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Abstract

This in depth, qualitative, participant observer study tracks children's transition experiences
from novice to experienced membership of their pre-school community. It also considers
adult roles in mediating this process in the context of the recent introduction of a universal
free-pre-school year for children growing up in Ireland. Participation and the space to
negotiate a participatory identity is understood in this study as a key element of positive
experiences of early years transitions, within pre-school and beyond. The underlying
theoretical framework is socio-cultural. This approach shifts from a scientific positivist
view of thinking and learning as an individual inside the head process and asserts the
historical, social, cultural as well as the situated context of learning and meaning making
All participants, including myself as researcher, are recognised, explored and valued as
embedded in the cultural context studied. In a sense, this approach tilts the worlds being
observed through participation in them and reflects them in new light. The aim is to
interpret and reflect the multiple realities constructed in this context rather than seek a
truth out there waiting to be found. Special efforts are made to be invited in to and
acknowledge children's expertise in the cultural worlds they negotiate with peers and
adults in pre-school. The aim is to better understand what children may find motivating,
interesting or problematic as they interpret reproduce and transform meaning within their

play and learning worlds.

My aim is for an honest rendering of the voices of stakeholders in pre-school communities
from teachers, parents, and policy makers to children themselves. It makes visible
constraints; potentials and possibilities within everyday Irish pre-school practices in the
situated context studied as well as the broader societal, legislative and macro policy
influences it reflects. Casting light on the taken for granted opens the possibility of
adaptation or transformation. Transition itself can act as a tool to meet the changing needs

of children on their developmental pathways across the life cycle.



Chapter 1. Introduction

1.1. Background and Rationale
This thesis brings to life a unique slice of pre-school journeys in a particular Irish pre-

school community at a particular time, that can never be repeated. The overarching
question considers pre-school 'matters' and what matters in pre-school practice? Pre-
school matters in Ireland have attained new prominence with the recent introduction of a
universal free pre-school year. My direct participation in the pre-school community
described as 'Rainbow Road' enables insights into transitions processes (over time)
associated with learning and identity formation within and across communities of practice.
These experiences are linked to theoretical, policy, and empirical studies for interpretive
analysis. My study considers pre-school matters in terms of the value that is placed on
young children’s learning journeys and/or destinations by parents, teachers, policy makers

and especially children themselves.

The central premise of this study is that learning and development occur through evolving
levels of participation within socio-cultural interactions and is rooted in Vygotskian Socio-
cultural theory, embodied in the Community of Practice model (COP ) (Wenger 2008).
Through such lenses each learning community consists of unique individuals, disposed to
learn and negotiate meaning in unique ways. It is the very diversity within individuals and
therefore learning communities themselves that makes each individual and each
community unique. How learning and development are interpreted is variable across as

well as within cultures. Banks and Banks (2010, p. 8) propose that:

Most social scientists today view culture as consisting primarily of the
symbolic, ideational, and intangible aspects of human societies. The
essence of a culture is not its artefacts, tools or other tangible cultural
elements but how the members of the group interpret and perceive
them.

This study considers how members of a particular Irish pre-school community interpret
and participate in culture. Participation is argued as the means to interpret or negotiate the
meaning of these ‘intangible aspects of human societies'. As cultural beings, the tools

(including language) that we use and the artefacts we create (including children’s play
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artefacts), become meaningful sources of communication within our everyday relationships
(Mygotsky 1978, Wenger 2008). The impact of pre-school in shaping children's early years
experiences in Ireland and specifically, the processes and impact of transition from home to
pre-school on young children's evolving learner identities, is under-researched. This is in
contrast to considerable research that has been undertaken in relation to children's
transition to, and experiences within the junior cycle of the formal school system (Hayes
2004, Murphy 2004, O'Kane 2007). The sparse attention to pre-primary transitions is
reflected in international research, which until recently has tended to focus on what have
been described as vertical transitions to formal school and children's adjustment to and
formation of the new identity of school child (Kagan and Neuman 1998, Brostrom 2002,
Fabian and Dunlop 2002, Brooker 2002, 2008, Dunlop and Fabian 2007). In Ireland and
elsewhere increasing numbers of children, at younger ages, participate in horizontal
transitions throughout the day or week. This can include transitions from home to services
such as créches, day-care and child minder services, to pre-school unto after school care. It
is proposed that deeper reflection and analysis on earlier transitional roles and identities
(prior to formal schooling) such as the identity formation of pre-school child can usefully
inform the complex processes of transition in early childhood and beyond. In Ireland, a
focus on pre-school practices supporting early learning and identity formation may be
particularly salient given the recent transition here to universal provision of pre-school
education in 2010.

The Irish Government's decision to provide a one year universal free pre-school place to
children growing up in Ireland is an unprecedented investment in early years education
(Department of Children and Youth Affairs 2014). We also now have Aistear (National
Council for Curriculum and Assessment 2009, 2014) a framework for early learning with
themes of Well being, Identity and Belonging, Communication and Exploring and
Thinking. This is supported by Siolta a National Quality Framework (Centre for Early
Childhood Development and Education, 2006). These initiatives indicate that pre-school
matters have attained a new prominence at macro institutional as well as meso community
level (Bronfennbrenner 1979, Bronfenbrenner & Morris 1998). We now need to ask what

matters at the personal level in the micro world of children's lived experiences and explore
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how and why pre-school matters in children's lives.

Whereas transition studies have tended to focus on key events such as the transition to
formal schooling, this study tracks the experience of children from their initial transition
from home cultures to pre-school. Such experiences encompass what Vygotsky (1978)
understood as small moment to moment microgenetic developmental changes (transitions).
Transition within this study is conceptualised as a process of coping and adaptation and
transformation over time (Elder 1999 p.5) as children move from novice to experienced
membership and explore and negotiate new pre-schooler identities within a pre-school
Community of Practice (Wenger 2008). This study also draws on Rogoft’s (1990; 2008)
socio-cultural perspective and three planes of analysis incorporating the

community/cultural, the interpersonal and the personal (Rogoff et al 1995 pp. 47 - 48).

1.1.1. Early Childhood Care and Education - The Community/Cultural
Plane

Rogoff (2008) has conducted many cross cultural studies of young children’s learning and
development in diverse social and cultural communities. Rogoff (1990, p.11) elaborates

her concept of development in terms of transition and transformation:

...transitions of a qualitative (as well as quantitative nature) that allow
a person to manage more effectively the problems of everyday life,
relying on the resources and constraints offered by companions and
cultural practices to define and solve problems.

In this Rogoff theorises development as a series of large and small transitions over time
with a continuous interplay of the biological and the social and cultural. Rogoff (1990)
draws on VWygotsky's (1978) description of the overlap of developmental transitions
including the ontogenetic (development across the life cycle), microgenetic (development
in time spans including moment to moment) and phylogenetic (historic societal/species
changes). Through such a lens childhood can be viewed as an important foundation for all

future developmental transitions.
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In Chapter 2, the association of early learning and development with a separate or specially
prepared environment is elaborated through the Enlightenment theories of Rousseau and
Locke. Both theorists applied different emphases with the inference that childhood required
separate spaces, or what Montessori (1996, p.36) would later describe as a prepared
environment. The specially prepared environment as third educator (in addition to teacher
and curriculum) has become an embedded part of western early years theoretical
understandings traceable through the progressive philosophies of Froebel, Montessori,

Dewey, and others. Kernan and Devine (2010, p. 371) observe that:

one feature of modernity has been the institutionalising of childhood
space — the demarcation of specific places within which children are
gathered primarily for the purposes of play, learning and caring.

Pre-school is one such place which along with formal school is recognised as a separate
specially prepared space designed and supervised by adults. Whatever the curriculum or
underlying philosophy, pre-school is traditionally associated with play, and the processes
of learning and development with the support of caring and responsive adults. In the
western world today, children spend more time in pre-school, day care and ECCE settings
and less time in learning at the elbow apprenticeship type activities in the home, or in
outdoor exploratory play with neighbourhood children. Latterly, questions arise as to how
the spaces and places that children inhabit outside of home may suit their needs, rights and
evolving identities as learners. This study will consider children's own agency in

navigating their experiences of pre-school as well as adult roles in mediating this process.

At times of transition, individuals bring with them diverse dispositional tendencies and
expectations based on the affordances of their previous social and cultural experiences or
what Bourdieu (1989c , p. 87) describes as the habitus. Various perspectives can
complement each other, pose challenges, initiate change or resistance to change within the
practices of any given cultural community (Wenger 2008). Bruner (1997, p.13) suggests
that 'Understanding something in one way does not preclude understanding it in other
ways'. This study explores and seeks multiple perspectives on what is valued and

supported culturally as well as what may give rise to challenge within the situated context
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of the community studied. Historically, early years environments and adult roles within
them have varied in accordance with understandings of what children require exposure to
or protection from (Postman 1994, Gittins 1998). It is within the space of pre-school that
these historically mediated, competing or contrasting purposes and aims will be explored
in this study. It will be argued that differing views of childhood can dominate or co-exist.
Such views are evident in policy, legislation, regulations, place, resources and the space to
mediate meaning within everyday practices (community/cultural influences). It is
furthermore argued that the role of the adult also varies in accordance with the perceived
view and expectations for and of the child.

This study tracks the transitions in thinking that occur for both adults and children as we
develop our participatory identities and navigate and negotiate through the pre-school year.
It looks at what is important or what matters about participation in these everyday routines
and activities from multiple perspectives. It is argued that such participatory practices
make each cultural community a unique example of multiple cultural contexts. The
findings of the study may not be easily generalised or transposable to new settings or even
to the same setting at a different time. However, the tools for thinking applied within the
participant observer roles adopted (Research Design Chapter 5) are argued as applicable
across a range of communities of practice, within and beyond the situated context of the
study. This is important because the application of such tools can usefully inform policy
and practice to meet changing societal and cultural needs.

1.1.2. Interpersonal Plane - Flexible Roles and Shared Meaning Making
A main aim of the study is to reflect and interpret child perspectives of the cultural worlds

they negotiate and inhabit within pre-school. These worlds incorporate children's peer
interactions and constitute what could be described as worlds within worlds (Clerkin 2013)
of children's multiple experiences of play and learning within pre-school. James et al
(1998, p.87) assert that 'something which could be called 'children’s culture’ exists only in
the spaces and times over which children have some degree of power and control’. Such a
view concurs with the participant observations of this study. Included in this are examples
of children's active engagement in their cultural worlds at informal times at the interstices

of adult control. At such times, a flexibility in the participant/observer role afforded the
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possibility of switching between teacher and learner roles and perspectives. However,
Warming (2005) cautions that participant observation does not allow the researcher a direct
access to the child's view, but rather a mediated view which leads to meaningful

interpretation. As James (1996, p.315) puts it:

to claim to write from 'the child's' perspective, is not to make claims to

reveal the authentic child but more humbly, to provide a rendering of

what childhood might be like.
The various requirements of the research roles in this study argue for flexibility and
encompass: researcher, volunteer, teacher and learner and encompass the role of least adult
in children’s self-initiated play and learning activities. But these roles did not start with my
research, the development of these roles can be traced back to my own social and cultural
influences or what Rogoff et al (1995) describe as the personal plane for interpretive

analysis.

1.1.3. Personal Plane - Researcher in Context and the Context of
Research

As a child growing up in the sixties in Ireland I, my siblings and most of my peers
followed the cultural practice of transition directly to primary school from care at home
with our mothers at age four. Pre-school services outside of cities and even within cities
were not widely available. | was the second of four children growing up in a working class
neighbourhood with lots of children younger than myself. From an early age, | enjoyed my
older sibling role which I experienced as caring for, telling stories and playing games with
my younger siblings, and neighbourhood children. From these playful early relationships, |
felt drawn to the idea of working with young children. However, opportunities to work in
early years services were few and in my secondary school experiences it was never
suggested as a career option. In fact, | followed my older sister's path and competed in
public service examinations attaining a clerical position in a culturally valued secure,
pensionable job where | was employed for a number of years before pursuing a long held
ambition to travel and work abroad. In my twenties, having returned from a working
holiday in Australia and New Zealand, | arrived back to an Ireland deep in the late 1980's

recession. The same skills that had financed my travels abroad continued to make me a
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living in our capital city, but I longed for new challenges. I first recall hearing about
Montessori education through friends and acquaintances with children attending pre-
schools in Dublin. I was inspired by conversations with my friend's four year old son. |
discovered that his playful joy in language and learning was supported by guidance in the
use of aesthetically attractive and sensorial materials within the specially prepared
environment of a Montessori pre-school. | enjoyed this child's communication of his love
of learning, his confidence, competence and persistence with every new challenge,
dispositions which happily have followed him in to his adult life. My own confidence,
well-being and positive sense of self has always been bolstered by my love of stories,
spoken and read, dispositions nurtured and enriched in my home and many of my later

cultural experiences.

Following from this early learning trajectory, (Wenger 2008) subsequent voluntary work
with adults with various levels of illiteracy proved illuminating. My students displayed
courage, intelligence, and competence in coping with the isolation of participating in a
literate society with inadequate literacy skills. A further barrier to participation, making it
difficult to seek help, was the shame of not knowing or understanding these taken for
granted social and cultural means of communication. It seemed to me that these people
who were struggling so valiantly to overcome these difficulties might have benefited from
different and more supportive early learning experiences. | saw in Montessori education
the possibility of children gaining a positive sense of self and realising their own potential
in a way that might sustain them and afford them a sense of belonging and agency over the
life course. 1 went on to attain qualifications and work in Montessori pre-school settings in
the U.S.A. and latterly in Ireland. On return to Ireland, | found it necessary to return to
clerical work to supplement my income. When raising my own children, | embraced the
opportunity to return to work again in a Montessori sessional setting. This meant reduced
income but increased work satisfaction and the welcome opportunity to spend more time
with my daughters. Initially, what could be described as an apprenticeship developed in the
sphere of Montessori education. This initial experience evolved as | connected with the
wider Early Childhood Care and Education community whose interests were supported

through organisations such as the Irish Pre-school Playgroups Association (IPPA) and the
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National Children’s Nursery Association (NCNA). | attended meetings with IPPA (now
known as Early Childhood Ireland) and became increasingly interested in theories and
issues of topical interest in ECCE. As a community (of interconnected communities of
practice) we discussed and shared insights and ideas from our everyday practices as well
as the questions and challenges these entailed.

My learning journey continued in University College Cork BA (Hons) Early Childhood
Studies) and it was here | came to understand how my own situated social and cultural
experiences combined with my early learning dispositions had brought me on a particular
path that both enabled and at times constrained me in the pursuit of my aims. The cost in
time as well as the economic cost of pursuing further education were two constraints.
However, these factors also motivated me to achieve the best possible degree | could
attain. This achievement enabled me to obtain an Erasmus scholarship for a taught
European Masters in Early Childhood Care and Education. The Masters programme
involved collaborative work within a community of students and lecturers from Ireland,
Scotland, Malta, Germany, Norway and Sweden. Apart from visits to a range of ECCE
settings in Scotland and Malta, | had the privilege of representing the group of four Irish
students and attending the European Early Childhood Research Association conference in
Norway (2008). The workshop and poster session on Early Years Transitions held by Sue
Dockett and Bob Perry at this conference fuelled my interest in children's learning and
development at key times of transition. Throughout this learning journey, my emergent
understanding has been that who we are or can be is not a solitary matter, we shape but are

also shaped by our social, cultural, and historical circumstances.

1.2.  Research Questions
This study explores how and why pre-school has become a matter of personal, social and

cultural importance in Irish society. It specifically considers conflicting or contrasting
societal images of children and childhood and associated roles for adults in mediating
children's early childhood experiences. The overarching question acknowledges that pre-
school is a matter of increasing significance at a structural level in Irish Society and asks
what matters at the local level of everyday practice? The three emergent and

interconnected themes explored in this study are play, relationships, and language and
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communication. In retrospect each of these themes surfaced in terms of what matters in
early childhood education whether in my own roles as a student, a parent, a practitioner, or
a researcher. They also manifested within the interconnected experiences of the young
children in my care or the care of other parents and practitioners. All of our early
dispositions in learning appear to emerge from those first playful communications with the
adult world. The playful emotional connections communicated within our early
relationships connect us to a social world of meaning in which we collaborate from our
earliest days (Trevarthan 2002, Shonkoff and Phillips, 2002, Laevers 2004, Immordino-
Yang and Damasio 2007). The play of this thesis involves actors from multiple
backgrounds within a setting at a particular time and place. The story is presented firstly by
tracing some of the background influences that bring us to this place in time before
considering the potential pathways afforded in the present and future. The COP model is
usefully applied to frame this study from the perspectives of the participants in one pre-
school community within its situated cultural and historical context. It provides valuable
insights into children's navigation of new roles and identities during pre-school transitions,
and teacher and parent roles in mediating this process. The four main research questions
addressed in the literature and the empirical data are as follows:

1. What views of the child and the role of the adult are implicit or explicit in the policy
and practices of early childhood care and education in Ireland?

2. How do children experience, form identities and adapt to new roles in pre-school and
what roles do adults play in mediating this process?

3. What are the indicators of positive experiences of transitions in ECCE?

4.  How does the community cope, adapt and transform itself over time, to meet
community/cultural, interpersonal and personal needs?
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1.3.  The Layout of the Thesis
In this Chapter | have presented the background and rationale for the focus of the study

and listed the main research questions. The next chapter looks at key aspects of the
emergence of early childhood care and education in Ireland. Conflicting and contrasting
discourses on what children and childhood are or can be are explored. It also explores
theoretical understanding traced back to the Enlightenment on how such interpretations
have influenced and continue to influence early year’s policies and practices and
associated roles and identities of pre-school participation in Ireland. The historical
association of early years education in Ireland and internationally with play based practice
and the ground up influence this may be exerting on ECCE in Ireland at a policy level is
explored. In Chapter 3, the socio-cultural research lens applied in this study seeks
illumination on how meaning is negotiated by all participants within the cultural
community studied, situated in its broader historical and social context. The COP model
which acts as a theoretical frame for the pre-school cultural context under study is
elaborated. This is referenced to Rogoft’s conceptualisation of developmental progress
linked to the valued skills and goals of learning communities. Contextually, how adults
structure children's opportunities for learning and development will vary according to what

is valued and aimed for in the cultural contexts studied.

Chapter 4 focuses on theory, policy and empirical literature in Ireland and abroad on early
years transitions and provides indicators of what may constitute positive experiences of
transition. It also elaborates the rationale for research in to the understudied area of pre-
primary school transitions in Ireland. In this current study there is a shift from emphasis on
transition to and within the formal school context to that of the pre-school sector. The
literature reviewed helps make the case for a study of the processes of transitions as they
play out within the historical, social and cultural context of an Irish Pre-school Community

of Practice implementing the free pre-school year scheme.
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The qualitative, participant observer lenses, within the study research design (Chapter 5)
offers a unique and in depth look at every day practices throughout a pre-school morning,
week, month and year in a particular Irish pre-school community. The COP framing of the
study provides tools for thinking and understanding of participatory identities in Pre-
school. This Chapter describes the methodological tools and approach developed in Phase
1 of the study and adjusted and adapted in Phase 2. Ethical considerations on consent and
assent when working with young children are foregrounded as is the importance of
building relationships of trust with all study participants. This is followed by Phase 1
(Chapter 6) which introduces Rainbow Road pre-school, some of the main actors (adults
and children) and adopts multiple lenses to interpretively analyse everyday practice.
Within this, the study also tracks my own experience of moving from a peripheral
participatory role (Lave and Wenger 1991) to increasing involvement in my various roles
within the setting. Phase 2 (Chapter 7) starts out by exploring narratives of ‘ being and
becoming’ (James et al. 1998, p. 207) in Rainbow Road. Through daily participant
observations it tracks participants as they develop and negotiate ‘participation repertoires'
(Carr 2001, p.10) and in the process develop an ‘identity of participation' (Wenger 2008,
p.52). The research lens focuses on the ongoing transition experiences of two of the
children who joined Rainbow Road in Phase 1. These children's individual and group
participatory identities are tracked over the full pre-school year. The recurring themes of
play, relationships and language/communication are explored as are the influences of the

more experienced pre-schoolers on new arrivals to the setting.

Chapter 8 follows children's use of the place and space of Rainbow Road pre-school. This
is elaborated through their own cultural artefacts, and play and learning experiences drawn
from, participant observations, field notes, photographic data and audio recordings. These
efforts at collaborative meaning making are argued as providing pathways into children's
cultural worlds. In this, are reflected glimpses of what such worlds might look, feel like or
appear meaningful from child perspectives. This data is juxtaposed against data from the
end of year semi-structured interviews with teachers and parents of the key informant
children. The interview data drew on the many informal conversations with parents and

teachers over the full pre-school year. Parents provided useful insights in to the home
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experiences, broader cultural influences and expectations impacting on their child's
experience of pre-school. Similarly Teachers brought their own pedagogical influences and

dispositional interests to bear on their negotiation of everyday practice.

The concluding Chapter (9) revisits the research questions and reflects on and
interpretively analyses the findings of this study. This final Chapter argues for the
usefulness of a socio-cultural lens in reflecting the multiple perspectives of any given
Community of Practice. The findings, emergent themes and images of children within and
beyond the context of the study are discussed, along with some implications for policy,

practice and ongoing research.
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Chapter 2. Back to the Future - Exploring Historical Transitions in
Early Childhood Care and Education in Ireland.

Any story one may tell about anything is better understood by
considering other possible ways in which it can be told. (Bruner 2004,
p.709)

2.1.  Introduction
Life can be conceptualised as a series of ongoing and interconnected stories unfolding over

time. Each of us arrives at a particular point in a particular place and time and participates
in an unfolding story within a broader societal story. It is argued that historically mediated
ideas become socially and culturally valued and will influence the types of roles and
identities we appropriate as well as what may be available for appropriation. Perspectives
on what childhood is, or can possibly be, are not stable and vary across time and space.
How stories of children's lived experiences unfold relate to other stories embedded in the
circumstances into which we are born including those told about gender, class and
ethnicity. An aim of this study is to highlight dominant and often taken for granted
concepts of childhood at structural levels in society. Such views are argued as validating
particular ways of being a child that may implicitly exclude others. This Chapter begins to
address the research question, What views of the child and the role of the adult are implicit
or explicit in the policy and practices of early childhood care and education in Ireland?
This is approached by considering some of the historically mediated storying of childhood
agendas impacting on the current landscape of early childhood care and education in
Ireland.

From infancy, our experiences are influenced by many variable factors including dominant
views (stories mediated over time) on the nature of childhood itself. Bruner (2004)
suggests that stories carry within them a what if? possibility. What if we were to tell the
same story from a different perspective? How might the possibilities change and develop?
The child historically has been viewed as in need of socialisation due to the vulnerability
and relative helplessness of the new born human infant. What form this socialisation

should take, by whom, and for whom continues to be the subject of debate. An aim of this
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Chapter is to make visible some of these storied understandings including less visible
imaginings of childhood in order to consider their what if ? possibilities within children's

lived experiences in ECCE in Ireland.

Major influences on ECCE in Ireland are traced back to transitions in educational policy
and practice during the early days of our post-colonial history and latterly as members of
the European Union. These influences include historical and cultural changes resulting in
new roles for women, changing family structures, and subsequently increased out of home
experiences for young children. Ground up developments since the 1960s in early years'
services are identified alongside top down influences within primary schooling and
particularly the junior infant classes catering for children from age four to six. Historically,
gender is an important theme in terms of female roles and citizenship and associated
citizenship rights for children. Some of the seismic shifts in thinking about childhood as
well as the possibilities for adult roles in the child rearing process are explored. These can
be traced back to the Enlightenment era in Europe; otherwise known as the Age of Reason

which spanned the 17" and 18" centuries.

2.2.  Historical and Social Constructions of Children and Childhood
The emergent new scientific and rational world view of the Enlightenment era was

characterised by challenges to traditional perceived wisdom about man and nature and, by
inference, the nature of children and childhood. New parental concerns with modes of
child rearing at this time have been equated with the rise of literacy in the merchant classes
(Pollock 1983, Postman 1994). This was further facilitated by the earlier invention of
movable type which literally spread the word, gathering increasing momentum and in the
process creating new stories and perceptions of what childhood is or ought to entail.
Cranston (1957) elaborates how one such story or construct of childhood is revealed in
Locke’s (1632-1704) concept of the child born neither good nor evil but as tabula rasa or
blank slate. This perspective of the child moulded and shaped by societal expectations
assigns adults a critical role in development; with childhood viewed as a time to lay down
the foundations for all future learning. Another Apostle of the Enlightenment, French
Philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) held a view of humanity that challenged
the Christian tradition of the child born with original sin (Cranston 1991). Gittins (1998)
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characterises Rousseau's perspective as promoting a new view of childhood as a time of
original innocence. In his classical work on the fictional Emile, Rousseau espoused a view
of innocent childhood, unfolding in nature under the guidance of an adult mentor and free
from the influence of a corrupting society. This idea of inherent human goodness would
later find voice within humanistic psychology. Another earlier perspective constructs the
child as shaped by but also shaping her/his development, where both nature and nurture
interplay in a dialectical relationship Comenius (1592 -1671) as cited by Quick (1910).
This dialectical understanding of the child shaped by both nature and nurture re-emerged
and became linked to the philosophical outlook of Emmanuel Kant (1724 -1804) described
by Rohlf (2013). Within this storying of childhood, is a view that from earliest infancy
children may be biologically pre-disposed to reason and develop in social contexts. Such
views precede the socio-cultural and psychological perspective of VWgotsky and post
VWygotskian theorists (elaborated in Chapter 3) and also reflect contemporary ideas on the

functioning of the human brain from neuroscience.

It has also been argued that the story of childhood as a separate state of dependency, with
children viewed primarily in need of adult protection and/or surveillance is a relatively
modern concept associated with western industrialisation. Philippe Ariés (1996) in his
seminal work Centuries of Childhood hypothesises that in the past, children may have been
viewed as miniature adults. Ariés recalls a time prior to industrialisation where young
children were actively participating in or apprenticed into roles in society rather than
socialised separately. Industrialisation placed new demands on children with the imposition
of compulsory schooling and much longer periods of time spent in institutional forms of
education from the early years onwards. Locke's and Rousseau's belief in the need for
social reform was reflected in their insistence that early education required a specially
controlled environment, paradoxically viewed as more natural and free from the corrupting
influences of the wider society. Both theorists differed considerably in their views on the
form that the learning environment should take, and indeed what they considered as
corrupting influences. In Locke's Thoughts concerning Education (1692) he adopted a role
of expert in response to the growing unease and fears in society. His writings (directed

largely at the emerging middle class) were aimed at inculcating a sense of responsibility in
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young children and provided direct instructions on bringing them up (Yolton and Yolton
2000). In contrast, Rousseau's advocacy of the natural promoted opportunities for the child
from infancy to learn through the senses; to actively and bodily explore natural
surroundings and in so doing learn about self and the world (Boyd 1956). Arguably both
the rationalism of Locke and the romanticism and sentimentalism of Rousseau also
constructed and imposed a new vision of adulthood. Adults, particularly those of the
middle and upper classes, were to become gatekeepers of childhood, and responsible for
provision of their specially prepared educational environment usually separate from
mainstream social life. The industrial revolution of the first half of the 19" century took
hold in Europe with Britain leading the way. With industrialisation, children's traditional
early apprenticeship to the mature activities of society switched to the extended preparation
for adulthood imposed by the age graded school system. The new demands of the

industrial age required a literate population. Education was made compulsory for the
masses in Britain and its colony Ireland in 1892. In Ireland two influential Intellectual
heirs (Postman 1994, p. 58) of the Enlightenment impacting on the theorising and
development of early childhood care and education in the Industrial Age would be Froebel
and in the 20™ century Montessori.

2.3.  Froebel and the Cultivation of Early Childhood Care and
Education

Friedrich Froebel (1782-1852) developed his pedagogic theory and practices in the
German state of Thuringia in the 1830's (Adelman 2000). His term kindergarten translates
as children's garden and represented a specially prepared space for children to learn. It also
acts as a metaphor for a botanical view of children analogous to seeds in need of
cultivation and nurture. Out of his botanical studies, Froebel came to an understanding of a
mystical influence of God in nature. Froebel related the inner/outer development of the
child to the image of a plant growing above and below the surface. The very concept of a
garden suggests a taming or cultivation of the natural. Kindergartens were set in natural
locations, surrounded by gardens for flowers and vegetables which the children
themselves were taught to cultivate and nurture just as their adult guides would nurture

and cultivate the interests and activities of the children (Lilley 1967).
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Froebel gave particular emphasis to mother love in early development (MacNaughton 2007
p. 152). Froebel also saw a significant role for women in the kindergarten itself; so
legitimising a role outside of the home for women. Central to his philosophy was the
significance of play which he viewed 'as the highest level of child-development and the
spontaneous expression of thought and feeling' (Lilley 1967, p.83). In this understanding,
Froebel precedes VWygotskian theory in his identification of an emotional link between play
and learning. Play is viewed as a means by which children communicate physically and
verbally what motivates and interests them. Out of these understandings, Froebel
developed pedagogical tools which he called gifts. These related to the children's own
interests and were used as indicators to their adult guides of areas to be encouraged and
developed. In addition to these, were occupations which allowed children to play and
explore with, and formulate as well as communicate their interests and understandings
(Liebschner 2001). Froebel believed social cohesion would be enhanced by bringing
children together to communicate in a circle (Henniger 1999). The practice of Circle Time
with its democratic principles has latterly become an embedded part of modern western
pre-school practice. Froebel would become best known as the Father of early year’s
education encompassing concepts of kindergarten, play-school and pre-school (O'Connor
2008). However, in Ireland, Froebel's lasting legacy would be associated with the more

formal environment of primary schooling.

The first Froebelian kindergarten was established in Rathmines Road, Dublin by Eleonare
Heerwart (1835 — 1911) who had studied as a student of Froebel's wife Luise Froebel
(Hayes and Kernan 2008). In some cases, Kindergarten became associated with girls
secondary education (in Ireland and abroad) and older pupils who wished to train in
Kindergarten education. Consequently, 'Schools and colleges for women helped to expand
the sphere of paid employment for middle class women' (Hayes and Kernan 2008, p. 18).
The Dominican order began Froebelian teacher training (for primary school) in St.
Dominic's College, Belfast and latterly in the Dominican College, Sion Hill from 1943 to
1% of September 2013, when it moved to Maynooth University. It is now known as the
Froebel Department of Primary and Early Childhood Education. Significantly, the

Frobelian view of the child learning through play, and the aspirational intent that children
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be actively engaged in this process existed at a curricular policy level from the 1900s in
Ireland. However, the implementation of a Froebelian approach at practice level in national
schools was inhibited by the high pupil teacher ratio where students ranged in numbers
from 50 — 60 with one teacher (Douglas 1994). However, a modified version of Froebel
education continued in primary schooling in Ireland until the 1920's and the establishment
of the Irish Free State. Arguably it would be another intellectual heir of the Enlightenment
in the form of Maria Montessori (1870-1952) who would exert some of the most extensive

influence on the practices informing modern early years pre-school practices in Ireland.

2.4.  Montessori and Shifting Perspectives of Children and Childhood
Maria Montessori was born in Ancona, Italy in 1870. She excelled in school and college

and become the first Italian female physician (Lillard 2005). As a doctor, and scientist her
observations of developmentally disabled children lead her to develop sensorial materials
for their cognitive stimulation. These children went on to pass state educational tests
designed for children of so called normal intelligence and thus aroused international
attention (Lillard 2005). Subsequently, Montessori worked with young children from
impoverished backgrounds, establishing her Casa dei Bambini (translated as Children's
House) in a slum area of Rome. Montessori concluded from her in depth observations that
young children construct themselves based on the relationships and resources they
encounter in their early years environments (Montessori 1984). Out of this constructivist
understanding Montessori insisted that children's experiences in pre-school not be
trivialised or their value underestimated by describing them as play. Montessori asserted
that for the young child 'Such experience is not just play.... It is work he must do in order

to grow up.' (Montessori 1984, p. 168).

MacNaughton (2007, p.93) has described Montessori's approach as a ‘conforming to
nature' model which infers supporting nature without attempting to force or control its
direction. Montessori (1996) also believed that part of this nature included sensitive or
critical periods (varying in timing from child to child) for different forms of learning
including language acquisition. This fits with contemporary ideas of the relative plasticity
of the brain during the early formative years (Shonkoff and Philips 2002) and also the

influence of early relationships in the development of language (Bruner 1975, Trevarthan

26



2002). Historically, Montessori is recognised as a feminist (Brehony 1999). She was vocal
in her concern for children's rights which she envisioned as manifesting through
progressive education encompassing a view of children as citizens with rights. In letters to
all World Governments (Montessori 1947), she would refer to the child in society as the
forgotten citizen, stating 'Man must be cultivated from the beginning of life when the great
powers of nature are at work'. Similarly to Froebel, Montessori evokes a botanical image
of the child in need of care and nurture in a suitably rich soil. There are also echoes of
Rousseau's view of the child's nature as naturally unfolding, if not stifled by corrupting
aspects of the adult world. Montessori became instrumental in setting up training colleges
and her educational influence spread through Europe and America. Within the historical
context of Montessori's arrival in Ireland, her image of the child would meet with a

mixture of support and opposition.

The first Montessori Kindergarten was established in Waterford by the Catholic Sisters of
Mercy in 1920. However, Fr. Timothy Corcoran, a Professor of the Theory and Practice of
Education at University College Dublin was a scathing critic of Montessori and other
forms of progressive education. He condemned Froebelian schools of thought and also the
philosophy of her contemporary John Dewey (Titley 1983). Corcoran (1924) believed that
‘folly is bound up in the heart of a child, and the rod of correction shall drive it away'. He
also deemed it unacceptable that Montessori had developed her methods for typically
developing children, from work with children who had special needs. Embedded in
Corcoran's storying of childhood is the image of a deficit view of children, with deviance
from a perceived norm, inferring a child somehow less human or less entitled to participate
in society. Fr. Corcoran's central influence on educational policy in post- colonial Ireland
succeeded in excluding Montessori from the State School System but not from the

voluntary/private sector.

Montessori returned to Ireland several times during the 1930s including a visit to the
Sacred Heart Convent Leeson Street, Dublin for a training course in 1938 (Hayes and
Kernan 2008). Catholic nuns have a long association with education in Ireland and in the

new Free State era occupied some of the few roles for women legitimated outside of the
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home. The Dominican order would cement the establishment of Montessori education and
training colleges in Ireland. The Dominican order (also established Froebel training
colleges in Ireland) opened up a Montessori children’s house in Sion Hill, Dublin in 1928.
In 1946 an Irish Branch of Association Montessori International was established followed
by a one year evening course offered by the Dominican order. By 1957, the Sisters had
extended their courses to include a one year graduate course. Latterly, full-time three year
courses are offered at the college (now located at the Mount Saint Mary's Campus on the
Dundrum Road). In the 1970s, the St. Nicholas Montessori Society also established their
training School in Dublin (Hayes and Kernan 2008). Montessori Honours Degree courses
are now accessible in Ireland through Colleges of Further Education such as Cork Institute

of Technology.

2.5.  Post-Colonial Ireland-Defining Women's Roles, Confining
Childhood?

Two years after the establishment of the first Montessori Kindergarten in Ireland, twenty -
six counties of Ireland separated from Britain and set up the first Irish Free State
Government. First wave feminists such as Hannah Sheehy Skeffiington had at this point
secured votes for women in Ireland (several years before British women) and the right for
women to stand as candidates in elections (O'Dowd 1987). However, the foundation of the
state heralded the dawn of a patriarchal, Catholic Church influenced conservative era.
Subsequently the level and impact of female activism rapidly diminished or was rendered
silent by the dominance of Church influenced state governance. The Constitution of
Ireland (Bunreacht na hEireann) was created in 1937 and was heavily influenced by
Catholic ethos and teachings. The Constitution has been criticised for the gendered role it
assigns women (National Women's Council of Ireland 2012). Effectively the rights of
women and children were subsumed under the dominant male patriarchical ranking. The
authority of husbands over their wives, and fathers over their children had legal and social

backing.

Cunneen (2001) traces global patterns of gender socialisation from ancient times to the
present day and provides rare historical insight into gender roles in Irish society. In

particular, she identifies the historical patriarchal power structures of agricultural
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inheritance from the Potato famine (1845-1849) leading to differential social and
educational practices for males and females in Ireland. This differential treatment was
compounded by the powerful influence of the Catholic Church who insisted that schools be
gender segregated. By the end of the 19" century the majority of schools in Ireland were
segregated by sex as were the teacher training colleges. Male teachers received a higher
rate of pay. Differentiation also occurred in subject areas such as woodwork for boys and
needlework for girls. Such practices, including affording males a higher rate of pay for the
same work extended well in to the twentieth century in Ireland. The role of the woman's
place within the home is given particular emphasis in the Irish constitution Articles 41
(Bunreacht na hEireann 1937)

In particular, the State recognises that by her life within the home,
woman gives to the State a support without which the common good
cannot be achieved.

The State shall, therefore, endeavour to ensure that mothers shall not

be obliged by economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of

their duties in the home.
Any notion of women neglecting what were viewed as their primary responsibilities was
frowned upon by Church & State. Women were socially and legally discouraged from
engaging in the workforce. A Civil Service Marriage Bar where women were obliged to
give up their jobs, once married, lasted until the 1970s (Fallon 2007). The historical lens
indicates that women's roles within the home were reified at structural levels (Legislative
and Constitutional) in Irish society. However, the associated constraints on women's rights
and agency are argued as impacting on how children were viewed or afforded opportunities
to participate in society. Historically,