing 
a reflection, systematic description is important in order to capture as much detail as possible.  
This is because details can trigger further recollection and possible answers later on. 
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Initial interpretation. 
As events occur and are revisited and described by the viewer, initial interpretations occur as 
the viewer looks at what happened from different perspectives in a quest for understanding 
(Moran and Tegano, 2005).  This early interpretation may also include myriad questions and 
tentative answers about the events and, in this respect, it records “where I made a move ahead 
in my thinking, where I struggled with a difficult problem, where I documented/evaluated 
some aspect of field work” (Borg, 2001, p. 159).  Possibilities or “hunches” designed to 
improve understanding of practice in similar situations and that could be tested or tried out in 
the future are often noted at this point. 

Introspection (looking inward). 
A third type of writing that might appear in reflection or a reflective journal is introspection, 
or “looking inward”.  Feest (2012) writes that “to study conscious experience we have to use 
introspection” (p. 1).  This is “a mental operation that allows one to ‘introspect’ one’s current 
mental state” (Overgaard, Gallagher, & Ramsøy, 2008, p. 10).  This process has moved in 
and out of favour during the twentieth century, with issues centring on the lack of external 
validation, the unconscious impact of beliefs and motives (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977) and the 
heavy reliance on the author’s memory which can be subject to lapses (Rodd, 2011).  Hatfield 
(2005) and Hayano (1979) suggest also that it is not possible to control introspection and 
doubt whether it can be generalised, particularly from a sample size of one.  Even though 
these have been raised as viable issues in using introspection, it must be questioned how else 
can one look at the influences and underpinnings of practice, especially one’s own practice, 
without looking inward?   

Emotions and feelings also form a strong part of the process of reflection and in reflective 
journals.  Human responses to events are often clouded by emotions and yet emotions may 
not always be acknowledged or the accompanying effects explored.  Moon (2004) describes 
emotion in the reflective process, discussing those emotions that are triggered by the events 
and those that are brought to bear on interpretations of the events.  Each is important in the 
process of considering practice. 

Retrospection and autobiographical memory. 
A fourth type of thinking in the process of considering practice is retrospection and the 
associated autobiographical memory.  Retrospection means looking backwards and at events 
in personal experience and memory that were either seen by the viewer or that affected them 
directly.  This process is when the brain goes into “retrieval mode” in response to a stimulus 
(Conway & Pleydell-Pierce, 2000, p. 261).  The process of synthesis of the knowledge gained 
from all of our different life experiences leads us to create our own life history or 
“autobiographical memory” from childhood.  At the same time, however, it is also important 
to bear in mind that previous memories are reconstructed thoughts that may change with the 
influence of new events and/or time passing.  This creates issues in terms of perspective 
because the accuracy of such reconstruction and synthesis of scraps of memory can and has 
been called into question. 

In the literature, clear distinctions are made between different and very specific forms of 
memories in the retrospection process: Fivush (2011, p. 560) describes “episodic” memory or 
individual events in the past, whilst Tulving (2002) discusses retrospection “where the 
subject remembers themselves as experiencing a particular event”.  Conway and Pleydell-
Pierce (2000) describe retrospection as being “of fundamental significance for the self, for 
emotions, and for the experience of personhood, that is, for the experience of enduring as an 
individual, in a culture, over time” (p. 261). 
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Internal self-questioning and discussion. 
A fifth type of thinking involves internal conversations with one’s self about what happened 
(Archer, 2003).  In these internal dialogues, questions emerge and recollection of other 
similar events can be used to help make sense of what was happening.  As Moon (2004) 
suggests, “Knowing is a constructive process, a form of fiction that is generated on the basis 
of a selection of prior experiences” (p. 15).  This element in the reflective process is one of 
mulling over future responses, considering the importance and place of what has happened, 
and constructing new ways of “seeing” similar events.  These new sets of perspective are then 
open to testing for relevance when similar events occur. 

Uncovering and exploring these elements for this paper is only the first step in unpacking the 
process for ease of use, particularly by student teachers.  There may be other elements that 
will emerge in future research.  To facilitate the process of reflection, the following table 
suggests a framework of questions that may lead practitioners through the elements of 
understanding particular events or experiences in practice. 

Figure 1. Questions that Enable the Process of Reflection in each Individual Element 

Element of the process Questions 
Noticing/observing What did I experience? 

What happened? 
Initial interpretation What was I thinking about as these events 

were happening? 
What do I think this event meant? 
What do I need to know immediately to 
understand this? 

Introspection (looking inward) Why did I think about this as I did? 
How did this make me feel? 
Why did I feel as I did? 

Retrospection  
and autobiographical memory 

What did I remember when experiencing this 
event? 
Why did this come back to me? 
What is the connection? 

Internal self-questioning 
and discussion 

What do I need to know to make sense of this 
for the future? 
Will my plans work in my practice? 
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Conclusion 
This paper may be considered to be tilting at a holy grail of teaching, as it suggests that 
perhaps this extremely important part of early childhood pedagogy needs revisiting and re-
interpreting, at least for student teachers.  It may be suggested that there are a range of 
models that are used already that offer practitioners alternative ways of approaching this 
topic.  However, sometimes these do not match the ways of thinking of the practitioner 
because they divide up thinking in ways that are difficult to isolate and thus to follow.  This 
paper suggests that a process made up of elements of thinking that give ideas to practitioners 
about what to write, may be more useful than having a defined reflective method because 
allowing choice in which components are used, in what order and for what reasons gives 
adaptability to the user and to the end product.  The process of considering events and 
experiences in practice that is outlined here will need further investigation in terms of its 
validity and usefulness for practitioners.  These investigations may lead to the notion that the 
term reflection itself is problematic, and the myriad forms of thinking that are hidden within 
this term may be more useful if they were shown as what they are. 
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Thinking Through Art – A Self-Study  
That Explored the Use of Visual Art 
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Abstract: A wide body of literature reveals that visual arts practices in early childhood 
continue to be an area of practice that can cause uncertainty and discomfort for teachers. 
Some teachers experience anxiety surrounding their ability to support the arts in the 
classroom and often view themselves as lacking creativity and artistic ability.  This can 
directly impact on how teachers plan for and teach the visual arts.  Evidence has shown that 
exploring beliefs and values surrounding the visual arts can help teachers to reconceptualise 
their visual arts pedagogies.  This process can allow teachers to gain new understanding that 
will enable them to further support the visual arts as a meaningful part of the curriculum.  It 
has also been found that the process of creating art whilst thinking about art itself can be a 
powerful tool for generating new understanding. 

This year, the students enrolled in the expressive arts paper who were studying for the BEd 
(ECT) at Manukau Institute of Technology, were asked to reflect on their own beliefs and 
values surrounding the arts, and were given the option of creating a participatory art journal. 
In order to understand this process better, I conducted my own self-study project.  Through 
the process of making art and looking at existing images, I explored how my past 
experiences had shaped my beliefs and values in the visual arts.  Through this process I was 
able to see how these experiences had informed my classroom practices.  This project 
endeavoured to provide better understanding about how using art as a tool for inquiry and 
reflection can allow deep examination of pedagogical beliefs as a means to enable 
reconceptualisation of visual arts pedagogies. 

Key Words: visual art, early childhood teaching, self-study 

“Very little research has been directed towards understanding 
how practitioners can move across educational paradigms.” 

(Fleer, 2004, p. 71). 

Introduction  
Today even the very smallest children are inundated by visual images which are sourced not 
only from their local community and cultural context but also from all over the world.  
Twenty-first century technologies have meant that children now have access to multiple 
symbol systems and images on a daily basis.  Despite this growing dominance of the visual as 
a means to transmit and receive messages, visual arts practices within early childhood 
continue, in many cases, to be dominated by modernist developmental ideas (McArdle, 2012; 
Wright, 2003).  It was in 1974 that Eisner identified and challenged seven myths that all 
relate to a developmental perspective of children as art makers. This approach to facilitating 
the visual arts within a developmental modernist paradigm is known as the productive
approach (Wright, 2003).  What this term refers to is the “stand back and don’t interfere” 
approach, where teachers believe that through providing a large range of materials and space 
and time, children will develop their artistic skills naturally as they unfold, somewhat like a 
fern frond.  Since Eisner’s pioneering article in 1974, many researchers and educationalists 
have continued to contribute to this discourse, arguing that visual art, like any domain, 
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requires engagement with others and the teaching of skills, and is strongly influenced by 
collaboration with others and by cultural and social contexts (Pohio, 2013; Richards & 
Terreni, 2013; Wright, 2003).  

Here in New Zealand, in 1993, Dunn identified through her master’s thesis the continued 
dominance of the productive approach as well as some evidence of a reproductive approach 
(Wright, 2003).  The term reproductive refers to a highly teacher-directed approach where the 
teacher plans and implements a product and children follow processes, with little opportunity 
for creative input, in order to create the teacher’s vision (McArdle, 2012).  Both the 
productive and reproductive approaches remain present within some visual arts practices in 
New Zealand.  Indeed, in some settings both these approaches are present within the same 
educational context.  McArdle (2012) argues: 

Modernist and postmodernist artists and their deliberate and considered intent 
to “break the rules” have led to a misreading of art as un-teachable.  The idea 
that children progress “naturally” through developmental stages means that 
teaching is not necessary. At the same time, teachers look for one hundred 
and one variations on the bunny tasks.  Teachers live, work and negotiate 
within contradictory spaces every day (p. 368). 

In many cases, visual arts pedagogies continue to sit out of kilter with sociocultural practices, 
which are now deeply entrenched within almost every area of early childhood practice in 
New Zealand.  Understanding visual arts practices within a sociocultural paradigm means 
teachers will need to consider ways to work with the visual arts that allow them to engage in 
discussion and critique, to plan for the arts as children use art as a tool for learning, to 
consider specific cultural knowledge, and to encourage peer interactions and collaboration 
through the arts (Wright, 2003).  Educational researchers have considered why in some cases, 
the visual arts remain an area of uncertainty and teachers choose not to engage with 
children’s visual arts processes, or conversely, plan prefabricated art activities that leave little 
room for creativity.  Several barriers have been identified, including a lack of confidence in 
the arts, which can lead to teachers with insufficient content knowledge in the visual arts 
(McArdle, 2008, 2012; Pohio, 2013; Wright, 2003).  Modernist ideas have led to an image of 
the child as an “innately creative being”, and this image has influenced whole communities, 
not just teachers (McArdle, 2012).  Richards and Terreni (2013) also argue that there is a lack 
of directives within the early childhood curriculum document Te Whāriki (Ministry of 
Education, 1996) that could help teachers understand how to engage with children through 
the visual arts as they explore ideas and construct knowledge. 

These barriers have meant that many teachers feel apprehensive about their ability to support 
the arts in the classroom and often view themselves as lacking creativity and artistic ability 
(McArdle, 2012).  McArdle (2012) found that many of the pre-service teachers she taught 
experienced what she described as “art anxiety”, and on unpacking this fear, found that 
students had been profoundly affected by some previous experiences in their arts education..  
This was an experience echoed within the discourses of tertiary-level early childhood 
students here in Auckland prior to this study taking place.  Many students recalled moments 
when they were told they were “no good at art”, their works were not deemed good enough to 
be displayed on the wall, or they had been mocked by their peers for performances in dance 
or drama.  It has been shown that negative experiences such as these can directly impact on 
how teachers plan for and support the arts (Bae, 2004).  Furthermore, these experiences can 
lead to an undervaluing of the arts in general, the impact of this being that many student 
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teachers have very little content knowledge of the arts when they enter tertiary-level early 
childhood education programmes. 

Reconceptualising Visual Arts Practices 
There is growing evidence that the process of exploring the barriers that have been holding 
teachers back, as well as exploring the factors that have enabled other teachers to 
reconceptualise their visual arts pedagogies, could be of value for teachers who desire to 
move across educational paradigms in the arts (Eisner, 1973; McArdle, 2012; Pohio, 2013).  
The process of using the visual as a method has been found to be a powerful tool for 
generating new understanding (Craw, 2011; Kind; 2010; Pohio, 2013).  It can provide a 
pathway through which teachers can understand how their current beliefs regarding the visual 
arts have developed and it can also be a transformative process as the new understanding 
provokes a reconceptualisation of practices in the area of the visual arts (Kind, 2010; Pohio, 
2013). 

For this reason, in 2014 the second-year students studying for a BEd (ECT) at Manukau 
Institute of Technology were asked to reflect on their own beliefs and values surrounding the 
arts.  They were given the option of creating a reflective art journal where they could engage 
in making images or reflect on images as a means to explore how their beliefs and values in 
the arts informed and shaped their pedagogical ideas in the arts.  As the current lecturer of 
this paper, I was interested in understanding the reflective process better and so I decided to 
conduct my own self-study project.  Through this process I explored how my past 
experiences with the visual had shaped my beliefs and values in the visual arts.  I was also 
able to begin to understand see how these experiences had informed my classroom practices.  
This project endeavoured to provide better understanding of how using art as a tool for 
inquiry and reflection can allow deep examination of pedagogical beliefs as a means to 
enable reconceptualisation of visual arts pedagogies. 

Methodology 
The focus in this study was to explore how my own visual arts pedagogy had evolved, and 
this, coupled with my decision to use arts-based methods within the research, meant that the 
research was underpinned by the theoretical perspectives of a/r/tography.  A/r/tography as a 
methodological approach can be likened to a rhizome, which grows not in a linear fashion, 
but instead in a series of interconnected roots systems that build off each other.  A/r/tography 
works in a similar way, where theory is negotiated through practice itself and builds on itself.  
An a/r/tographic view, like social-constructionism, understands that knowledge is subjective, 
and highlights doing as a means of knowing more deeply (Irwin & Springgay, 2008).  Kind 
(2010) and Springgay (2002) helped me understand that visual art could act as a vehicle 
through which I, the participant, could explore my own relationship with this field.  

The idea of exploring how pedagogical ideas in the visual arts have evolved through time has 
been examined in previous research.  Veale (2000), in her study “Art as Development”, 
explored the early childhood art experiences of three practising artists in Australia, and Craw 
(2011), within her master’s research, examined teachers’ images of the child through the 
process of examining existing visual art that portrayed diverse views of childhood. 

These ideas informed my decision to conduct an a/r/tographic self-study; in essence to test 
the theory, to see if the process of exploring my own past experiences in the arts would offer 
some clues to how my own pedagogy in arts education had developed.  I wondered what 
factors had fuelled my passion for the arts and my commitment to valuing and teaching about 
the possibilities the visual arts offer for children within their learning. 
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Figure 1. The Drawing Table 

Figure 1. The Drawing Table, 
created by Grace Probine in 
response to my re-telling of this 
memory. 

Self-study teacher research allows teachers to explore and critique their own practices in the 
classroom.  Clarke and Erickson (2003) argue that if student learning is the main priority of 
teaching, then teachers must inquire into their own practice.  It was my rationale that through 
exploring some significant moments in my own life history, I would be able to explore how 
the experiences I had had within a specific cultural context had shaped my practice.  My story 
was told mainly through images, and highlighted some of the significant visual arts events 
that were fundamental in shaping my beliefs about myself an image maker and the impact 
this has had on my pedagogical beliefs about young children and visual art.  McArdle (2003) 
explains the value in exploring layers of experience as she likens visual arts pedagogies to a 
palimpsest.  She states: 

The complexity and diversity of influences that have shaped views on the teaching 
of art can be understood as a palimpsest, a term that describes the way in which the 
ancient parchments used for writing were written over, but new messages only 
partially obliterated the original message beneath.  Both the new and the original 
messages still stand, albeit partially erased and interrupted (McArdle, 2003, p. 153). 

Findings  
I was born in the mid-1970s, the youngest of four children.  We grew up in a monocultural 
middle-class suburb of Auckland.  One of four children, none of my other siblings was 
particularly artistic, and so when I began to draw 
at a very early age it was something a little out of 
the ordinary.  I think I spent years sitting and 
drawing at my little orange plastic table creating 
fantasy worlds out of paper, pencils and scissors.  
I remember hearing phrases like “Sarah is so 
good at drawing”, and “She’s so artistic”.  I 
quietly delighted at these labels and they began 
to shape my identity.   

Being a child of the 1970s, I attended a public 
kindergarten.  Although memories of these very 
early years are fragmented and partial, I am 
certain my arts experiences there were very much 
influenced by developmental modernist ideas.  
McArdle (2012) makes this link in her own work 
also, as she suggests that many pre-service 
teachers experienced productive art experiences 
themselves in early childhood, which means it is 
these experiences they first draw upon when 
constructing their own visual arts philosophies. 

Perhaps due to my own memories of my plastic 
drawing table, I made sure that when I had my 
first child, there was always a drawing table and 
a range of drawing materials available.  Later, as 
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Figure 2: A Reproductive Art Activity 

an early childhood teacher, supervisor and atelierista,1 I strongly advocated for the
accessibility of art materials for children throughout the day, and not just within specific 
periods. 

As a child, my mother, who did not 
consider herself artistic at all, would 
arrange craft activities for me to 
engage in.  These activities were 
always decided by her and she would 
direct me through the steps I needed 
to take to create her 
preconceptualised product. 

I loved these experiences, despite the 
highly controlled, reproductive 
approach my mother implemented; in 
a busy family, these moments were 
cherished by both of us.  Reflecting 
on these childhood experiences 
confirmed for me the power of core 
relationships in shaping and teaching 

our first values about art, as Veale’s research found (2000). 

By the time I had my own children, I had finished a design degree, was completing my 
master’s degree in photography, and was immersed in world where I valued my own ideas 
surrounding what made “good” images.  Drawing upon my early cherished experiences as a 
child, I, too, organised activities for my own children, as seen in Figure 2.  These were 
centred around my conception about what child art should look like – I had not yet learned to 
view my own child as a powerful maker of images, or even begun to develop my thinking 
about the role of art in children’s lives as a means to construct knowledge and make sense of 
experience. 

Another person who had a big influence on my art making as a child was my grandfather.  
He, like my mother, did not consider himself artistic, even though he created intricate 
botanical paintings for most of his life.  He gave these away as gifts, and they were much 
admired by friends and family.  Although I admired his skill, I never valued the creativity of 
these pieces, but through reflecting on these images today, I can see how his love for nature 
and drawing has certainly influenced my pedagogy in the arts – even today as I teach, I 
collect natural resources for ephemeral art and talk about the value of observational drawing.  
Moreover, when I flick through my sketchbook, botanical drawings are a recurring theme, as 
well as landscapes and natural phenomena. 

1 The term atelierista comes from Reggio Emilia and refers to the role of arts facilitator, a teacher who works with children 
and the graphic languages within their projects and investigations. 
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I attended a private girls school in Auckland 
and the visual arts continued to dominate 
my education.  Here I learnt about the great 
European masters – through my classical, 
art history, painting and design studies, I 
was consistently exposed to the art and 
literature of the European greats – but there 
was little focus on exploring diverse cultural 
perspectives or evidence of bicultural 
perspectives on visual art.   As I reflected on 
the significance of this highly Westernised 
perspective of what art making was, I 
created this image.  It is a replica of an 
image from my sketchbook, and also a 
collage made from fragments of 
reproductions of works by Degas, Manet 
and Monet; these reproductions were taken 
from a magazine series I subscribed to 
throughout my high school years entitled 
Discovering the Great Paintings. 

Interestingly it was these types of books that 
I first introduced to my atelier when I took 
on my role as an atelierista in an early 
childhood centre, a role that was influenced 

by the pedagogical ideas of Reggio Emilia.  One of my first long-term projects with children 
referred to the work of Kandinsky as a provocation, and we explored the link between 
classical music and children’s painting.  It was only later, after I had recognised the 
importance of representing and sharing a diverse range of cultural perspectives on art making 
in the atelier, that I realised the strong influence my Westernised education had had on the 
way I facilitated and presented visual art in the classroom.  

Figure 3. Botanical Drawings, Landscapes and Natural Phenomena 

Figure 3. (From left to right). Kowhai by Jack Healey; Koromiko by Jack Healey; 
provocations in the atelier; a lavender flower and a beach scene from my sketchbook. 

Figure 4: Response to a Westernised 
Visual Arts Education 
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Figure 5. Opium by Sarah 
Probine, 1999 

Figure 6. Representation of a Train Trip 
by Grace Probine, aged 3 years 

In 1993 I left high school and attended Auckland University of Technology (AUT) to 
complete a design degree.  I was finally exposed to the richness and diversity of multicultural 
Auckland, to the myriad diverse cultural views and values.  It is significant to note that within 
my own narrative, I have had no particularly negative experiences with art teachers, as my 
students so often share, and this could be a significant factor as to how my own attitudes 
regarding visual art education have developed.  It was at AUT that I began to engage with 
educators who helped me to develop my understanding of subjectivity.  It was throughout 
these years that I began to be interested in diverse perspectives and multiple realities.  My 

final exhibition piece was a series of Hollywood 
portraits of drag queens.  The significance of this 
visual arts event is that I developed an ability to 
suspend judgment and to enjoy the challenge of trying 
to see things from the perspectives of others.  I 
continued on at AUT and studied for my Master of Art 
and Design. Arts-based research at this time was still 
very innovative, and I developed an understanding that 
image making itself can be a way to explore concepts 
and construct knowledge, and that art is not simply a 
way to express or communicate a preformed concept 
or message. 

Through later university studies in 
early childhood education, I was 
exposed to the pedagogical ideas of 
Reggio Emilia, and when I began 
teaching, I sought out a centre that 
was influenced by these ideas.  
Engaging with the pedagogical ideas 
of Reggio Emilia acted as a catalyst 
for change for me, most significantly 
in how I viewed children as learners 
and constructors of their own 
knowledge through relationships with 
people and the environment.  I began 
to see children differently, and it was this new image of childhood that allowed me to turn 
around my understanding of the role of art within education.  I now understood visual art as a 
means for children, through collaborative relationships, rich critical dialogue and many 
different media, to think about their world and their experiences, to develop and 
communicate their theories about the world to others, and to deepen or develop their thinking 
in different directions through the process of thinking through art. 

Discussion and Conclusions  
I found that the act of self-reflection through looking at images and making images allowed 
me to understand the seemingly contradictory influences that have served to shape my own 
pedagogical beliefs in the arts.  What became clear was that I was influenced strongly by the 
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adult role models in my life, and by the images I was surrounded by and exposed to.  My 
educational experiences also shaped my pedagogical beliefs.  At first I was exposed to a 
monocultural understanding of visual art, but as I moved into tertiary study, my education 
allowed me to explore and celebrate subjectivity and diversity.  The significance of positive 
role models throughout my education also influenced my continued interest in the arts as well 
my perseverance in continuing to build my skills in and understanding of  the arts.  However, 
what has this meant for my own pedagogical understanding of the visual arts within early 
childhood education?  

I have come to realise that I have held three very different images of the child throughout my 
lifetime and this is clearly reflected in the artefacts and visual images I have presented 
throughout this paper.   My own modernist early childhood experiences were the foundation 
on which I built an image of the child as innately creative, a child who had a right to explore 
materials freely without adult intervention.  Crafting with my mother reminded me of some 
treasured memories from my childhood, and I am sure this is what informed my practice as I 
planned prefabricated art activities for my own children.  I am, however, grateful that my 
university education and the provocation of Reggio Emilia served as a catalyst for me to 
completely reconceptualise my image of the child, and I now understood the possibility and 
capacity children have to communicate, reflect, and construct knowledge through the arts 
within collaborative contexts. 

A limitation of the research was that, due to time constraints, I was not able to produce as 
many images as I would have liked.  However, the process of thinking about the images that I 
had made previously and the images I had grown up around, and then thinking about some of 
the images I might make to communicate and consider important themes that I uncovered 
within my own life history, allowed me to refine my thinking and to think more deeply about 
why these influences were significant. 

This small self-study project provides an example of how exploration of life history with a 
specific focus can allow teachers to understand how their beliefs and values in the arts have 
evolved.  Past research has explored this idea as a process by which teachers can 
reconceptualise their own practice as they unpack their personal negative experiences and 
barriers in the arts.  In contrast, this study endeavoured to examine a conversely different 
experience and investigated how a deep interest and commitment to the arts within young 
children’s learning has developed. 

Richards and Terreni (2013) argue that teachers and students will benefit from further 
research that offers different pathways through which teachers can reconceptualise their 
practices in the visual arts.  Significant factors uncovered through this study are the 
recognition of the significance of adult role models, the value of educational experiences that 
challenge beliefs and provoke new perspectives, and the pedagogical ideas of Reggio Emilia, 
not as a recipe for best practice but rather as a catalyst, allowing re-examination of the values 
that inform our work with children.  The project has been beneficial for my own teaching 
practice, also: I am now more aware of the importance of being a positive role model in the 
classroom, and have a better understanding of the significance of what many students have 
experienced experience within their own visual arts education.  Many students have 
experienced a productive approach in early childhood, where no critique was offered, and 
then later, a reproductive approach within the middle school years where suddenly teachers 
critique with no collaborative discussion.  This can be a toxic experience for many students, 
one from which they sometimes never recover their creativity.  I also realise that in my own 
early teaching practice I turned only to Western examples of visual-art making to act as a 
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provocation for children, whereas now I appreciate the importance of including diverse 
cultural values in the arts within my own classroom.  This realisation has also highlighted the 
importance of facilitating discussions that challenge students’ assumptions regarding the 
visual arts, this challenge being a first step in reconceptualising the role of the visual arts 
within a sociocultural paradigm.
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Abstract: This article promotes the use of learning stories for identification and assessment 
purposes in gifted education.  Based on research and personal experiences, the authors 
highlight the need to use an identification tool that is suitable for the varied contexts of early 
childhood settings.  It is suggested that the narrative approach in the form of learning stories 
is used.  This tool is commonly used by early childhood teachers in Aotearoa New Zealand; 
however, it is generally not being used for identifying giftedness.  The authors believe that 
early identification of giftedness is possible using learning stories, but the effectiveness of 
this tool increases with contributions from teachers, children and parents/whānau.  Personal 
perspectives provide insight into the realities of using learning stories in gifted education. 
The article concludes with suggestions for future practice that the authors believe will 
improve teaching practice and identification of giftedness in young children. 

Key Words: gifted education, early childhood education, learning stories 

Introduction 
This article was drawn from research into inclusive practice that explores how learning 
stories can be used as a tool to identify and support gifted children in early childhood 
contexts.  The authors also give insights from their own experience about how learning 
stories can be used to support gifted education.  The early childhood context is an 
environment where children can extend their learning.  According to the early childhood 
curriculum of Aotearoa New Zealand, Te Whāriki, every child is a competent learner 
(Ministry of Education, 1996). The curriculum integrates education and care through planned 
learning experiences and spontaneous interactions between teachers and peers, thus enabling 
every child to be a competent learner.  It also emphasises the diversity of children and their 
needs as well as the diversity of early childhood contexts in Aotearoa New Zealand, stating, 
“Te Whāriki is designed to be inclusive and appropriate for all children and anticipates that 
special needs will be met as children learn together in all kinds of early childhood education 
settings” (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 11).  Thus, teachers need to focus on children as 
individuals and not as a group, and consider each child’s needs and interests, including those 
children who are not learning at the same pace as their peers.  This article considers the use of 
learning stories to identify and support children who are gifted and twice-exceptional in early 
childhood contexts.  It refers to children younger than five years, but its content might also be 
relevant to older children in school contexts. 

What is Giftedness? 
It is not easy to describe giftedness because there are many different views of giftedness and 
hence many definitions of it.  Moltzen (2011) explained how definitions of giftedness evolve 
all the time, with the definitions often reflecting how society values gifted education.  We, the 
authors of this paper, believe that a child is gifted when they have an inner ability that is 
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significantly advanced in one or more areas compared with the abilities of other children of 
the same chronological age.  Gagné (2009) stated that gifted children are born with a 
biological potential that will allow them to develop a high ability in one or more areas.  
However, potential does not automatically equate with success, and it must be highlighted 
that children who are gifted are not always high achievers and that some gifted children do 
not obviously show their potential.  Gagné (2004) said that gifted children need to have a 
stimulating learning environment and support from teachers and family so their talents can be 
shown.  It should also be noted that outstanding ability does not need to be academic, but that 
giftedness can be found in different areas of learning that are not academic.  Harrison (1995) 
explains that “a gifted child is one who performs or has the ability to perform at a level 
significantly beyond his or her chronologically aged peers and whose unique abilities and 
characteristics require special provisions and social and emotional support from the family, 
community and educational context” (p. 19).  Thus, one definition does not fit all learning 
settings and so definitions of giftedness should reflect the education contexts.  Furthermore, 
when defining giftedness, consideration should also be given to gifted theories as well as to 
the skills and knowledge that are valued by the learning community. 

Identifying Giftedness 
There are many identification tools that can be used to support gifted children’s learning and 
development.  However, “there is no single identification tool that perfectly evaluates 
children who are gifted and talented” (Wong, 2013, p. 98).  One of the identification tools 
commonly recognised by schools is the intelligence quotient (IQ) test.  It is possible that this 
test is popular because it is divided into just a few categories, and it is thus easy for teachers 
to support children based on those areas in the test.  However, this kind of practice does not 
work very well in early childhood contexts because the early childhood curriculum advocates 
for holistic development of children.  As a consequence, early childhood teachers have little, 
if any, experience with IQ testing and so know little about it.  This is not a problem, though, 
because as mentioned earlier, there are many other tools available for identifying giftedness 
and many of these are useful in the early childhood context.  In this paper, we consider the 
advantages of using learning stories as a tool to support giftedness. 

Learning Stories 
Learning stories are a narrative or storied approach to capture children’s learning dispositions 
and interests (Carr, 2001).  Stories are built by children, parents/whānau and teachers. 

Stories catch what children learn, and document how teachers notice, recognise and respond 
to children’s learning and interests.  This assessment tool is commonly used in many early 
childhood contexts in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

There are different ways of writing learning stories but the central purpose of this narrative 
resource is to describe a child’s current strengths and interests as well as a “follow-on” in 
their learning.  The follow-on may include what actually occurred directly after the learning 
moment or plans for potential future learning that are directed by the child and/or the teacher. 
Early childhood teachers use learning stories to document learning and development as well 
as dispositions, all of which provide valuable information for assessment purposes.  Learning 
stories document the positive aspects of a child’s learning that show progress of learning 
rather than negative aspects that expose deficits in learning. 

Learning stories in this article and the insights we provide from our own personal experiences 
are based on the discussion of documenting gifted children’s learning dispositions and 
development.  The discussion also refers to the importance of integrating the voices of all the 
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parties involved in the children’s learning, i.e. the voices of the children and their 
parents/whānau as well as their teacher.  Integration of voices enables teachers to recognise 
children’s giftedness and talent holistically.  However, as Radue (2009) noted, this is an area 
that is currently not addressed well in the context of gifted education: “While early childhood 
teachers have been observing behaviours and dispositions in learning stories as part of their 
assessment practice for some time, this information has not been used in the process of 
identifying giftedness” (p. 50).  Identification is fundamental to effective planning because 
teachers first need to identify these children’s gifts and talents – only then can the teachers 
plan for a variety of appropriate learning experiences that will both meet the children’s 
special learning needs and extend their potential.  We argue that many early childhood 
teachers are familiar with using learning stories to support children’s learning and 
development, but the use of learning stories to advocate for giftedness has not always been 
highlighted in early childhood contexts.  

Why Learning Stories Should Be Used 
Research shows that early childhood professionals consider observation to be the most 
important identification tool for young children (Margrain & Farquhar, 2012).  Margrain and 
Farquhar (2012) commented that assessment tools for identifying giftedness should be 
reliable, appropriate for children’s learning, manageable for teachers, and reflective of the 
learning progress.  Although there are many different assessment tools available, learning 
stories have been widely used in early childhood contexts in Aotearoa New Zealand.  
Teachers are familiar with the style of this narrative assessment and its intention that 
children’s learning dispositions and interests are noticed, recognised and responded to by 
teachers. 

Learning stories enable teachers to view learning through different angles and to see children 
as competent learners in ways they, the teachers, may not have noticed before.  This form of 
narrative assessment also enables teachers to look at how the environment and provided 
resources are supporting giftedness, as well as enabling teachers to review the strategies they 
used.  Moreover, during the process of reflection, teachers can explore who might also be 
able to contribute to the children’s learning; for example, other peers, teachers, student 
teachers, and parents and whānau. 

Learning stories can be described as a shared assessment tool because both the child and their 
teacher “write” the learning story and play an equal role in contributing to the assessment.  
Some children do not learn at the same pace or at same level as other children of a similar 
age, and teachers can see individual differences by the process of doing the narrative 
assessment with children.  Thus, teachers can explore learning through the shared assessment 
(Ministry of Education, 2009).  This is especially true in the context of gifted education, 
where the gifted child’s dispositions and interests are used to identify their special learning 
needs.  Throughout the process of noticing and recognising learning and interests, teachers 
can see giftedness within the assessment. 

Some early childhood contexts like to adapt the ideas in Kei Tua o te Pae/Assessment for 
Learning: Early Childhood Exemplars, and some like to create their own way that links to 
their philosophy of teaching.  There is no particular way to write a learning story; the most 
important element is to notice, recognise and respond to giftedness as well as use different 
sources to contribute to the learning stories.  After a series of learning stories have been 
written, teachers can see children’s progress in learning and skills development, as well as 
changes or continuity in their interests. 
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Melanie’s Voice  
I believe narrative assessment is a useful tool for supporting giftedness as well as a way of 
collecting information that can be used to develop individual education plans (IEPs).  Many 
teachers pay a lot of attention to photographs instead of the written part of the assessment, 
possibly because they believe photos are more attractive to parents and children.  The appeal 
of photographs is very true, but the written part of the assessment can help teachers to recall 
the learning experiences and enables them to see the child’s learning progress over time.  
Thus, both the visual and written parts of a learning story are equally important and teachers 
should aim for a balance that includes both photographs and written work in their learning 
stories. 

It is not necessary to be trained in how to write a learning story: it is all about practice and the 
willingness to support giftedness.  Having said that, though, it must also be acknowledged 
that teaching is a very busy role and teachers cannot always find a set time to observe 
children.  Moreover, learning happens all the time, not just at a set time, and teachers do not 
know in advance when spontaneous learning will occur.  Therefore, teachers should always 
be prepared to notice children’s learning at any time.  I recommend that teachers carry a 
small notebook and a pen in their pocket so that they can immediately write down 
observations when they see learning happening.  The observations do not need to be a full 
page of writing; indeed, even just a few notes can be useful because brief annotations to 
photographs can help learning stories be more accurate and reduce the risk of unjustified 
assumptions being made. 

In terms of supporting giftedness, teachers and parents can identify gifted children through 
learning stories.  The stories can show children have advanced abilities in some areas and 
give examples of their creative thinking and/or sustained interests.  Moreover, learning stories 
can identify needs and areas where gifted children require more support from their teachers. 

Lynette’s Voice 
I understand very well the realities of providing gifted and talented education in early 
childhood settings.  I know that recognising gifted indicators and behaviours requires 
pedagogical knowledge and teaching experience in order to informally and formally identify 
what is considered exceptional.  I have gradually developed my knowledge and experience in 
gifted education over the years.  While this is important for identification purposes, equally as 
important is finding the courage to make statements about children who are gifted.  In my 
early gifted education days, I stood alone as I made comments about children who showed 
gifted indicators and behaviours;  I was met with disbelieving looks from my colleagues.  I 
soon learned that sharing my gifted education knowledge to support my comments was 
essential if I was to be believed, and I shared this knowledge using learning stories.  Using 
examples from my learning stories backed by my knowledge of research and information 
provided the professional development that was needed by the team.  I know from experience 
that not all teachers will be open to the notion of giftedness.  Parents, on the other hand, 
seemed mostly relieved to see their own thoughts written in the learning stories. 

Those of us, both teachers and parents, who advocate for these children need to provide 
evidence to support our statements about giftedness.  Weaving descriptions of giftedness into 
the learning stories followed by an analysis of the learning is evidence that supports 
identification.  I have used learning stories to document continuity in learning by recording 
ongoing interests that sometimes lasted years.  I have also documented rapid progress and 
indicators that were consistently exceptional compared with those of peers of the same age.  
In my work, learning stories proved to be the most powerful tool that supported my beliefs of 
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giftedness.  The key to successfully written learning stories is to include details that 
specifically describe exceptionality.  Teachers need to be committed to gathering information 
that supports the gifted child’s special needs in the same way that they would gather 
information to support any other child with special needs.  I would even go so far as to 
suggest that the teacher who is not committed to collecting such data is choosing not to 
support children who are gifted, and challenge the inclusiveness of their practice.  I hope that 
in time more early childhood teachers will begin to use learning stories for identification 
purposes.  Unlike teachers in the other education sectors, early childhood teachers have the 
potential to use, in my opinion, this most powerful tool to document learning and assessment. 
Learning stories do more than provide a comment or a score like many other assessment 
tools; instead, they open descriptive windows of opportunity to view the gifted child for the 
learner that makes him or her exceptional. 

Where Do We Go From Here? 

Communication with parents. 
Open communication with parents of gifted children needs to be considered (Margrain, 
2010).  Asking for ideas from parents is always helpful because parents understand their 
children’s needs.  Perhaps teachers could ask for parents’ involvement and include their 
contributions in the learning stories.  This could be done by adding a parent/whānau comment 
at the end of the learning stories, thus encouraging them to add their contributions to the 
story. A second benefit of communicating with parents would be to promote understanding in 
the centre’s extended community about gifted children and their education.  Many people 
have a misconception that parents of gifted children are pushy because they usually focus on 
how much their child achieves and how much teachers could offer to support their gifted 
child to further achievement.  Having open communication between children, teachers and 
parents could reduce unnecessary misunderstanding about giftedness.  A third benefit would 
be that parents would develop a better understanding of how the child’s early education 
centre operates, including its programme planning and assessment tools.  And finally, open 
communication between teachers and parents would enable the parents to realise the benefits 
of being a co-author of learning stories. 

Team work and consistency. 
All teachers need to support gifted children in early childhood contexts – it is not the 
responsibility of just one dedicated teacher to look after the gifted children.  Some early 
childhood contexts adopt the primary caregiver approach, where particular children are 
looked after mainly by a single teacher.  It is a great approach in general, but team work is 
essential in gifted education.  It may be that one teacher has the knowledge in a specific 
domain that enables that teacher to be the identifier of giftedness in that area where as the 
teacher assigned to the child may not have the knowledge that supports observing giftedness 
in that particular domain. If the team does not have a whole-team approach to promoting 
giftedness, then there will not be efficient support for the primary caregiver, and hence for the 
gifted child. 

Professional development. 
Teachers first need to have an understanding of what giftedness is and an appreciation of the 
importance of supporting gifted children.  Secondly they need the strategies, tools and 
resources to be able to provide that support.  These requirements obviously relate to 
professional development on planning and implementing the qualitatively differentiated 
curriculum in early childhood contexts (Riley & Bicknell, 2005).  Moreover, as Gagné (2004) 
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noted, gifted children also need the support of their parents.  Professional development for 
teachers is essential in order for teachers to know how to support parents of gifted preschool 
children.  This is particularly so because parents can help identify early signs of giftedness.  
Finally, teachers will be more capable of using learning stories if they have adequate 
professional development in gifted education and practice – they will be able to recognise the 
gifted characteristics in learning stories they have written (Radue, 2009). 
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