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From the Editor’s Des

Anna Kirouva is a professor in the Department of
Elementary Education, Faculty of Education,
University of Alberta. She teaches courses in early
childhood education in both the bachelor of education
program and the master of elementary education (with
specialization in early childhood) program. Her
research interests include peer relationships and social
inclusion of young children, particularly immigrant
and refugee children; issues related to global migration
and education; and collaborative arts-based research
with children.

foundational principle in Alberta Education’s

guiding principles for primary programs—that
childhoods differ depending on social and cultural
circumstances—this issue is a collection of
interesting and informative articles concerning the
teaching and learning of both young children and
teachers. Christine Massing’s article, “Multiple
Worlds: Images of Childhood and Alberta
Education’s Guiding Principles for Primary
Programs,” provides a brief historical walk though
images of the child and of childhood, and discusses
the current understanding of children’s multiple
worlds as being essential in shifting paradigm for
teacher practice. Massing also provides examples of
how her own ways of understanding young
children’s interactions changed as she increased her
knowledge and appreciation of the depth of the
meaning embedded in this guiding principle. The
different worlds that shape the children in our
classrooms are exemplified in the article by
Mehrunnisa Ali and Muna Jama, “Second-
Generation Somali Children’s Perceptions of Their
Identities.” The study described in the article
involved 5- to 10- year-old Canadian-born children
of Somali immigrants living in Toronto. The finding
of the study, suggesting that religious and ethnic
identity were more salient for the children than their
racial and national identity, has important
implications for early childhood educators who have
not only Somali children in their classrooms but also
children from other racial and religious minority
groups. The article provides insights into the
possible reasons for the children to identify more
strongly with a particular identity than others and
suggests strategies for teachers to address issues of
multiple identities at an early age.

Beginning with an examination of the first,

The notion of teacher as researcher is explored
by Angela Salmon in her article “Making Thinking
Visible Through Action Research.” The research-
based approach to understanding young children’s
thinking processes through engaging the children in
thinking routines will be very helpful to teachers of
young children. Hopetully, the article will also
inspire many to learn more about how to implement
Harvard University’s Project Zero’s Visible Thinking
ideas. The example of the “See/Think/Wonder”
routine provided in the article demonstrates how
this particular routine has a potential to extend
and deepen students’ thinking and can eventually
become part of the structure of everyday classroom
life.

Returning teacher-research author Sukhdeep
Kaur Chohan describes her “Smarties-Read-with-
Me” home-reading program, in which she explores
the relationships between active parent involvement
in a home-reading program and student reading
levels. The study results indicated that parents
welcomed guidance from teachers in supporting
their children with reading at home and that
students’ reading levels were positively influenced
through their parents’ active involvement. Results
also supported the importance of parent
involvement at home in children’s early reading.

In “Educating Hearts: Planning for Citizenship
Education in the Primary Years,” Alberta-based
researchers Maureen Stratton Lemieux and Joanne
Neal offer illustrative examples, from kindergarten
through year three, of the organization of specific
learner outcomes of citizenship education around
big ideas and essential questions. Especially valuable
for teachers is the alignment of the essential values
from Alberta’s Commission on Learning with
selections of children’s picture books. The authors
also suggest examples of teaching approaches that
are social in nature and feature positive
interdependence among children to make
citizenship education come alive in early childhood
classrooms.

As usual, the issue also includes a review of a
book, this time Emergent Curriculum in the
Primary Classroom: Interpreting the Reggio
Emilia Approach in Schools, by Carol Anne Wien.
Given the increased interest in the work done by
teachers in Alberta who are inspired by the Reggio
Emilia approach, the book presents the example of
teachers in Toronto in nine multicultural schools,
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with children ranging from kindergarten to Grade 3.

As stated by the reviewer, Shahnaaz Alidina, the
book provides hope for teachers who feel trapped
and restricted in a standardized curriculum and
offers teachers room for new ways and a shift in
pedagogy.

[ would like to thank the authors for their
invaluable contributions to this issue of Early
Childhood Education, and the editorial review
committee for working with the authors in
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expanding and deepening their ideas. As a collective
effort of early childhood educators from Canada and
the USA, this issue contributes to ongoing dialogue
in the field about what it means to be a teacher of
young children. It is through professional journals
like Early Childhood Education that we find a
home for our ideas and share thern with our peers.
Please join us in our attempts to expand the pool of
ideas that we all learn from! &

—Anna Kirova




Feature Articles

Multiple Worlds:
Images of Childhood and
Alberta Education’s Guiding Principles

Christine Massing

Christine Massing is an instructor and curriculum
developer in the Early Learning and Child Care
program at Grant MacEwan University and the Day
Home Provider program at NorQuest College, in
Edmonton, Alberta.

Abstract

Educational theory and practice in early childhood
education are commonly grounded in the discourse of
universality—children are assumed to progress through
universal stages in development and experience childhood
in much the same way. However, the foundational
principle of the document adopted by Alberta Education,
Primary Programs Framework for Teaching and Learning
(Rindergarten to Grade 3): Guiding Principles, directly
chailenges the image of a universal childhood. This article
examines the implications of the foundational principle:
childhoods differ depending on social and cultural
circumstances. It examines historical and conternporary
images of the child and of childhood, discusses new
understandings about children’s multiple worlds and
considers the implications of this shifting paradigm for
teacher practice.

Introduction

Ethan and Justin are in the music centre
experimenting with a xylophone and seem to
be trying to figure out how it works. They play
mostly in silence but occasionally whisper to
one another. Then they abruptly stop and bolt
off, only to return with pencils and paper in
hand. Justin purposefully plays a few notes and
Ethan writes on the paper; then they switch
roles. I, their teacher, come to understand that
they are composing a song and writing the notes
on the paper. After fifteen minutes or so, they
collaborate to read and play their composition.

lberta Education adopted the guiding
principles for primary programs (kindergarten
to Grade 3) in 2007. These principles are

the “philosophical and theoretical foundation for
teaching and learning” (Alberta Education 2007, 6).
The principles assist teachers in understanding
young children and inform teacher planning in
terms of instructional strategies and learning
environments (ibid). They reflect a social
constructionist view of teaching and learning
whereby knowledge is actively constructed by
learners as a result of their lived experiences and
their interactions with others.

[ remember reading the foundational guiding
principle, which states that childhoods differ
depending on social and cultural circumstances, and
questioning what it meant for me as a teacher. At
first glance, it seemed that this principle merely
affirmed what we, as teachers, know so well: that
every child is unique. However, [ have increasingly
come to realize the much more profound
implication of this guiding principle: that it takes us
into a deep questioning of our views about
childhood and what is right for children. Our own
images of the child and of childhood are shaped by
our experiences and learning within a particular
social and cultural context, and they influence our
ways of being with and interacting with children.
This foundational principle challenges our taken-for-
granted view of a universal childhood and replaces it
with the idea of multiple childhocds. To accept this
principle moves us into uncharted territory as we
question our long-held “truths” and seek to respond
in practice.

This article tracks my own explorations of the
foundational guiding principle by looking at the
historical and contemporary influences that have
brought us to the idea of a universal childhood, the
movement to reconceptualize the dominant image
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of childhood and the implications for teachers.
Reflecting on my own process, 1 wonder what
progress we have made, in the three years since the
guiding principles were instituted, toward unseating
the dominant images of childhood. What have we
learned about our relationship to the curriculum and
our work as teachers in view of this foundational
principle?

Historical Images of
Childhood

Seen from a historical perspective, the idea of
childhood is relatively new. When Philippe Ariés
(1962) examined portrayals of children in European
art and literature, he found few attempts to
distinguish children from adults, or to differentiate
between children of different ages, prior to the
thirteenth century. Children were generally viewed
as miniature adults; in fact, some portraits depicted
boys as identical to men in appearance but simply
reduced in scale {p 33). Ariés theorized that the idea
of childhood was fully developed by the seventeenth
century, meaning that children were seen to occupy
separate social worlds from those of adults and were
distinguishable from adults in manner of dress,
appearance and the types of activities in which they
engaged. John Locke, for example, portrayed the
child as a tabula rasa, or blank slate, dependent on
adults to teach her all she needs to know. Jean-
Jacques Rousseau's writing also created the image
of the innocent child, dependent on adults to guide,
shelter and protect him. School was one mechanism
by which children’s worlds were separated from
those of adults, and it also served to universalize
childhood experiences. In 1856, Froebel drew upon
religious beliefs and romantic ideals to create the
first kindergarten program based on “helping
children recognize universal values” (Silin 1995,
85). The idea of the child as a labour supply market
factor was initiated during the industrial and
agricultural revolutions and then reinvented at
various points in history to ensure women’s entry
into the labour market (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence
2007, 47).

Darwin’s study of evolution, published in 1859,
stimulated an interest in the study of children; this
was legitimized by scientific and psychological
inquiry. A number of theorists, primarily Western
developmental psychologists, have hypothesized
that children pass through a sequence of stages
predetermined by nature—for example, Freud’s
stages of children’s psychosexual development,
Kohlberg’s stages of moral reasoning, Erikson'’s
stages of social development and Piaget’s stages of
cognitive development. Many of these stage
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theories, Dunne (2006) believes, form a privative
view of childhood whereby children are seen as
unformed or incomplete and need to move through
stages to become whole {p 10). Freud's research,
Dunne argues, also contributes to a therapeutic
view of childhood in which early experiences are
critical to well-being as adults. In view of this
research, then, adults are encouraged to validate
children’s feelings and foster positive self-esteem

(p 10). It is important to note that much of the
research underlying these theories has been focused
on white middle-class children in a European/North
American context and obscures the impact of
culture and social factors such as income, gender
and geography. Children are seen as progressing
through universal and sequential stages of
development regardless of the unique circumstances
of their own lives.

Influences of the
Historical Images on

Contemporary Images

The field of early childhood education is still
predominantly framed by the research of these
developmental psychologists and promotes an
image of the privative childhood For example,
Bredekamp and Copple’s 2009 version of
Developmentally Appropriate Practice portrays
curriculum as based on expectations of what
children ought to be able to do at each age and
stage of their development. Parenting magazines
and books, as well as brochures provided to new
parents, also reinforce these ideas. Developmental
milestones form the basis of standardized
assessments, and children who do not meet the
expectations are viewed as having deficits that need
to be corrected. Parents and teachers are positioned
as authorities over the child because they have been
through those stages already and are assumed to be
able to predict them and to protect and guide
children through them. In short, the child tends to
be viewed as a passive recipient of knowledge who
is dependent on adults, rather than an active agent
in his or her own construction of knowledge.

The view of the universal childhood is also
reinforced by the images of childhood perpetuated
in the media. Adults conceive of and control the
public image of children, which reinforces
stereotypes and the power of the adult over the
child (Woodrow and Brennan 2001, 25; Cannella
2001, 19). For example, we increasingly see
children dressed as adults in clothing advertisements
and taking on adult roles in television shows. We
might also see images of the privative childhood in




advertising for educational toys, DVDs and software,
and images of privileged childhood in
advertisements for various humanitarian children’s
organizations. Gender stereotypes in the media can
influence the choices that a child makes with respect
to play and play materials, clothing, and friendships.
While these media images often stereotype and
trivialize children and their experiences and
knowledge, we cannot ignore them because they
also help shape how children see themselves and
determine the experiences they might decide to
have (Woodrow and Brennan 2001). These images
reflect particular ideologies that people are reluctant
to relinquish because they provide a measure of
comfort and continuity in the face of actual or
perceived rapid societal change. Until ideologies
change, then, it will be difficult to discard or
reconceptualize these images.

Reconceptualizing the
Dominant Images of
Childhood

Dunne (2008) stresses that we need to discard
the view that childhood is determined by biclogy:
“Childhood connotes not a fact of nature but rather
a cluster of meanings and values through which
young human beings are perceived, responded to
and treated” (p 260). The idea that each individual
child brings a unique set of experiences and ideas
into the classroom based on her cultural and social
circumstances challenges the notion of the universal
childhood. It stands to reason that if we are each a
unique individual, there cannot be a universal
childhood (or adulthood, for that matter); rather,
childhood is constructed and influenced by a variety
of circumstances that contribute to the uniqueness
of each child. While we readily acknowledge that
childhood is different in other cultural contexts, we
do not always recognize that there is no one
childhood in our society. Deconstructing our
conceptions of the foundational guiding principle
that childhoods differ depending on social and
cultural circumstances brings us closer to an
understanding of how this principle translates to
childhood as lived.

The social component encompasses a range of
conditions that affect the child’s world: income level,
class, gender, geography, family and interactions
with others (family, peer group and others involved
in the life of the child). Interactions with others, in
particular, shape how we learn. For example, two
children in the same class with the same teacher
and classmates will have unique interactions with
others and with one another and will learn in that

environment in different ways. They will make
meaning of a shared interaction in individual ways
and take different learnings from the experience.
Vygotsky {1978) explained how these social
interactions lead to cognitive development. Each
interaction allows a child to appropriate new
knowledge and skills into their prior learning and
experiences, just as our interactions as adults do.

Recent research into the influence of culture on
development also informs the foundational
principle. Rogoff (2003) argued that “... people
develop as participants in cultural communities.
Their development can be understood only in light
of the cultural practices and circumstances of their
communities—which also change” (p 3). Culture is
all that we are—our beliefs, values, languages,
religions and ideologies are all derived from it. Like
childhood, culture is not universal because every
family, and even every member of a family, will
interpret their culture in a unique way and will
participate in creating and transforming that culture
(Rogoff 2003, 51). This means that even when we
teach a group of children from a seemingly
homogeneous cultural context, we cannot assume
that they hold similar beliefs or have had similar
experiences.

The Reggio Emilia approach, named for the city
in Italy where it originated, embodies the idea of
multiple childhoods. In Reggio Emilia schools,
children are viewed as “rich, strong and powerful.
The emphasis is placed on seeing children as unique
subjects with rights rather than simply needs”
(Rinaldi 1993, 102). The focus is on children
learning to feel comfortable in their multiple social
worlds (New 2001). In this approach, curriculum
emerges from observations of and conversations
with the children, revolves around their interests,
and is expressed and represented in multiple
symbolic forms. Learning in Reggio Emilia schools
is socially constructed—parents, teachers and
children collaborate in learning and listen to cne
another. It is a place “of shared lives and
relationships among many adults and very many
children” (Malaguzzi 1993, 56). Parental
involvement is central to helping the teacher gain an
understanding of “what counts as knowledge in their
homes” (New 2001, 250). This social
constructionist view respects the child’s ways of
constructing knowledge and situates the teacher as a
collaborator in the creation of meaning (Dahlberg,
Moss and Pence 2007, 56).

Challenges to Change

A commitment to involving children as
coconstructors of knowledge poses a number of
challenges. We are forced to question our core
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beliefs about children and even the most basic of
our teaching practices. Acknowledging the
uniqueness of each child means that we need to
learn about the lived realities of the child. This
implies a different relationship with both children
and families. Change is always difficult, but
particularly so when it strikes at the core of our
knowing and being. The growth of programs that
emphasize traditional teacher-directed learning
demonstrates how difficult it is for both teachers and
parents to move toward a new understanding of
children, We all tend to gravitate to what is familiar
and reassuring to us.

The structure of our educational system presents
an additional barrier to operationalizing our beliefs
in multiple childhoods. Various stakeholders in the
educational process influence not only what is to be
taught, but how it is to be taught. The written
curriculum clearly outlines the experiences and
learning that all children are to have and the
outcomes that are to be attained. Standardized
testing reinforces the need to achieve these
universal outcomes. In the classroom, teachers feel
pressured to focus on preparing children for the
next stage and the next grade. These structures are
all firmly rooted in the idea of a universal childhood
and developmentally appropriate practices.

Assessment practices tend to determine what is
taught and how it is taught. They also affect
children’s views of learning and of themselves as
learners. As children move into Grade 1 and
subsequent grades, the representation of learning
becomes linear and narrow as knowledge is
increasingly to be demonstrated in writing.
Preparation for standardized tests influences, on a
conscious or subconscious level, the forms of
assessment that are used in the class. Children
eventually learn that how they see their work
matters less than how others see it.

Our role as teachers is mandated: we are
responsible for ensuring that children meet the
learning outcomes. This creates a power
relationship in the classroom, where the teacher
holds the knowledge and transmits it to the children.
It is difficult, under these circumstances, to give up
control—to shift from a relationship of adult
authority over children to an equitable negotiation
of learning. As much as we might desire a
democratic classroom, we are concerned that others
might feel that we do not have strong classroom
management skills or that we are disorganized.

Openings for Change

There are challenges to involving children as
coconstructors of knowledge, but there are also
openings that invite change. The transmission of
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knowledge is reflected in the kindergarten program
statement in words such as acquires, expands,
attends, identifies and demonstrates. However,
words like explores, experiences and experiments
are also embedded in the language of the
curriculum. I derive hope from this language,
because it moves us toward the concept of multiple
possibilities and ways of knowing. It brings us closer
to Grumet and Pinar’s (1995) definition of
curriculum as “the process of making sense with a
group of people of the systems that shape and
organize the world that we can think about
together” (p 19). Though teachers are ultimately
accountable to the curriculum and have knowledge
of the curriculum that children do not have, they are
still able to interpret and translate it in diverse ways.

Assessment for learning, in which children assess
their work and that of peers to make meaning of
their learning, also offers some possibilities for new
understanding. The fact that kindergarten children
do not need to be graded and tested is closer to the
ideas in the guiding principles, because the children
can, in theory, represent their knowledge in multiple
ways.

Implications for Teachers

Stremmel (2002) found that teachers were more
likely to be influenced by their personal images of
the child than by instructional theories, which makes
it urgent that we reflect upon these images and
come to new understandings (Stremmel 2002, 90).
As teachers, we view children through a particular
cultural and social lens, and selectively view and
filter information to fit our own ideas about that
particular child and our image of the child in
general. We are like photographers in a sense—
staging the shot, preparing the backdrop and the
sefting, deciding what and who should be included
in the picture or excluded from it, and choosing the
angle. We prepare and gather information in order
to capture an image of the child, but in so doing we
are making all the decisions and hold the power
over what the end product is to be. Consciously
working to understand my own beliefs, values and
ideologies, and the context in which they have
developed, is a necessary first step toward changing
how [ am with children.

This paper began with an observation of Justin
and Ethan’s exploration of the xylophone. I could
have responded differently in this situation and
might have done had I not been immersed at the
time in coming to understand the guiding principles.
As the boys worked to figure out the xylophone, |
might have latched on to their play, seeing it as a
teachable moment. I could have become the director
or conductor, if you will, teaching and questioning in




order to impart information and advance my own
agenda in relation to the curriculum. However,
something held me back from inserting myself into
their play; instead I cbserved and listened. As |
reflected on what I had seen, | realized that prior to
this episode 1 had unconsciously formed an image of
Ethan as someone who struggled with connections
between letters and sounds because he could not
identify letters, even in his own name. [ saw him as
the dependent child who often needed my
assistance. Yet on that day, I came to see him in a
different way—as a complex, vibrant and competent
child who formed his own understandings in
collaboration with his friend, and who was able to
make connections between the letters on the bars
and the sounds they emitted. It was not the kind of
knowledge that necessarily fit into the little square
checkboxes on my kindergarten evaluation
checKlists, but it was just as important. | was
reminded that observing and listening are two of the
pedagogical tools utilized in the Reggio Emilia
approach to help teachers better understand
children. Knowing what they know, how they
construct knowledge and what fascinates them
propels us past the superficial understanding of a
child that is so easily confined within the boundaries
of our forms and checklists. Observation permits us
to capture a truer image of the child; however, we
need to push ourselves even further.

The ability to listen to children rather than tell
them what to do also seems to bring me closer to
understanding children’s multiple childhoods {Davis
1994). Gallop {2000) defines close listening as the
ability to hear what is actually being said instead of
what we expect to hear (p 256). Bruner (2000)
asserts that teachers in the Reggio system cultivate
locutionary respect by “paying attention, being
respectful to what is said” (p 35). The teacher
provides time and support so that a child can
respond to a question; the child’s ideas are then
followed up and explored with the class (Bruner
2000, 36). We show that we are listening in how
we involve children in shaping their own learning
environment, how we choose texts and how we
plan according to children's interests. We also show
our listening in building relationships with children
and their families. These impoertant people in the
life of the child are able to act as translators when
we do not yet know the child’s own language. They
can guide us toward a deeper understanding of the
child’s cultural and social circumstances.

The guiding principles demand that |
acknowledge that a child has been learning his
whole life and doing so in a variety of contexts. As a
teacher, I find this a challenge. How can [ decide on
my role as a teacher? How do [ come to make
meaning of a child’s prior learning so [ know how to
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help him build on that knowledge? Knowing is much
more than the overt—the observing, listening and
recording of the child’s words and actions. The
overt gives me a snapshot of the child in a particular
time and place. However, | want to capture the
multidimensional image, and [ cannot do this
without actively collaborating with the child.

When the teacher becomes an observer, listener
and facilitator of learning, the power relationship
shifts. The image of the child changes, but so does
the image of the teacher. The teacher is no longer
the purveyor of knowledge or the expert. The child
is no longer a passive, dependent recipient. Instead,
teacher and child are interdependent, intertwined in
a complex relationship of coconstruction wherein
each contributes equally to the process of learning.
When guidance is needed, the teacher facilitates
learning by providing opportunities to explore new
objects or ideas rather than by directing learning
and telling children what they need to know. [ am
striving for a dynamic process that involves learning
to speak the same language, metaphorically
speaking, in order to understand one another.
Children already do this when interacting with one
another—they are always engaged in the
coconstruction of knowledge. Inserting myself, the
teacher, into the process will transform the nature of
what is already taking place, but through observing,
listening and reflecting I can help to ensure that my
intervention adds value to the children’s
experiences.

Conclusion

The foundational principle that childhoods differ
depending on social and cultural circumstances is
deceptively simple. However, closer examination
shows that it directly contradicts the view of a
universal childhoed upon which our knowledge of,
and institutions for, educating children are based. To
embrace this guiding principle involves a profound
paradigm shift. This shift requires self-awareness,
reflection and openness to new learning and new
approaches to practice. However, this will move us
toward an environment in which children are
respected for the knowledge they bring to the
classroom and we, as teachers, can learn with and
from them.
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Abstract

In this small-scale study of 5- to 10-year-old Canadian-
born children of Somali immigrants living in Toronto,
religious and ethnic identity appeared to be more salient
for the children than their racial and national identity. This
paper speculates on why this may be so, and recommends
that issues related to identity be raised and addressed at
an early age.

Introduction

hildren of Somali descent now living in

Canada are often designated as behaviourally

challenged and placed in inappropriate
grades, and they drop out of school in disproportionate
numbers (Reitsma 2001). Some scholars suggest
that challenges faced by these children in school
may be rooted in the confusion arising from their
multiple identities (Collet 2007 Reitsma 2001).
Institutions such as schools encourage them to think
of themselves as Canadians. They are also viewed
as black by many people, and sometimes conflated
with Americans or Caribbeans of African descent.
Like other immigrant groups, Somali parents and
other adults from the same ethnic background also
teach their children to identify with their national
and religious heritage. Which of these identities do
Canadian-born children of Somali origin parents
identify as more salient for them, and why? The
study reported below explores these questions and
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identifies some implications for parents and teachers
of young children.

Theoretical Framework

Identities are important because they signal group
affiliations and guide personal choices. Yon (2000)
claims that they anchor individuals’ decisions in a
sea of possibilities. Identities are ascribed, internalized,
contested and claimed. Ajrouch and Kusow (2007)
suggest that in North America immigrants are
ascribed identities based on their “closeness to and
distance from certain cultural, physical, and moral
ideals” (p 73) of the dominant white majority
population. Children also actively resist and select
features of their identities for strategic purposes
(see, for example, Ali, in press; Yon 2000).

Some scholars suggest that individuals possess
multiple social identities as a result of their
membership in multiple social groups and categories
(Freeman 2003). One view on multiple identities is
that they are rank ordered in a hierarchy of most
salient to least salient dimension (Stryker and Serpe
1994). Jones and McEwen {2000) state that salient
identity dimensions are often associated with lower
social status. Thus race is a salient identity dimension
for black people but not for white people. Another
view is that multiple identities are experienced
simultaneously, not hierarchically, and they are not
fixed attributes, but changing, evolving, contextually
dependent and continually negotiated features of
individuals in interactions with their social
environments (eg, Abes, Jones and McEwen 2007
Scorenscon 1991). According to Plaza (2006),
identity construction is “a fluid, situational,
volitional, and dynamic phenomenon, one in which
ethnic boundaries, identities, and cultures are
negotiated, defined, and produced through social
interaction inside and outside ethnic communities”
{p 214). Immigrants’ identities, for example, change
rapidly upon migration. In their new location their
race may become their primary identification, while
they may have not had to consider this at all in their
country of origin (Ajrouch and Kusow 2007).
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Parents are usually the strongest influence on
children’s identity construction. They pass on to
their beliefs and practices to their children according
to their own images of themselves and world in
which they live (Hughes et al 2006; Phinney and
Chavira 1995:; Plaza 2006). Schools are the next
most important factor in shaping children’s
identities, particularly with reference to religious
(Vermeer and Van Der Ven 2001; Zine 2007) and
national identities (Waters and Leblanc 2005). Other
social contexts also influence children’s self-
perceptions and how they see others around them.
For example, in North America, whiteness is
consistently associated with privilege while blackness
is associated with negative stereotypes (Miles and
Brown 2006; Kelly 2004), because of historical
sociceconomic and political relations between the
two racial groups. Waters (1994) found that foreign-
born black immigrants in America perceived
themselves as having higher social status than black
Americans, whom they saw as lazy, disorganized
and having poor family values. Therefore, they
emphasized their immigrant status more than their
racial identity.

For the project described below we used race,
religion, ethnicity and nationality as markers of
identity. We were interesting in finding out whether
the children in our sample considered some of these
identities more salient than others, and if so, why.
Given that more than 90 per cent of Somalis are
Muslim, and that the association with radicalism and
terrorism in the Western world makes it particularly
difficult for Muslim immigrant children to claim this
aspect of their identity, we included it in our inquiry.
We used ethnic identity to refer to the language
and culture of Somalia; racial identity to their
classification as blacks; national identity to their
Canadian nationality as a result of birth or
naturalization; and religious identity as Muslims.

Methodology

A qualitative

we would get from the younger ones, we felt it was
important to include all the children whose parents
and who themselves had shown an interest in
participating in the study. All the children were
either born in Canada or had resided here almost all
of their lives. Half of them were recruited through
personal contacts of one of the authors (who is a
woman of Somali origin}, and the other half through
her friend who is a teacher in a mid-size Islamic
school in Toronto that many Somali origin children
attend. The parents’ consent was obtained first,
followed by their children’s assent to participate in
the project.

Each child was first given a set of large cue-cards
with four identity markers written on them:
Canadian, Muslim, Somali and Black. The
researcher asked the children, particularly the
younger ones, to explain what these categories
meant to them to make sure they understood what
she was referring to. The children were then asked
to place the card that described them most closely at
the top in a column, and the one that described
them the least at the bottom. The researcher
checked to see if the children could read the cards
but also repeatedly read them aloud to make sure
they had placed them in the order they wanted to.
When the children indicated they were satisfied with
their arrangement, they were asked to say why they
had selected their particular order. This conversation
was audiotaped; immediately after the interview
each child was given the opportunity to listen to the
recording and to change anything they wanted to,
but none of them did so.

The order of the cards selected by each child was
noted. The interview data were fully transcribed.
The data were then analyzed by looking for patterns
in the children’s explanations for why they had selected
some labels rather than others that better fit them.

Selected Identity Labels

The table below represents the order of the labels
selected by the children.”

approach was used

Name Age | Sex 1st Choice | 2nd Choice | 3rd Choice | 4th Choice
for this small-scale 1 | Hamza 9 | Male Muslim Somali Canadian Black
study. The seven 2 Hussein 7 Male Muslim Somali Canadian Black
boys and three girls 3 | Mohamud 9 Male Canadian Somali Muslim Black
who participated in 4 | Amal 9 [ Female | Black Canadian___| Muslim Somali
it were between the 5 | Al 5 Male Somali Muslim Black Canadian
ages of 5 and 6 | Ilwad 6 | Female | Muslim Somali Black *

10 years. While we 7 | Lula 7 | Female | Muslim Somali Black Canadian
recognized that the 8 | Nur 9 | Male Muslim Somali Black "*Canadian
kind of data we 9 Hanad 9 Male Muslim Canadian | Somali Black

would collect from 10 | Yahya 10 [ Male Muslim Somali Black Canadian

the older children in
the group would be
more detailed than

*Pseudonyms are used here.
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**The child stated that Canadian was not one of her identities.
***The child switched from Muslim, Somali, Canadian and Black to the current order.

11




Stronger Identities

Seven of the children selected Muslim as the
label that best described them. When asked to
explain why that particular label described them the
best, several children made reference to their Islamic
cultural practices, including their dress code and
their places of worship. For example, llwad {6) said
she thought of herself as a Muslim, “because I wear
hijab (Islamic head scarf).” However, some of them
referred to their religious beliefs. For example,
Yahya (10) stated “Because Allah said you have to
be a Muslim, and if you don’t become a Muslim you
are going to go to hell fire.”

Seven respondents selected Somali as their
second choice for the label that best described
them. The children cited two kinds of reasons for
why they identified with the Somali label, the most
frequent reason being that their parents were from
Somalia.

Yahya: Because | am from Somalia.

Researcher: You're from Somalia. Were you born
in Somalia?

Yahya: No, my mom was.

Researcher: Both your mom and your dad?

Yehya: Yeah.

Researcher: So that’s how you know you're
Somali then, because your parents were both
born in Somalia.

Yahya: Yeah.

The second reason given was related to language.
When asked “What makes you think you are
Somali?” llwad (6) stated, “Because | speak in a
different language.”

It is also important to note that the children made
a strong connection between their Muslim and their
Somali identities. Indeed, some of them saw them
as closely connected, or conflated the two and used
them interchangeably:

Researcher: Is there a difference between being
Somali and being Muslim?

Amal (9): No.

Researcher: They're the same? Is that they are
connected or ...?

Amal: They are connected.

Hanad (9) referred to non-Somali people as Kufar
(nonbelievers), and when probed further, agreed that
Somalis are always Muslims.

Researcher: So is it, are all Somali people Muslim, then?
Hanad: Yes.

Weaker Identities

Five of the children selected Black as their third
choice. In explaining their racial identity the children
took two distinct positions. Some claimed that they
were indeed black, while others said that they were
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not black. Those who chose this label gave only one
reason for this choice; that is, their skin colour.

Ali (5) (Looking at his arm): Ummm, because |
see that [ am black.

Most of children believed they were not black, and
that Somali people come in a spectrum of colours
from white to light brown to black.

Hamza (9): | am not really black.
Mohamud (9): Black? I am not black.
Hussein (7): No, I am brownish.

Researcher: You and other Somali are different
colours? How?
Ali (5): Some are white, and brown and black.

Researcher: Some people say that Somali people
are black people. Is that true?

Hussein (7): No, we’re brownish. Our skin is brown.

Researcher: What about those who say that
Somali ...

Hussein: Some Somalis come in different colours.

Researcher: Oh, what do you mean? What
colours do they come in?

Hussein: Some come in darkish brown and
lightish brown.

Researcher: But what about if you had to tell
someone about your skin colour? What would
you tell them?

Mohamud (9): Light brown, not black.

Further elaboration by Mohamud indicated that he
saw being Somali and black as mutually exclusive
categories. He explained that being black was a
label designated to other dark-skinned people, such
as people from Jamaica, not to Somalis. One child
hinted at negative associations with the label black,
but seemed to censor himself as he tried to elaborate
the difference between being black and Somali.

Researcher: So is there a difference between
being Somali and being black?

Hamza (9): Being black is like it's not very, you
can't, it's not very suspi, suspi, suspic, ahh,

I pass.

Researcher: You can use another word, if you
like, to describe what you're saying.

Hameza: 1 can’t really say it in another word,
because | don'’t really think it will make any
sense.

Researcher: Ok, no, no, | am curious to know
what the difference is—even if you use
something different, that would be great too.

Hamza: It’s not really ... ahhh ... it [being black]
doesn’t really say anything, it’s only a colour.
Black is the colour of people’s skin, it doesn’t
say anything, it’s just black.

Researcher: So, black is just a colour but Somali
is something else.

Early Childhocod Education, Vol 39, No 1, 2010



Hamza: Yeah, it's [Somali] a whole different
culture. It’s a different everything.

Researcher: So being Somali includes the culture,
the food, the language, and black is just a
colour.

Hamza: Yeah.

The Canadian label was placed last by a majority
of the children. In one instance, a child explicitly
stated that she did not consider herself Canadian.
However, as soon as she said this, her mother
interjected, saying she was indeed Canadian. Given
this intervention, the researcher decided not to
pursue the question any further. Children who
claimed they were Canadian gave one of two
reasons, illustrated by the two following responses:

Yahya (10): Because | live [in Canadal.
Lula (7): Because I was born in Canada.

Discussion

It is no surprise that all five children who attended
the Islamic school claimed Muslim as their primary
descriptor. Jones and McEwen (2007) claim that
identities that have greater social significance are
more salient (eg, race rather than gender for a black
woman). The children’s Muslim identity was clearly
more socially significant. They were enrolled in an
Islamic school, possibly because their parents feared
that they might lose their religious identity in a public
school (Collet 2007). Another possible reason,
pointed out by some scholars (eg, Zine 2008) is the
intolerance and discrimination faced by Muslim
children in schools in the post-9/11 social climate.
Zine claims that Islamic schools have proliferated in
recent years in an effort to build Muslim children’s
positive self-images in the face of widespread
Islamophobia. These schools in turn reinforce and
reshape Muslim children'’s religious identity
(Vermeer and Van Der Ven 2001), the unreasonable
dominance of which could potentially lead to the
rejection of their other identities and affiliations.

The other label the children strongly identified
with was Somali. The children had been socialized
into thinking of themselves as Somalis, probably so
that they would acquire cultural values and practices
associated with being Somali (see Hughes et al
2006). Plaza (2006) found that for many second-
generation Caribbean participants, horne was not
necessarily the place of birth or residence but rather
the place where their parents were born or where
they still had extended family. While it is
understandable that parents of Somali origin would
want to pass on their cultural identity to their
children, it may be short-sighted for parents or other
co-ethnic adults to encourage children to think of
themselves exclusively in terms of being Somali.

Early Childhood Education, Vol 39, No 1, 2010

The exclusive focus could mislead them into
thinking that ethnicity matters the most. It would
highlight their difference from the majority of
people they are likely to encounter and discourage
them from using their other identities to connect
with those who share them.

Like the youth in the study by Collet (2007),
children in this study found it difficult to separate
their Muslim identity from their Somali identity. But
this combination did not include their black or
Canadian identity. Four of the children clearly stated
they were not black, but brown. While they did not
make obvious negative statements about black
people, there was a discernable undercurrent of a
negative attitude. Hamza (9) struggled to articulate
his ideas about blackness but did not complete his
statement. Given one of the author’s insider
knowledge about the Somali community in Toronto,
who stress their lineage and ethnic proximity to
Arabs and distinguish their features and skin tone
from other black people, we believe the children’s
reluctance to view themselves as black was due, in
part, to their awareness of negative stereotypes
about black people in their community. This also
corresponds with Waters’s (1994) study of foreign-
born black immigrants in the US, and Ajrouch and
Kusow'’s (2007) work with Somali participants who
used other identities to distance themselves from the
black identity.

Only one of the children selected Canadian as
the label that described him best, and one explicitly
stated that she was not Canadian. Four of the
children put this label at the bottom of the list,
which raises important questions about why this was
a relatively low pricrity for these children.

Suggestions for
Teachers and Parents

Teachers and parents need to encourage all
children, especially children of immigrants, to
explicitly discuss their religious, racial, cultural and
national identifications and affiliations. Tasks such as
the one used by the researchers can create
opportunities for young children to think about their
identities and examine why they associate more
strongly with some rather than others. Similar tasks,
such as asking children to verbally label or describe
pictures of children with different racial features and
comparing their responses, can be used to initiate a
discourse about children’s identities.

Those of us who work with young children can
ignore differences in their identities because they do
not seem to pay as much attention to them as adults
do. However, as this study shows, children between
the ages of 5 and 10 years are well aware of their
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identity preferences. Discussions related to identities
can help to reveal positive or negative self-images,
as well as prejudices the children are beginning to
acquire towards groups who are different from
them. Adults can engage them in pedagogical tasks
and related discussions about how they see
themselves and how others might see them, so that
they begin to recognize and confront stereotypes
they may be developing and/or dealing with in their
own lives.
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Abstract

Action research is a powerful tool to help teachers
become more conscious of their practices and realize how
their practice reveals who they are. This article refers to a
collaborative action research project in which a group of
teachers and the author experimented with creating
thinking dispositions in their early childhood settings.
They developed a theoretically sound, research-based
approach to understanding young children’s thinking
processes through engaging the children in thinking
routines. The initiative emphasizes the use of thinking
routines and documentation to make the thinking process
more visible in the classroom. In a collaborative effort to
grow and help each other, the teachers were engaged in a
self-study experience that helped them evolve from
teachers to teacher-researchers. As they shared their
concepts of thinking, the teachers were not only self-
internalizing what thinking is but gaining ownership of the
creation of a culture of thinking in their classrooms.

Making Thinking Visible
Through Action Research

eachers are often products of experiences and
I tend to teach using the ways they were taught
(Hill, Stremmel and Fu 2005}, unless they are
challenged to bring to their classrooms new ideas
and theories as a result of their education. The art
of teaching is a permanent invitation for teachers to
reflect on their practice in connection with theory
and their beliefs.

Early Childhood Education, Vol 39, No 1, 2010

This article is about a learning journey in which a
group of 20 early childhood teachers from nine
schools embarked on an exploration of ways to
create cultures of thinking in their classrooms. For
Ritchhart (2002), cultures of thinking are places in
which a group’s collective and individual thinking is
valued, visible and actively promoted as part of the
regular, day-to-day experience of all group
members. In order to create a culture of thinking in
the classroom, the teachers explored how to
implement Harvard University’s Project Zero’s
Visible Thinking ideas {Harvard University 2010;
Ritchhart and Perkins, 2008). The Visible Thinking
(VT) initiative emphasizes the use of thinking
routines and documentation to make the thinking
process more visible in the classroom. Thinking
routines are tools for thinking that help students
become self-directed learners and promote learning
for understanding. The routines are short, easy-to-
learn mini-strategies that are goal oriented and can
be identified by a name. For example, the goal of
the See/Think/Wonder routine is to extend and
deepen students’ thinking and become part of the
structure of everyday classroom life. When exposing
children to an art work, for example, the routine
consists of asking the student:

What do you see?
What do you think?
What do you wonder?

Research Team

The uniqueness of this research team is that it
started when most of the participating teachers
were in their senior year in college and also
teaching in early childhood settings. In one of their
courses they became familiar with the Visible
Thinking ideas and decided to implement these
ideas in early childhood settings under the author’s
guidance. This was the perfect scenario in which to
engage teachers in action research,
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There are different types of action research,
depending upon the participants involved.
Ferrance’s (2000) action research categories are

* Individual teacher research: A plan of
research can involve a single teacher investigating
an issue in his or her classroom. This research
focuses on a single issue in the classroom, such
as classroom management, instructional
strategies, use of materials and so forth. Teachers
may have the support of management, and they
can address the research on an individual basis.

* Collaborative action research: This is a
group of teachers working on a common
problem. This may include two or more
researchers interested in addressing a classroom
or department issue.

* Schoolwide or districtwide research: This is
a team of teachers and others focusing on a
school- or districtwide issue. The team works to
narrow the question, gather and analyze the data,
and decide on a plan of action. This research
deals with issues that are organizational,
community based or performance based, or
processes for decision making. It works with a
widespread problem.

In this particular case, the teachers were involved
in collaborative action research. They were facing
the challenge of how to engage young children in
good thinking. Their quest, with the support and
guidance of the author, was to find out how to
create thinking dispositions in their early childhood
settings. At the same time, the practitioners had the
opportunity to ensure that their own work was as
they would like it to be and to reflect on it (McNiff
2002). Furthermore, in action research, while
teachers observe they become inquirers and try to
understand events in the light of theory.

After graduation, the research team began to
meet twice a month with the author. The teachers’
excitement and passion for these ideas grew, as did
the number of participants. Soon fellow teachers
from different schools, ancther faculty member and
a doctoral student joined the group. Of the 20
teachers, 6 worked in two Reggio-inspired schools,
which was an advantage for the group since Reggio-
inspired schools involve teachers in both
documenting children’s work and reflecting on it.
Soon, the whole team began to use documentation
as a means for negotiated learning through
reflection.

Action Research

As they worked together to develop a
theoretically sound, research-based approach to
understanding young children’s thinking processes
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and engaging them in thinking routines, the
teachers documented the children’s work by using
photographs, transcribing their conversations,
taking notes and videotaping the children at work,
and studying the documentation in the light of
theory. For Perkins (2003), smart communities
grow through conversations related to information,
problem solving and decision making about
collective goals and visions. The research team
created opportunities and time to reflect and learned
strategies to communicate effectively. Creswell
(2008) states that in qualitative research, theories
are typically not tested; instead, the inquirer asks
participants in a study to share ideas and build under
the light of theory.

Shifting from Teacher to
Teacher-Researcher

In a collaborative effort to grow and help each
other, the teachers were engaged in a self-study
experience. The teachers commented that the VT
ideas took them out of their comfort zone and
challenged them to revisit their practice. As
Ritchhart (2002) says, fostering thinking calls for
making thinking visible. Since VT promotes thinking
about thinking, the teachers initially found it difficult
to make young children aware and have them talk
about abstract concepts such as thinking. The best
way to engage children in metacognitive processes
was through the use of children’s books. Oh, the
Thinks You Can Think, by Dr Seuss, was an
excellent resource to awaken children’s ideas of
thinking about thinking.

Focused documentation became another priority
for the research team. The teachers set a goal to
document children’s cognitive activities with a focus
question. They dedicated a lot of time and effort to
learning how to refine their documentation, shifting
from a set of recorded events to more focused
episodes that showed evidence of children’s
thinking. This stimulated the teachers’ creativity and
moved them to find ways to promote a culture of
thinking in their classrooms (Salmon 2008).

During the whole process, the teachers’
conversations were transcribed, and some teachers
wrote reflective journal entries that became a
powerful tool that allowed them to see their
progress. One of the teachers used the “I used to
think ... now [ think ...” routine to analyze her
journal entries. She wrote, “I used to think that by
asking children what they were thinking about I was
promoting a language of thinking; now I think that [
was limiting children to recall a person or an object.
Now [ write down the language of thinking and post
it on a wall to make sure that [ incorporate this
language in my teaching discourse.” In this way the
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teacher was setting the cultural tone of her
classroom to ensure that thoughtful learning is
pervasive, not sporadic. For Costa and Marzano
(1987), language is a tool that teachers can use to
enhance cognitive development. Costa states that
language also creates classroom culture, which is
defined as the set of important understandings.
When the teachers shared their experiences and
reflections, they supported each other and were
open to explore new ideas. It is important that
teachers adopt an active role, not only as teachers,
but also as apprentices and teacher-researchers, to
bring theories into action.

With a research perspective in mind, the author
invited the teachers to use action research,
classroom observations, discussions and readings to
improve their practices using the VT ideas. The
purpese of action research is for practitioners to
investigate and improve their practices by looking
systematically at ways to deal with issues that are
close to them (Hendricks 2006).

Even though each person had an individual
agenda, the whole group was driven by common
research goals:

¢ To make thinking more visible in their
classrooms so that young children can see their
own thinking
* To see children’s thinking at work so as to
guide it
Like children, teachers also need time to
construct knowledge from what they already know,
and the group support played a critical role in their
doing this. In action research, teachers come to
understand how others work best and to value the
enrichment offered by different perspectives
(Salmon and Truax 1998). The adoption of a
teacher-researcher outlook occurred at different
paces for individual teachers; therefore, their levels
of contribution were different. Some teachers
remained silent while others were open to sharing
their experiences. In an effort to see how the
research team members were developing the ideas
shared in the research team, the author began to
visit the teachers in their schools and used video-
documentary techniques. While visiting one of the
schools, the author noticed that Erica, one of the
teachers who usually was silent, had adjusted the
Circle of Viewpoints routine for her four-year-old
students while reading Rainbow Fish to the
Rescue!, by Marcus Pfister. The goal of this routine
is to explore diverse perspectives. Considering that
young children are egocentric, the teacher engaged
them in good conversations using puppets of the
story characters and the thinking routine that
consisted of the following questions: 1) I am
thinking of ... (the story) ... from the point of view
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of ... (the viewpoint you've chosen}; 2) { think ...
{describe the story from your viewpoint—be an
actor—take on the character of your viewpoint);

3) a question | have from this viewpoint is ... {ask a
question from this viewpoint). Upon completing the
activity, the children spontaneously began to use the
puppets to create their own version of the story,
using ocean-themed props that were hanging on the
classroom walls because, coincidentally, the children
were studying the ocean.

In the next meeting, the author showed the video
to the research team and invited all the research
team group members, except Erika, to analyze the
children’s learning experience using a protocol
(more about this later). Erika took notes of her
colleagues’ discussion and joined the group after the
group discussion was finished. The research team
analyzed how the children made inferences about
the feelings and intentions of others, viewed the
situation from more than one perspective, judged
appropriateness of specific behaviours and predicted
possible consequences. They also noticed that the
classroom environment contributed to children
elaborating more stories related to the book that
was read to them and connecting the story to their
personal experiences. When Erika joined the team,
she was impressed by things that happened in her
class that she had never noticed before the research
team’s observations. This experience helped Erika
improve her practice and extend her activity to new
modes of expression. The research team enhanced
her ability to take risks and empowered her to
continue sharing her work.

In their self-reflections, some teachers admitted
that the teacher-researcher aspect gave them
confidence to propose ideas. This was evident when
they were invited to design a learning gallery and
participate in a teacher panel during a local
conference about VT, in which the keynote speaker
was one of the developers of the VT Project. The
learning gallery is an exhibit space where the
group’s selected documentation was displayed, as
seen in Image 1. Initially, the teachers felt
intimidated about being included in the program;
later, after they had externalized the process they
went through in the learning gallery, they were
empowered by compliments from both team
members and outsiders. Through the learning
gallery, they were able to see the process they had
gone through as learners.

The preparation for the conference jump-started
the teachers to become even more involved. The
bimonthly meetings turned into weekly meetings for
a period of four months. The idea of participating in
this conference committed the teachers to bring
more documentation and refine their data collection
and analysis procedures. Some teachers organized
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their documentation {pictures, children’s work and
records of children’s conversations) in a PowerPoint
presentation. Other teachers used video
documentary techniques with their digital cameras
and Windows Movie Maker to edit what they
considered important. During the meetings, the
group used different protocols to analyze the
documentation and learn how each teacher created
cultures of thinking in the classroom, The result of
long hours of collaborative inquiry and sharing was
captured in a video documentary that was presented
during the conference and attracted more teachers
to participate in the project.

In the last meeting before the school year ended,
the teachers revealed that the research team had
given them the strength to continue trying new
ideas that seemed hard to implement when they
were working in isolation in their schools. Through
sharing their fears with colleagues, the teachers
gained a sense of belonging. Malaguzzi {1998)
found that sharing with colleagues mitigates the first
fear that teachers have about professional
development, which is being unable to connect
theories with the objective problems of daily work,
including not only instruction but also administrative,
legal or cultural realities. Teachers also felt free to
question their own preparation and choices when

Image 1—Learning Gallery
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confronting the VT ideas. For example, one of the
teachers, who always took the lead to implement
new ideas and share her experience with the other
teachers, was always admired by the other teachers.
In one of the meetings, she announced to the group
that the way she was implementing one of the
routines in class was not the best approach to
engage the children, so she had decided to start
from scratch. The other teachers, surprised by this
revelation, used the opportunity to discuss their
struggles. Immediately, two other teachers who felt
the same way expressed their frustrations. This
pushed them to look for other ways to implement
the thinking routines in their classrooms. In this
risk-free environment, the teachers were open to
reflecting their personal interpretations of theory in
their practice because, as they said, they were
respected as learners. This was a teachable moment
for the group as both individual and group learners.

Unleashing the Concept of Thinking

Before getting the children on board, the teachers
tested their own understanding of thinking about
thinking. For Dewey (1910), the origin of thinking
resides in perplexity, confusion or doubt. Many
inquiries about thinking emerged as the teachers
unmasked their concepts of thinking and became
aware of situations that call for thinking in their
classrooms.

The teachers felt the need to reshape their
conceptions of thinking and to adopt strategies to
promote thinking in their classroom to nurture their
students’ thinking dispositions (Salmon 2008). By
sharing their beliefs about thinking, the teachers
were not only self-internalizing what thinking is but
gaining ownership in creating a culture of thinking
in their classrooms. Ritchhart’s (2002) study found
that teachers’ conceptions of thinking shaped the
way they promoted students’ thinking; therefore, it
was important to have the teachers revisit their own
thinking.

Refining Their Research Eye

As the author revisited the notes from the
research team meetings, she noticed that at the
beginning of their journey, it was common for the
teachers to bring documentation with extended
narrations of classroom events. Forman and Hall
(2005) stated that documentation without a theory
of learning and development will create no more
than detailed records of experience. Some team
members felt intimidated by the amount of
information that other teachers brought to share.
As the research team revisited the documentation
under the umbrella of creating cultures of thinking in
the classroom, the teachers began to differentiate
documentation that is a mere recording of events
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from documentation that lets them unleash
children’s thinking. At this point, supplied readings
helped the teachers become better observers, which
resulted in the collection of more focused and
intentional documentation. For Rinaldi (2006),
listening is not only a technique and a didactic
methodology; it is a way of thinking and seeing
ourselves in relationship with others and the world.
In order to make children’s thinking visible, the
author led the teachers to reflect on their classroom
discourse. In other words, by analyzing the videos,
the author directed the teachers’ observations to
focus on the language of thinking that they were
using while interacting with the children. One of the
teachers said that each time she implements a
routine she posts the thinking goal that is behind the
routine in a visible place; this reminds her to make
children aware of the thinking that takes place while
they are engaged in an activity using a particular
thinking routine. While analyzing documentation,
the teachers focused their attention on the language
of thinking that they used while interacting with the
children and the children’s responses and their use
of a language of thinking. Documenting lets the
teachers make their teaching visible. The following
example illustrates how the teacher scaffolded the
children’s thinking while combining the following
thinking routines:

¢ What makes you say that? (Interpretation with
justification routine}—the routine consists of
asking the children: What’s going on? Then,
What do you see that makes you say that?

¢ Explanation Game (A routine for exploring
causal understanding}—the routine focuses first
on identifying something interesting about an
object or idea: “I notice that ...” then following
that observation with the question: “Why is it that
way?”or “Why did it happen that way?”
[Editor’s note: more information about these
thinking routines is available at the Visible
Thinking website, www.pz.harvard.edu/
Research/ResearchVisible.htm ]

The children were exposed to La Curandera, a
painting by Carmen Lomas.

Teacher: We are going to open a discussion
about what you saw here (pointing to the
painting). What's going on?

Child A: He died.

Teacher: What do you see that makes you say
that?

Child B: That thing (pointing to the cross on the
painting).

Teacher: What is that shape like?

Child C: A cross. This is not real; it’s a picture.

Teacher: What does the cross mean?
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Child A: Eso tienen en la iglesia porque se
murié el nifio Dios (They have that in church
because Baby Jesus died).

Teacher: What makes you say that he is Nifio
Dios (Baby Jesus)?

Child D: Porque tienen fotos de la virgin
(Because they have pictures of the Virgin)
(pointing to the painting).

Child E: She is thinking (pointing to the painting).

Teacher: What makes you say that she is
thinking?

Child E: Because she is ...

Teacher: What evidence do you have to think
that she is sick?

Child E: Because the wind is making her sick.

Teacher: What makes you say that? Do you see
the wind?

In this short conversation there were many
teaching and learning lessons to highlight. While
using the mentioned thinking routines, the teacher
was inviting children to show evidence to support
their thinking. For example, when the child said,
“He died,” the teacher asked him, “What do you
see that makes you say that?” As the child showed
evidence (pointing to the cross), the teacher also
tried to explore the child’s understanding about
death. In this short discussion, the teacher
discovered the children’s funds of knowledge.
According to Moll et al (1992), the funds of
knowledge allow teachers to draw upon the
knowledge and skills found in local households to
organize classroom instruction. The use of thinking
routines to analyze the painting was an activity that
involved the children as thoughtful learners in a
socially meaningful task.

The teacher was also able to understand
children’s theories based on children’s experiences
at home—their theories about death, connected to
their families’ religious beliefs, or getting sick
because of the wind, and so forth.

In this bilingual classroom community, it was clear
that each time the children shared new information,
they switched to Spanish, and the teacher scaffolded
their thoughts in English and Spanish. The benefits
of these strategies for English language learners
were obvious—teaching students precise vocabulary
and then using it in the classroom, posing critical
questions instead of issuing orders.

By openly reflecting on the messages obtained
from the documentation, the teachers reached a
high level of understanding of the documentation
process. The teachers who shared their
documentation and those who initially felt
intimidated by other teachers’ documentation
developed trust in and learned from one another.
During the journey, the author noticed that each
time a teacher felt discouraged, a few teachers
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stepped aside for a little while, and most of the
teachers were soon embarked on new ventures.

Documentation goes beyond collecting data. It
relates data to theory, involving teachers in
continuous professional development through
metacognitive processes that become powerful
when teachers are able to use theory in interpreting
experiences. An example of this was having the
children use a language of thinking. The teachers
were unsure of what a language of thinking is, so
they revisited their initial definition of thinking and
made connections with children’s responses. At this
point, the author reminded the team about Bioom’s
taxonomy and all the alternative words that they
could use to refer to thinking—connections,
compare, inference, explain and so forth.
Recurring conversations about cognitive
development theories allow teachers to find ways to
understand children’s learning processes in light of
constructivism theories.

Learning to Communicate/Value of
Intellectual Collaboration

The process of teaching and learning is shaped
by past experiences and knowledge. Each person
interprets theory in relation to practice; reflecting on
events that happened in the classroom helps
teachers become aware of and understand their
values, belief and theories of teaching (Hill,
Stremmel and Fu 2005).

During the meetings with the research team,
classroom documentation became public, which
created the opportunity for discussion and analysis
among the teachers. As the teachers implemented
the Visible Thinking ideas as adult learners and
researchers, they had the opportunity to become
reflective inquirers when they shared their own ideas
and questions. At the same time that the teachers
set the goal to promote a culture of thinking
(Salmon 2008) in their classrooms, the research
team group members were also invited by the
author to create a culture of thinking in this
community of learners by bringing teachers together
to create, share, trust and respect each other,

Learning to document while “wearing a research
hat” and being able to communicate their
interpretations to the research team was a big
challenge that encouraged the teachers to become
more conscious of the thinking processes that their
students were externalizing through their art work,
conversations and role playing. Giving feedback or
analyzing teachers’ documentation while they were
still generating thoughts was risky at the beginning
because the teachers were in the process of creating
a culture of thinking. In order to communicate
effectively, the teachers used what Perkins (2003)
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called the ladder of feedback, which consists of the
following steps:

* Clarify: Ask clarifying questions to be sure you
understand the idea.

¢ Value: Express what you like about the idea.

* Concerns and suggestions: State puzzles and
concerns and offer suggestions.

The use of the ladder of feedback (Perkins 2003)
and protocols (Project Zero) were good strategies to
structure conversations, set a focus, provide
feedback and use a language of thinking in a risk-
free environment. The protocols are routines such
as Me, You, Space, and Time that help teachers
reflect on making thinking visible. This routine
consists of the following questions:

Me: How do I make my own thinking visible?

You: How do I make my students’ thinking visible?
Space: How is space in the classroom organized to
facilitate thinking?

Time: How do I give thinking time? How does
thinking develop over time?

With the use of protocols and the ladder of
feedback, the teachers became reflective. When
revisiting documentation, the protocol questions
naturally shaped the conversation and kept the
group focused. The conversations generated many
inquiries and areas to explore, which allowed the
group to identify problems. One of the frequent
challenges was having young children ask good
questions while using thinking routines. The Visible
Thinking approach is an interpretation of Vygotky’s
social-constructivist theory of learning (Vygotksy
1978) because, according to him, the culture gives
the child the cognitive tools needed for
development. The use of thinking routines helped
the teachers create zones of proximal development
(ZDP) (Vygotsky 1978) and the documentation
allowed them to identify those ZDPs and externalize
children’s inquiries. As teachers shared their
experiences, they generated thinking routines and
ideas such as the I Wonder book, for children and
their parents to write about what they wonder.

Another protocol was LAST (Looking at
Students’ Thinking). This protocol was used to
organize time to analyze documentation, discuss and
listen by assigning the participants different roles.
This routine consists of the following steps: getting
started, describing the work, speculating about
students’ thinking, asking questions about the work,
discussing implications for teaching and learning,
and thanking the presenting teachers.

In the action research process, the cycle of
inquiry moves from framing and focusing
meaningful questions and gathering data to analysis,
interpretation, and planning or revising new
practices (Hill, Stremmel and Fu 2005).
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Conclusions

The teachers became more conscious during
action research about their practices and realized
that what they do is more reflective of who they are
than what they say they do. In other words, action
research improves teachers’ learning because it
allows them to learn by doing and reflecting. A
teacher-researcher learns and relearns with children
through observation, theory, prediction, reflective
inquiry and thinking. During this project, the
teachers had to confront their beliefs about teaching
and learning and connect them with learning
theories through children’s work.

Setting research goals helped the teachers focus
their observations and gain valuable insight into
thinking, while involving everyone in the process.
By collaborating, the teachers improved their
teaching and observation skills. When the teachers
shared their experiences, they became more self-
motivated, which in turn promoted greater student
motivation and confidence.
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Abstract

This study involved the development, implementation
and assessment of a comprehensive home-reading
program as a practical means to communicate reading
strategies to parents and actively engage them in their
children’s reading at home. The auther played the dual
role of teacher-researcher, and werked with parents and
students from a Grade 1 classrocm during a one-year
time frame. The objective of the study was to explore the
relationship between parental support at home in a
home-reading program and children’s reading levels.
Employing both qualitative and quantitative methods, the
author initiated the study with an interactive literacy night
presentation, provided guidance to parents thrcugh
monthly classroom newsletters, systematically collected
feedback from parents throughout the year and assessed
children’s reading at the end of each term. it was
anticipated that parents would feel informed by the
reading strategies being taught in the classroom and in
turn be empowered to take an active role in assisting their
children with their reading at home. Data interpretation
indicated that parents welcomed guidance from teachers
in supporting their children with reading at home and that
student reading levels were positively influenced through
their active involvement. Results support the importance
of parent involvement at home in children’s early reading.
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Introduction

iteracy skills are essential for success in today’s
I complex world. Families and educators play a

significant role in the development of child
literacy by providing supportive and nurturing
learning environments in both the home and the
school. Together, families and educators can
empower children with a positive belief in
themselves as learners and help them to visualize
their role as valuable and successful members of
their community. Learning takes place in a
multitude of ways in both home and school, each
contributing multiple levels of expertise and skills to
enhance student learning. By valuing the
contribution of the other, each can “provide and
receive support, develop shared understandings, and
gain respect” (Burch and Palanki 1995, 1).

To address students’ literacy needs effectively
requires dialogue and the collective expertise and
talents of all partners in the education process.
Among these partners, educators play a particularly
important role in determining how and to what
extent parents become involved. By redefining
teacher—parent relationships in their classrooms,
educators take a stance of openness “where parents
become partners at the core of teachers” work”
(Grolnick et al 1997, 1075). Successful home—
school partnerships offer broad menus of activities
and opportunities that include parents in planning,
implementing and evaluating classroom programs.
Parents are critical partners in the process of
educating children and are “participants in the
processes, purposes, and practices of teachers’
teaching and children’s learning” (Flood et al 1995,
617).
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Research indicates that parent involvement in
children’s education appears to be associated with a
variety of positive outcomes for elementary school
children, including fewer behavioural problems
(Comer 1984) and higher student achievement
(Muller 1993; Reynolds 1992; Stevenson and Baker
1987). The positive effects of parent involvement
have been demonstrated across a wide range of age
levels and populations (eg, Epstein 1983; Reynolds
1989; Stevenson and Baker 1987). Parent
involvement in children’s schooling has been
measured in many ways including reading at home
(Morrow 1989) and helping with homework
(Walberg 1984). Parents who believe they can make
a difference in their child’s education and view their
role as that of teacher are more likely to become
involved and engage in stimulating home activities
(Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler and Brissie 1992;
Grolnick et al 1997). In their study, Sylva et al
(2003) found that children’s intellectual and social
development increased when parents were actively
engaged in activities with them. These researchers
established that the quality of the home learning
environment was more important than parental
social backgrounds to children’s learning.

Family involvement is most authentic and
effective when it is intentionally linked to learning
(Henderson et al 2007). Literacy practices at home
contribute towards a child’s success or failure in
school (Gregory and Williams 2004). According to
Bird and Akerman (2005), one of the strongest
predictors of young children’s literacy development
is support for literacy at home. Feiler and Logan
(2007) conducted a case study in the UK in which
they explored how the use of a home-visiting
program can successfully develop links between a
school and a family. In their study, the child made
strong progress with literacy during his first year at
school by being actively engaged in the Literacy
Early Action Project (LEAP), a home-visiting scheme
that provides support for parents of children judged
by their teachers to be at risk of struggling with
literacy. Home-visiting gives parents support and
allows modelling of various teaching techniques in
familiar surroundings. However, to ask a single
teacher to make regular home visits to all children in
a classroom places additional demands on the
teacher’s already full schedule.

According to Hoover-Dempsey et al (2001),
“many parents—across socioeconomic, ethnic, and
geographic groups—assume that they should be
involved in homework and value specific guidance
for involvement from schools and teachers” (p 206).
These researchers found that parents involve
themselves in student homework because they
“believe that they should be involved, believe that
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their involvement will make a positive difference,
and perceive that their children or children’s
teachers want their involvement™ (p 195). Parents
appear to involve themselves in homework because
they perceive that the teacher wants and expects
them to be involved in their child’s their homework
(Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler 1997).

Home-learning activities increase student
achievement and “contribute to children’s academic
learning and social development” (Burch and
Palanki 1995, 1). Most parents readily volunteer to
participate in these activities and “report feeling
good about their ability to help with the academic
development of their children” (Barclay and Boone
1995, 178). By providing instructions and
suggestions, teachers can guide parents in
monitoring, assisting and interacting with their
children at home on learning activities that are
coordinated with classwork. When teachers “guide
involvement and interaction, more parents become
involved in ways that benefit their children” (Epstein
et al 1997, 200). In a 1986 study, Epstein (1987)
concluded that “85 per cent of parents spent 15
minutes or more helping their children at home
when asked to do so by the teacher. They said that
they could spend more time if they were told to
help” {p 127). Through modelling, reinforcement
and instruction, parents support the development of
attitudes, knowledge and behaviours associated with
successful school performance (Hoover-Dempsey
and Sandler 1995). According to Robinson and
Fine (1994), “parents can substantially influence
children’s learning, beginning with the placement of
value on learning and communication of that value
to their children” (p 10).

Although parents may be willing to learn how to
best assist their children at home, teachers must be
prepared to work in collaboration with them. When
teachers make parent involvement a consistent part
of their regular teaching practice, parents feel more
positive about their abilities to help (Ames 1993).
Epstein (1991) found that students whose teachers
involved parents improved their reading from fall to
spring more than students of teachers who did not
or who involved parents to a lesser degree.

Reading achievement, particularly
comprehension, is a complex part of education;
how best to teach reading, how best to assess
reading and how to bring low readers up to standard
are still under discussion (Hawes and Plourde 2005).
Research by Cambourne (2001} reveals that many
factors contribute to whether or not a child learns to
read, including limited exposure to quality literature,
inadequate feedback from educators and lack of
effort. Across racial and social groups, parental
involvement has a positive influence on reading
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comprehension and achievement (Hawes and
Plourde 2005). Although book reading alone has a
positive impact on children’s emergent literacy
(Roberts and Lassonde 2007), adult behaviour when
reading with children can be modified to optimize
children’s literacy achievements (Justice and Pullen
2003).

Teachers and parents can collaboratively create
positive learning environments within both school
and home spheres that nurture learning in all its
diverse forms. It is crucial that teachers and parents
foster authentic and inviting learning experiences in
both environments to enhance student literacy. To
date, the literature has not focused on the
systematic and consistent communication of
information and guidance to parents in a home
reading program through sending classroom
newsletters, attaining their feedback on a regular
basis and assessing the effects on children’s reading
levels. Educators have a responsibility to assist and
support parents in becoming knowledgeable
participants in the educational process (Robinson
and Fine 1994). A study in the UK has shown that
“primary schools achieving high standards had
developed strong partnerships with parents in the
area of reading” (Office for Standards in Education
[Ofsted] 2003). Successful schools “inform parents
of the school’s approach to literacy development,
enlist their help, and provide them with the support
or resources they need to be involved” (Barrs and
Pidgeon 1993, 16).

According to Anderson and Morrison (2007),
there is often a lack of “shared understanding
between how literacy is taught and promoted at
school and how it is taught and promoted in
children’s homes and communities; this lack of
shared understanding can have a negative impact
on children’s literacy learning and their educational
opportunities” (p 72). The Parents As Literacy
Supporters (PALS) program, designed by
researchers in British Columbia, Canada, helps
families, educators and children learn from one
another in respectful and supportive ways. The
program targets children aged three to five years
and their parents and/or caregivers. It focuses on
school literacy while valuing, promoting and building
on literacy activities in which families already
engage at home. The program “consists of 10 to
15 two-hour sessions usually held every two weeks

.. in which parents and teachers engage in
workshops on topics in early literacy development
(p 69). In their study, Anderson and Morrison
(2007) found that “parents developed an
appreciation for the emergent nature of literacy
learning” (p 76) and as they “became familiar with
the methods of the schools, they gained confidence
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in their own abilities” (p 77). Parents valued the
learning that occurred through their involvement in
the program and “believed that their understanding
of their children’s learning and how to support it
was greatly enhanced” (p 84).

According to the framework of mutual
responsibility, “all stakeholders must be actively
involved in and accountable for building meaningful
partnerships” {Bouffard and Weiss 2008). Co-
constructed relationships, characterized by ongoing
bidirectional communication, mutual respect, trust,
and attention to both parties’ needs and expertise,
are associated with higher levels of involvement and
greater benefits for children (Lopez, Kreider and
Caspe 2005). We have much to learn about how to
promote parent involvement in home-learning
activities and maxirnize its effects.

This study contributes to existing knowledge in
the field by offering methods for attaining family
support for literacy. Understanding that families are
an invaluable resource for teachers, | developed,
administered and assessed a Smarties Read with Me
program as a practical tool to encourage parents to
be at-home teachers and provide meaningful
assistance for students in reading. Because I referred
to my students as “Special Smarties,” [ labelled the
program with the same name. The program
provided a basis upon which a commitment was
made to nurture a relationship between the home
and school spheres. Parent education on reading
strategies took place through an interactive literacy
night presentation and monthly parent education on
reading strategies for Grade 1 children in classroom
newsletters, The strategies taught to parents each
month for the home-reading program
complemented the strategies being taught in the
classroom. The purpose of this study was to explore
the relationships between the use of monthly
reading tips in classroom newsletters and the extent
to which parents felt that the guidance was helpful
when reading with their children. The effect of
parent support at home on student reading levels
was assessed. It was anticipated that this approach
would inform parents of how to assist their
children’s home-reading each month and help them
practice classroom strategies to enhance their
children’s reading skills.

Method

A combination of quantitative and qualitative data
provides insights into problems faced by teachers in
their educational settings (Creswell 2005), and
provides a wellspring of ideas for teaching in the
immediate future. In this study, quantitative data was
collected from surveys with predetermined response
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categories, and qualitative data was collected from
written answers on the surveys. Multiple levels of
approval from the board of education, school
principal and parents were attained prior to the
initiation of the study.

Participants

Over a period of 10 school months, September
to June, data was collected from parents of 21
children from one Grade 1 class. The suburban,
outer-city public elementary school, in southern
Ontario, Canada, was situated in a primarily South
Asian community and served a primarily middle-
income population of approximately 1,000 children
from kindergarten to Grade 5. Participants in the
study conformed fairly closely to the school’s ethnic
profile. The study comprised 18 South Asian
families, 1 Jamaican, 1 Cantonese and 1 Polish.
The majority of families in the study were nuclear
families in which the mother and father lived
together. The study was divided into three terms.
The first two terms consisted of parents of 10 male
and 11 female students, and the last term of 10
male and 10 female students (one participant moved
abroad at the end of the second term). Although
English was a second language for 16 of these

students, their parents were comfortable with
English.

Procedure

The study was divided into two parts: a Grade One
Smarties Literacy Night and the implementation
of a Smarties Read with Me program, each being
an important element of the home-reading
program. All parents were invited to participate
through an introductory letter in which they were
informed of an upceming presentation on children’s
reading literacy and the daily reading program in
the classroom. Participants were informed of the
objectives and benefits of the research, data
collection procedures, and importance of their
participation and feedback throughout the year.
They were assured of confidentiality and
anonymity, and invited to give their voluntary and
informed consent. One hundred per cent of the
parents responded positively and returned their
permission slips. The home-reading program was
then initiated.

Literacy night evaluation surveys were
administered and feedback was attained to assess
the perceived usefulness of the presentation
(Appendix 1). The surveys asked if parent interests,
concerns and questions were accommeodated, and
invited parents to discuss what they had gained from
the materials. The survey was translated into
Punjabi; parents were given the opportunity to
complete and return the form that they felt more
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comfortable with. The survey included concise and
unambiguous questions with preset suitable
response options to allow for the comparison of
responses and reduce misinterpretations of
feedback. Participants were asked to indicate their
responses by checking the appropriate boxes.
Open-ended guestions allowed for written responses
and the provision of additional observations.

To elicit an accurate assessment from parents on
the effectiveness of the home-reading program and
discern whether parents found the monthly reading
tips in the classroom newsletters useful, periodic
feedback was collected throughout the study.
Participants were asked to complete a feedback
evaluation survey at the end of each school term
(November, February and May). This survey,
attached to every third newsletter, asked parents to
respond to one specific question: Does the Smarties
newsletter provide you with helpful tips on how to
help vour child read at home? Three response
options—yes, no and sometimes—were provided;
parents were to indicate their response by checking
the appropriate box. Space was provided for
parents to express comments, concerns and
suggestions for improvements. Feedback from
parents helped to determine parental satisfaction
with the program, changes that were required and
clarification of strategies as needed in subsequent
newsletters. To evaluate the overall effectiveness of
the program for its usefulness and practicality in the
intended context, an additional question was asked
on the final survey: Do you feel that your child has
had a successful year because you have been kept
informed about the topics and skills being taught to
your child in class? Surveys were sent home with
the students and proved to be a financially viable
method. Since all participants showed an interest in
the program, the returned response rate of the
surveys was high.

To determine if the program benefitted the
students, students were individually withdrawn
during class reading time to complete an Alphakids
Reading Assessment in a scheduled diagnostic
reading conference {Scholastic Canada). This
assessment, which comprised a collection of
benchmark books designed specifically for
assessment purposes in primary grades, was
administered towards the end of each academic
term and lasted approximately 20 minutes. While it
allowed the children to demonstrate the skills and
strategies they used when reading, this test enabled
me to analyze their reading performances, see what
made the texts challenging for them, and determine
instructional needs and the skills needed to be
taught next. While each child read the book, a
running record of the reading behaviours and
observations, as suggested by the Scholastic
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Alphakids Reading Assessment Kit, was kept. This
standardized baseline assessment allowed for the
assessment and documentation of progress of each
child’s reading fluency, comprehension, and ability
to use high frequency words, self-correct and use
various strategies to decode unfamiliar words over
the course of the study. After each assessment,
parents were informed of their child’s progress. As
a part of the Peel Board of Education literacy
assessments, teachers in primary schools use the
Alphakids reading books to aid in their assessment
of the reading levels of their students. All teachers in
my school were required to conduct this assessment
three times during the school year and indicate what
level each student had reached by the end of the
school year.

Data Analysis

A systematic procedure was employed to record
the data collected during the year. Responses were
organized and summarized by using checklists, and
parent responses were recorded in simple tables
that indicated emerging themes and suggested
conclusions about key findings. Responses to
questions in the surveys were taken at face value.
Although an objective method was used to collect
and record data, | was aware that my role as
classroom teacher might have influenced parent
responses to some extent.

Limitations

The findings from this study are applicable to one
Grade 1 classroom in a suburban school in Ontario.
With a larger, more representative sample, the
program can be made effective for teachers and
parents of children in Grade 1 across the
jurisdiction. With the majority of the parents in this
study being South Asian and from a suburban area,
the results may not be representative of larger
populations of other ethnic groups. The collection
of information from diverse families and diverse
geographical locations would permit an examination
of whether culture and geographic location have an
effect on the extent to which effective parents
become involved in home-reading programs.
Extraneous variables including motivation and
learning style could also influence reading levels, but
they were not assessed in this study.

Smarties Literacy Night

Once the students had settled into their new
classroom, an interactive literacy night presentation
was planned. The old adage “Parents are their
children’s first teacher” provided an authentic
reascon for having such a presentation take place.
The goal was to assist parents in establishing home
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structures supportive of learning and teach parents
strategies to enhance the development of their
children’s reading skills. According to Barclay and
Boone (1995}, a hands-on workshop can be “a very
effective strategy for helping parents gain the
knowledge and skills they need for supporting their
child’s learning” (p 96). Students in the class made
invitations for their parents and attached them to an
information sheet outlining the program and the
importance of the event. A return section was
added in which parents were to indicate if they
planned to attend. The presentation was scheduled
to take place in the evening to make it more
convenient for parents.

On October 26, 2006, 150 Grade 1 students
and their parents attended the Smarties Literacy
Night presentation in the school gym. All six
Grade 1 teachers set up a station where parents
could sign in; this allowed me to keep track of who
had attended the presentation. Parents could take
various brochures and handoeuts, in English and
other languages, that provided advice on how to
enhance student literacy. The Grade 1 ESL (English
as a second language) teacher made herself available
to offer additional information regarding community
services. Refreshments were served in a further
effort to create a welcoming atmosphere.

The presentation was divided into six parts
(introduction, three video clips, conclusion and
practice); each, except the practice, was
approximately 10 minutes long and conducted by a
Grade 1 teacher. The video clips were paused at key
times to point out reading strategies employed by
both the child and the parent. The clips first showed
how not to read with a child, followed by the correct
strategies (Appendix 2). Parents were taught reading
strategies appropriate for Grade 1 students,
including taking picture walks, relating books to
personal experiences, sounding out words, finding
small familiar words in bigger, unfamiliar words and
checking to see if substituted words made sense.
The parents were instructed on the types of
interactions that would be beneficial to their
children’s literacy development and guided on how
to engage children in their reading, largely by
modelling, instructing, reinforcing the strategies and
discussing the text thereafter. The five Ws {who,
what, when, where and why) were also discussed.
Parents were encouraged to read to their children in
their native languages and to celebrate their success.
Translators translated what was said by the teachers
to ensure understanding (Linse 2009).

During the presentation, teachers stressed the
importance of following a consistent and regular
reading schedule in which a daily, 30-minute,
uninterrupted block of time would work best in their
family routine. Parents were encouraged to combine
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reading with their children’s favourite activities and
to act as reading role models. Del_cache and
DeMendoza (1987) found that as children get older,
parents abandon highly interactive reading
throughout a story and instead discuss larger units
of text at the end of the story. Parents’ interaction
styles change as a child’s linguistic sophistication
increases. Parents control the elements of a task
that are initially beyond the learners’ capability,
allowing the child to concentrate on elements within
his or her range of competence (Sulzby and Teale
1991).

At the conclusion of the evening, parents were
given an opportunity to ask questions and raise
concerns. Translators were available to ensure
effective communication and understanding of
questions and answers. Parents and children were
then directed to classrooms where they were given
half an hour to select books from a display in the
classroom and practise the reading strategies. While
parents and their children read, the class teacher
served as a facilitator, answering questions and
providing assistance and suggestions as needed.
Working with parents enabled the teachers to
demonstrate the strategies they wanted parents to
use to support their children’s learning at home.
The session ended with the parents and teachers
discussing the observations they had made and the
various possibilities for continuing, expanding, and
reinforcing what they had learned during the
evening at home with their children.

The next day, literacy night evaluation surveys
were sent home with the students. Parents who
were unable to attend the presentation received
copies of the brochures. The video shown during
the presentation was also made available for parents
to view at a time more convenient for them,

Smarties Read with Me Program

After literacy night, the Smarties Read with Me
program was implemented. This program consisted
of children taking one book home daily from the
classroom library to read with their parents. This
library had books from a variety of genres, including
fiction, nonfiction and poetry, which were reviewed
for balanced and appropriate reading levels for all
students in the class. To support the program, a
section entitled “Reading at Home” was included in
each monthly classroom newsletter. It outlined
specific reading strategies that were being taught
and practised each month in detail, and provided
written examples to enhance understanding of the
strategies. Some of the strategies outlined in the
newsletters included how to conduct picture walks,
how to use pictures to assist reading and
comprehension, letter sounds, phonological
processing, making personal connections, and
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retelling. Parents received encouragement
techniques, suggestions for words of praise and
enrichment ideas for extending reading at home. To
assess the program, at the end of each school term,
parents were asked to complete an evaluation
survey, and students’ reading levels were assessed
using Alphakids reading books.

Discussion of Results

This study provided parents with opportunities to
collaborate in a responsive home-reading program
and thereby enhance their children’s reading levels.
The study stressed the benefits of training parents to
be at-home teachers on the grounds that when
parents are continuously invited, educated, informed
and engaged in their children’s education, children’s
education is elevated. By receiving reading
expectations, strategies and guiding tips to parents
through the Smarties Read with Me program,
parents are better equipped to assist their children
with their reading at home. Findings emphasize the
benefits of family support for literacy and the
importance of effective home-school
communication for children in elementary schools.

Data from Literacy Night
Evaluation Surveys

On the first part of the survey, parents were
asked to check the box that best showed their
agreement with the statements listed in the table.
Next, they had an opportunity to give written
feedback and provide suggestions for improvements.
The last question invited parents to list other
workshops they would find helpful in supporting
their child’s developrment.

Parents of 18 out of 21 students attended the
presentation. A majority of the parents, 14 out of
18, returned their evaluations (Table 1}. Although
11 of these 14 parents could read and write in
English and Punjabi, they all chose to complete the
English version of the survey. Two of these 11
parents chose to complete both the English and
Punjabi surveys. Data collected from the surveys
indicated that parents found the presentation to be
helpful and full of great ideas. They appreciated
teacher efforts and felt better able to assist their
children with reading at home as a result of being
taught various reading strategies during the
presentation. Representative quotes have been
included to illustrate written feedback provided on
the surveys.

Data collected from the last question asking
parents to check the types of workshops they would
find helpful in supporting their child’s development
informed the planning of future workshops.
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Data from Smarties Read with Me
Program Evaluation Surveys

The program was evaluated three times in the
school year. In total, 61 evaluation surveys were
sent home, of which 51 were returned (Table 2).
Twelve students brought back all three evaluation
surveys, six students brought back only two. The
final survey had the highest response rate, with
all 20 surveys returned. One student did not return
any of the surveys during the year except the
final one. This may indicate that although some
parents did not return some of the surveys, it did
not necessarily mean that they did not read the
reading tips in the newsletters or implement the
program.

It must be highlighted that some parents might
have been at a disadvantage regarding their ability
to help their children at home because they were
unable to come to school and clarify their
understanding of various reading techniques. They
had te rely upon their own educational background

and comprehension of the information shared in the
newsletters. Further examination of varied
educational backgrounds of parents would broaden
the understanding of how and to what extent
parents’ level of education could affect their
involvement in their children’s education at home.
Mason (1990) found that reading stories to
children, with appropriate coaching and support, is
linked to later reading success. In a study conducted
by Zellman and Waterman (1998), positive
parenting style was associated with significantly high
reading scores. Controlling for IQ), socioeconomic
status and ethnicity, these researchers found that
“higher level of reported parent school involvermnent
was associated with better test scores in reading”
(p 378). According to Woolfolk, Winne and Perry
(2000}, when parents of any sociceconomic status
“support and encourage their children—by reading
to them, providing books and educational toys,
taking the children to the library, making time and
space for learning—the children tend to become
better, more enthusiastic readers™ (p 158).

Table 1: Summary of Data Retrieved from Surveys

home.

Part 1 14 parents completed this section.

* 14 parents indicated that the literacy night program was helpful,
clear, and easy to follow.

* 13 parents felt they had learned a lot from the program and that
great ideas were provided that they could use with their child at

¢ 13 parents indicated that the strategies taught were useful and easy
to understand and that they would make more time to read with
their child at home.

* 12 parents indicated that they would now be able to read with their
child more effectively.

Parents were asked to comment
on the part of the workshop they
found most effective.

Part 2 5 parents completed this section. Their responses included:

“Sitting together and discuss”

“I like the recommendation of reading one book daily.”

“The most effective part was watching movie which tells what to do.”
“Real-time communication with parents and teachers.”

One parent’s comment spoke of the actions following the workshop
and wrote, “I like when we read a book together and my child more
effectively [chooses a quiet] place and fix a time for [reading].”

Suggestions on how literacy night
could be improved

Part 3 6 parents completed this section. Their suggestions included

The Smarties literacy night “should be celebrate every month.”
“I'm very thanks for teacher and staff for you have a lots in trust in
students education. [ hope you will arrange the other Literacy Night
Program in future and we learn and more teach our kids at home
Thank you. Overall its the best program.”

“By taking on a sponsor, we could pay a small fee, money could go to
the class library.”
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Data from Alphakids Reading
Assessments

Data pertaining to reading achievement levels
revealed that home-reading support assisted
students in their reading literacy skills. Seventeen
students exceeded the grade level expectation of
improving by eight reading bock levels on the
Alphakids reading level tests by the end of the
school year. Two children did not meet this
expectation, but improved by five reading book
levels. Table 3 shows the raw data collected through
the course of the study. Pseudonyms have been
used to protect the identity of the participants.

Overall data analysis reveals that parents of 18
out of 21 students attended the literacy night
presentation, and 17 out of 20 students exceeded
the grade level expectation for reading
improvements by the end of the school year. By
putting the child at the centre of intervention, family
members contributed towards the child’s progress in
literacy.

Seeley (1985} argues that the critical contribution
to successful learning derives from the dynamic
relationship between the home and school. Active

parent participation in their children’s education has
strong effects on achievement (Keith et al 1993).
More research is warranted on the role of family
support for literacy at home. Interviews with parents
about the time spent reading with their children, the
nature of the interactions and their observations
would allow further insight into the reading
behaviours of children at home. It is possible that in
this study, parents of students who were poor
readers might have greatly increased their home
literacy activities with the support of consistent
teacher guidance throughout the year. A
questionnaire specifically designed to collect their
reflections on the program, its strengths and
limitations, recommended changes, and what they
would like to have learned would have provided
further insights into the level of parental support
and extent of their role in the program. Although
one cannot conclude that the home-reading
program directly influenced the reading levels of
students in the class, results reveal that the program
played an instrumental role in positively affecting
the relationship between family support at home
and student performance on reading assessments of
achievement.

Table 2: Data Retrieved from Program Evaluation Surveys

Question: Does the Smarties newsletter provide you with helpful tips on how to help your child read at home?
{This question allowed parents to answer yes or no and provided space for written comments.)

had received helpful tips

e 4 parents provided tips
written feedback

* Feedback samples:

“We need more tips so
we can help our child
better at home. Thanks
[for] giving us more

“It is helping us. Thank

“All the time.”

had received helpful

¢ 4 parents provided
written feedback
(different from those
in November)

» Feedback samples:

“It is really-really
tips.” helpful for us.”

“It’s easy to study
you.” with them with this
newsletter. We get
tips how to teach
them at home.”

Month November February May

Surveys 16 out of 21 15 out of 20 20 out of 20

Returned

Key Findings * 14 parents felt they * 15 parents felt they | » 18 parents felt they had received

helpful tips

e 2 parents provided written
feedback

¢ Feedback samples:
“It helped me a lot.”
“Good sharing.”

Second question: Do you feel that
your child has had a successful year
because you have been kept
informed about the topics and skills
being taught to your child in class?

17 out of 20 parents indicated that
they felt their child had been
successful because they had been
kept informed.

No written feedback was provided.
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1 helped families become involved in their children’s
Conclusions and learning and build a bridge between the classroom

Classroom lmplications and home. It was a systemic approach that

This study highlights the benefits and rewards for intentionally integrated classroom and home
classroom teachers, parents and students behind the support to promote the educational success of
implementation of a Smarties Read with Me children in the classroom. This program allowed me
program. Coordinating home-reading activities with to make parent involvement a consistent part of my
classroom learning proved to be beneficial in teaching practice by informing parents of reading
fortifying home-school partnerships. This program strategies in an interactive presentation; enlisting

Table 3: Alphakids Reading Achievement Levels

Student November February May Level of improvement
from the first to last term
Seva—ESL 10 17 22 12
Anand—ESL 10 18 20 10
Sehaj—ESL 3 7 12
Erica 3 5 8 5
Parsram—ESL 14 18 24 10
Gurpreet—ESL 10 18 23 13
Rajinder—ESL 10 18 24 14
Gian—ESL 1 5 9
Vismaad—ESL 14 20 23
Joginder—ESL 14 21 24 10
Balvinder—ESL 1 8 11 10
Sandy 14 21 24 10
Shangara—ESL 14 17 23
Sandro 3 7 8
Manpreet 14 21 24 10
Rirpa—ESL 14 17 23 9
Sukhi—ESL 10 20 24 14
Pashpinder—ESL 10 17 24 14
Keerat—ESL 10 21 23 13
Annisa 14 18 24 10
Kamaldeep—ESL 14 20 Student moved to India

Note: All numbers in the November, February and May columns indicate the Alphakids reading book level
that the child could read with full comprehension, along with the ability to use a variety of reading strategies
to decode unfamiliar words and to critically analyze the text,

ESL—English is the student’s second language.
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their help; imparting consistent guidance,
recommendations and support through the
program; welcoming ideas to be shared with other
parents; deriving regular feedback; incorporating
parental suggestions; and making modifications as
needed. The program fostered a reciprocal
relationship and was an effective vehicle for promoting
two-way communication. The Smarties program
provides teachers with a tool to build and strengthen

authentic, well-supported collaborative learning
communities with parents. This study reflects the
importance of collaborating with families in the
implementation of home-reading programs and the
need for reciprocity when teaching parents to be
at-home teachers. Previous research is extended by
exploring the relationship between educating
parents in being at-home teachers and the effect on
student performance on reading assessments.

Parents and children practice the reading strategies taught during the interactive
Literacy Night Presentation
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Many factors can pose barriers to parents’
sustained involvement in home-school literacy
programs, including lack of knowledge and
experience with diverse reading strategies, parents’
beliefs about their ability to teach reading skills to
their children, and parents’ assumptions about their
role in education. However, a host of measures can
ensure a sustained and high degree of parental
participation, including the provision of
comprehensive and ongoing support to parents,
acknowledgment of their involvement through
rewards and highlighting their contributions in
classroom newsletters. There are some barriers that
educators must overcome to strengthen the school-
parent connection, including limited English
proficiency (Smith 2006). Even when language
differences occur, a teacher’s willingness or attempt
to speak the home language can convey care about
the students and parents (Risko and Walker-Dalhouse
2009). This willingness can encourage parents to
teel comfortable enough to speak in English and can
enhance possibilities for communication and rapport
(Quintanar and Warren 2008).

Future research inquiries must pay attention to
parents’ need for more individualized information
about their children’s reading difficulties. It is patent
in this study that parents welcome and appreciate
teacher guidance on how to assist their children
with home-reading. By connecting parents to the
classroom, the Smarties program elicits parent
support for student literacy. This parent—school
program nurtures children’s reading development,
encourages frequent reading of quality books and
enhances the role of parents in imparting knowledge
to their children. It educates parents and provides
them with tools to assist their children’s reading.

Classroom practices are further improved through
parental involvement and the varied student
outcomes associated with it. By illuminating the
positive outcomes, this study is most encouraging to
those educators who seek to implement various
at-home reading intervention techniques to support
student learning. Future inquiries must examine
parents’ enthusiasm and motivations for engaging in
children’s home-learning activities and the outcomes
associated with their involvement across the years of
schooling. Studies in family support for literacy may
focus on the preschool period and the role families
can play in enhancing student reading skills in those
years.

In recent years, teachers’ relationships with
parents have become more extensive and
collaborative in nature. Parents are becoming more
involved by “initiating learning activities at home to
improve their children’s performance in school:
reading to them, helping them with homework,
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playing educational games, discussing current
events, and so on” (Ascher 1987, 109). Results
from extensive research studies have unquestionably
shown that children perform better in school when
their parents play a positive role in their education.
Thus, an important geal for all educators is to strive
for an active, involved and supportive parent
community.

When the school offers explicit invitations as a
strategy to facilitate learning through effective
home-school communication, a stronger path is
paved for teachers who desire greater connections
with families. Current school practices to facilitate
parent involvement tend to focus solely on teacher—
parent relationships. Substantial resources are
dedicated to parent involvement programs that are
designed primarily to welcome parents into the
school and inform them of school curriculum and
activities. However, the recognition of the
instrumental role that parents can play in their
children’s education is gaining momentum. The
success of schools and the children they serve can
only be enhanced by stronger networks between
the home and school and through an increased
understanding of the influential roles that parents
play in student success. While schools are
responsible for promoting family oppertunities
for involvement, families, in turn, are responsible
for making time to become actively involved
and provide support to their children and their
teachers.

By putting children at the centre of activities in
which families and teachers work together, positive
outcomes for children’s literacy learning take place.
| encourage teachers at all grade levels to implement
a Smarties home-reading program in their
classrooms. Unless a school-level initiative is taken,
one teacher’s efforts in implementing a strong
home-reading program can be neutralized if the
following year’s teacher does not follow suit. By
taking a collaborative posture when communicating
and providing feedback to one another, classroom
teachers and parents recognize the expertise of the
other and can establish programs that best cater to
the students in the classrooms. Together, parents
and teachers enhance student literacy and
strengthen parental understanding of the inner
workings of the classroom.
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Appendix 1

Grade One Smarties Literacy Night Evaluation Form

Child’s Name:

Parent’s Signature:

Thank you for coming out to the Grade One Smarties Literacy Night! The whole team enjoyed organizing
the workshop and was pleased to see you there. We hope that we were able to accommodate your interests,
concerns and questions. To help ensure that we are providing you with support on how to assist your child’s
learning, please give us your opinion on the literacy night presentation and answer the questions below.
Please return this form to school with your child as soon as possible.

Please check the box that best shows your agreement or disagreement with the following statements.

Disagree Not Sure Agree

The program was helpful

[ learned a lot

It was clear and easy to follow

It provided great ideas that [ can use

I will make more time to read with my child at home.

1 will be able to read with my child more effectively

The strategies taught during literacy night were useful
and easy to understand

What part of the workshop did you find most effective?

Do you have any suggestions for how the Literacy Night program can be improved?

What other type of workshop would you find helpful in supporting your child’s development?
[0 Dealing with Bullying ~ [J Healthy Eating ~ [J A Parent’s Guide to Discipline
[0 Math Strategies [ Other:

Thank you for taking the time to fill out this evaluation form. Together we can make your child’s school year
successful!

Ms Chohan
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Appendix 2

Video Clips Shown in the Presentation and the Guidance Provided by Teachers

Incorrect Strategy

Correct Strategy

Video Clip 1

The first part of the video clip
showed a parent reading a book
with the child without showing any
enthusiasm.

After showing the clip, the teacher
stressed the importance of
following a consistent and regular
reading schedule and being fully
available for the child during that
time.

The second part of the video clip
showed the parent reminding the
child that it was reading time,
conducting a picture walk and
relating the book to the child’s
prior knowledge.

Parents were encouraged to
combine reading with their
children’s favourite activities and
to act as reading role models.

Video Clip 2

The first part of the clip portrayed
a parent watching TV as her child
read a book and telling her the
words that she was unable to read
as opposed to allowing her to
attempt various reading strategies.
Upon showing this clip, the
teacher outlined the importance of
reading with a child without any
distractions. Parents were
encouraged to nurture good
literacy habits in the home.

The second part of the clip
showed the child choosing a book
to read, using various reading
strategies to read unfamiliar words,
finger pointing to control text and
discussing the story with her mom
thereafter.

Parents were guided on how to get
involved in their child’s reading at
home and influence their success
by operating largely through
modeling, instructing and
reinforcing various reading
strategies.

Video Clip 3

The first part of the clip showed a
child working on a project for
school and trying to find reading
material that could be used as a
source of information for the
project. However, the parent was
shown busy speaking on the
phone and not effectively assisting
her child with reading.

The teacher discussed the
importance of assisting children
with choosing appropriate books
and using a variety of different
strategies to assist them when
reading unfamiliar words.

The next clip showed the parent
employing different strategies to
assist their child with their reading
and discussing the text to
strengthen reading
comprehension.

Parents were then informed of the
importance of praising their child
when reading and showing
enthusiasm for what their child is
learning in school.
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Abstract

As early childhood educators, we recognize the
importance of planning for citizenship education that is
both effective and efficient. We offer illustrative examples
for kindergarten through year three for the organization of
specific learner outcomes around big ideas and essential
questions, We align the essential values from Alberta’s
Commission on Learning with selections of children’s
piciure books io assist in making powerful connections
between the essential values and children's world views.
Finally, we suggest examples of teaching approaches that
are social in nature and feature positive interdependence
among children to make citizenship education come alive
in early childhcod classrooms.

Educating the mind without educating the heart is
no education at all.
—Aristotle

Introduction

n the planning course we co-teach, 1 like to relate
Ithe following citizenship education story. 1 explain
that, for a teacher of young children, it was one

of those defining moments. My year one children
were leaving the school at the end of a cold, wintry
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day and one of them chose to wear his boots
through the hallway to the front door of the school.
My typical response was to stop the child, gently
repeat the mantra that boots were not to be worn in
the hallways and him to remove the boots. On this
particular day, I chose to respond in a different way.
This time when [ stopped the child, I asked him how
he thought his choice to wear boots in the hallway
affected the work of our school custodian and how
the custodian might feel about his behaviour. In
place of directing the child to remove his boots, |
asked him what behaviour he thought would be a
caring response. As in all my past encounters with
children trekking through the school in boots, this
child removed his boots and carried them to the
front entrance. The critical difference between this
encounter and my previous ones was that |
encouraged him to think empathetically and choose
an appropriate response. | encouraged the child to
think about the needs and feelings of our school
custodian and then decide on a course of action that
would demonstrate this developing sense of
empathy. For me, it was a moment of clarity as |
recognized that citizenship education is about
educating hearts within a community of care.

Citizenship Education in

Alberta’s Classrooms

Citizenship education has been a topic that has
received much attention on the world stage in the
past two decades. Astiz (2007) notes that for more
than twenty years, “citizenship education has been
enthusiastically embraced as a way to instill values of
democratization and civic involvement almost
everywhere in the Western hemisphere” (p 116).
This perspective is echoed by Lapayese (2003), who
cites the processes of globalization as a factor in the
growing attention to and relevance of citizenship
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ed

ucation. She also observes that the influence of

globalization has made the definition of citizenship

ed
co

ucation more complex. Lapayese offers this
mmentary:

As a result, discussions of citizenship become
more complex and convoluted. Within this
context, education is called on to prepare young
people for multiple and evolving forms of
citizenship, exercised at different levels and across
the different dimensions of their lives (ecological,
economic, political, social, and cultural). In light
of the forces and challenges of globalization, how
can education ... best prepare students to
become active global citizens? (pp 493-94)

Finally, Noddings (2005} discusses the

importance of citizenship education in addressing
the negative aspects of globalization.

co
ed

Education has the power to enrich the inner
landscape of the human spirit, to build within
people’s hearts what the Constitution of the
United Nations Education, Science, and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) refers to as the
“defences of peace.” True education summons
forth the innate goodness of humanity—our
capacity for nonviolence, trust, and benevolence.
It enables individuals to reveal their unique
qualities and, by encouraging empathy with others,
opens the door to the peaceful coexistence of
humanity. This kind of humanistic education is
crucial if we are to foster global citizens. (p ix)

Certainly, Canadian educators have been
mpelled to consider the significance of citizenship
ucation since the 1980s. The creation of the

Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, in
1982, which was adopted as part of the new
Constitution for Canada, underscores this point.
However, the initial roots of citizenship education in
Canada extend beyond the past 20 years to
Confederation itself. The Canadian experience of
citizenship education is linked to the creation of the
nation. According to Osborne (2000), public
schools have been tasked with the responsibility of
developing positive citizenship since their inception.
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From their very beginnings public schools in
Canada, as in other countries, were expected to
prepare the young for citizenship. That, in fact,
was the very reason why the state compelled
parents to send their children to school in the first
place since in school they would be subject to an
officially approved curriculum, taught by officially
trained and certificated teachers, using officially
authorized curricula and textbooks, and subject to
officially appointed inspectors and officially
organized examinations—all designed with the
goal of producing citizens. (p 8)

Thus, as Canada was seeking to forge its identity
as a newly formed country within the British
Commonwealth, citizenship education played an
important role in shaping future citizens.

Citizenship education within the contemporary
Alberta context takes into account both globalization
and our national history. Alberta Education (2005a)
offers the foliowing conception of citizenship
education:

In a traditional conception of citizenship
education, the purpose was to produce loyal and
dutiful citizens. As understandings of citizenship
expand fo address issues such as human rights,
language, nationalism, globalizaticn, equality,
multiculturalism and pluralism, citizenship
education is becoming more centred on the
concept of inclusion and respect for diversity.
More recently, citizenship education began
explicitly recognizing the role of developing skills
and processes. Strategies such as inquiry,
literature studies and case studies develop the
cognitive and critical-thinking skills associated
with active and participatory citizenship. {p 5)
In Alberta, citizenship education is considered an
important focus of schooling. Alberta’s Guide to
Education identifies learning outcomes and
standards for students as they graduate from school
and enter postsecondary education or the
workplace. Student learning outcomes and
standards include that “students will understand
personal and community values and the rights and
responsibilities of citizenship” (Alberta Education
2008a, 1). The Alberta Schoo! Act mandates that
all boards in the province ensure their schools are
safe and caring environments for students. Under
section 45(8) of the provincial School Act, a
board’s responsibility to students includes ensuring
that children are provided with a safe and caring
learning environment “that fosters and maintains
respectful and responsible behaviours™ (p 44). The
Schoo! Act further stipulates that boards report
initiatives that have been implemented to ensure a
safe and caring environment in which children can
learn. Alberta Education (2005a) recognizes that
primary responsibility for children’s citizenship
development resides with parents and families as
well as churches, but highlights the supportive role
played by educators. According to Alberta
Education, educators play a supportive role in
fostering civic responsibility, healthy attitudes
towards self and others, and a commitment to
lifelong learning through citizenship education.

In October of 2003, Alberta’s Commissicn on
Learning published its highly anticipated report and
recommendations concerning the future of
education in the province. The report, entitled
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Every Child Learns. Every Child Succeeds
{Alberta’s Commission on Learning, 2003), was the
culmination of months of comprehensive
consultation and study. In its report, the commission
identified eight areas of focus and included within
each focus a set of “deliberate actions” required to
achieve the goal that every child in the province
learn and succeed. The second of the eight areas
focuses on the provincial curriculum, identified by
the commission as “what students learn.” According
to the commission, one of the goals of schooling is
to ensure that students become citizens who are
“caring and compassionate.” The commission
argues that parents, community members and
school communities all assume an important role in
preparing children to become citizens who are
“productive and contributing.”

Alberta’s Commission on Learning (2003)
continues by delineating ten “essential values” that
schools, in partnership with parents and
communities, might consider in the development of

citizenship education. These essential, or core,
values were adapted from the North York Region
District School Board, in Ontario, and offered as a
starting point for schools. These essential values are
respect, responsibility, honesty, empathy, fairness,
initiative, perseverance, courage, integrity and
optimism. The following table (Table 1: Essential
Values from Alberta’s Commission on Learning
[2003)) includes the definitions for each of these
essential values.

Fostering a Community of Care

Essential, or core, values identified by Alberta’s
Commission on Learning (2003) are considered a
starting point for schools and jurisdictions in
implementing citizenship education. The values
identified by the Learning Commission are not a
definitive list; individual jurisdictions and schools
have the latitude to decide what essential, or core,
values to emphasize. For example, faith-based

Table 1: Essential Values from the Learning Commission

Recommendation 5.

certain values in every child, including:

human rights

to take the first step in achieving a goal

behave

adversity, and having hope in the future.®®

Ensure that clear outcomes and expectations continue to be in place and supplement those
outcomes with a set of values to be reinforced and reflected in all schools.

In addition, the Commission believes that schools play an important role, along with parents and
community members, in modeling and reinforcing essential values and preparing students to be productive
and contributing citizens. In partnership with parents and communities, we expect schools to reinforce

Respect—treating themselves and others with courtesy, dignity and positive regard, honouring the rights of
others, and treating people’s belongings, our environment, and the world around us with consideration

Responsibility—being accountable for their actions and following through on their commitments
Honesty—behaving in a sincere, trustworthy and truthful manner

Empathy—appreciating the emotions of others, demonstrating concern for their feelings, and trying to
understand issues from others’ perspectives even though they may not agree with them personally

Fairness—being sensitive to the needs of each individual, treating others as they wish to be treated
themselves, interacting with others without stereotyping, prejudice or discrimination, and standing up for

Initiative—acting without the need to be prompted by others, eager to do what needs to be done and ready
Perseverance—sticking to a goal and working hard even in the face of obstacles and challenges
Courage—facing challenges directly, seeking help from others when it’s needed, doing the right thing even
when it’s unpopular, recognizing risks and danger and making wise choices

Integrity—ensuring truthfulness, sincerity and consistency in what they believe, what they say and how they

Optimism—maintaining a positive attitude, looking on the brighter side, seeing opportunities in the face of

30 Adapted from North York Regional District School Board, Character Education: Cultivating Positive Attributes
Source: Alberta’s Commission on Learning. 2003. Every Child Learns. Every Child Succeeds. Edmonton, Alta: Alberta Learning.
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jurisdictions might choose to identify essential, or
core, values that are linked to principles within the
faith. To illustrate, Edmonton Catholic Schools
identifies eight characters of Catholic education:
community, hospitality, justice, tradition,
sacramentality, humanness, rationality and
spirituality (Edmonton Catholic Schools 2009).
Alberta Education (2005a) notes that the process of
delineating a set of essential, or core, values is a
way to develop a common language and
understanding within the community.

In addition to identifying the essential, or core,
values to be fostered, school jurisdictions are also
provided the latitude to determine how citizenship
education will be implemented in schools. Alberta
Education (2005a) cites the research of Howard,
Berkowitz, and Schaeffer (2004) in suggesting that
there are three typical approaches to citizenship
education: traditional, cognitive-developmental and
caring communities. According to Alberta
Education, the traditional approach draws from the
philosophical underpinnings of Aristotle and focuses
on direct instruction to define the core values,
identify how these values are demonstrated and
develop activities that promote the practice of these
values. Borba's work in the area of moral
intelligence (Borba 2001) is an example of a
traditional approach that is designed for both
parents and educators. In her work, Borba identifies
essential virtues such as empathy, self-control and
conscience, and provides a template to follow in
developing these traits in children. Popov’s Virtues
Project is also illustrative of the traditional approach.
In her work, Popov (2000} sets out a detailed plan
for educators to follow, from defining a core value
through to practising the value and identifying
strategies that promote understanding of the value.

The cognitive-developmental approach is another
way in which citizenship education is implemented
in Alberta schools {Alberta Education 2005a). This
indirect approach emphasizes critical thinking,
problem solving and exploring multiple perspectives
as ways to inform decisions. In this approach, which
arguably includes an element of relativism, decisions
are formulated depending upon the context of the
situation. The new social studies curriculum, which
is in the final stages of implementation in the
province, focuses on inquiry and consideration of
multiple perspectives in developing students as
active and engaged citizens. While it is not an
approach to citizenship education, Gardner’s (2006)
work about minds for the future is rooted in cognitive
theory and is instructive for parents and educators.
In his discussion about cognitive abilities of critical
importance in the future, Gardner organizes these
abilities into five related “minds,” including the
respectful mind that is able to understand and
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accept diversity, and work effectively in a diverse
environment. Another of Gardner’s related minds is
the ethical mind that is focused on one’s
responsibilities at work and in society.

A third approach to citizenship education is based
on the notion of caring communities. In this approach,
the emphasis shifts from a focus on the individual to
a focus on relationships and is perhaps more typical
of the traditional and cognitive-developmental
approaches. An example of a caring communities
approach to citizenship education is the provincially
acclaimed Safe and Caring Schools and Communities
initiative (Alberta Teachers’ Association 1998) on
bullying and violence prevention. Another example
of a caring communities approach is the nationally
recognized Roots of Empathy program {Gordon
2005) that brings babies and their families together
with children in elementary and middle years
classrooms. At the international level, the National
Association for the Education of Young Children
(NAEYC) has developed guidelines for decisions
about developmentally appropriate practices that
include the establishment of a caring, inclusive
community for children, from newborn to age eight
(Bredekamp and Copple 1997). In our work, we
draw elements from each of these approaches. In
this way we can focus both on individual children as
well as the classroom context in which these
children are learners.

Planning for
Citizenship Education

Epstein et al (2002) argue that when school,
family and the community form partnerships, they
are creating caring communities “for the children
we share” (p 7). Noddings (2005} highlights the
importance of caring in our schools by advancing
the principle that the primary work of schools is to
care for the children we teach. She maintains that a
“curriculum of caring” evolves through the
development of a curriculum of citizenship education.
According to Noddings, this curriculum of caring can
be developed by thoughtfully selecting curriculum
content from two or more subject areas and weaving
them together under a key construct of care.

This key construct is also discussed by Wiggins
and McTighe (2006) in their research on curriculum
planning. In their “backward design” model,
Wiggins and McTighe refer to the key construct as
the big idea, which is defined by the following
characteristics:

* Provides a “conceptual lens” for prioritizing content

¢ Serves as an organizer for connecting important
facts, skills, and actions

» Transfers to other contexts
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* Manifests itself in various ways within disciplines
* Requires uncoverage (p 69)

In their model, the big idea serves as a focus for
prioritizing and connecting what is of true importance
within the context of a given unit of study.

The big ideas connect the dots for the learner by
establishing learning priorities. As a teacher
friend of ours observed, they serve as the
“conceptual Velcro”—they help the facts and
skills stick together and stick in our minds! The
challenge then is to identify a few big ideas and
carefully design around them, resisting the
temptation to teach everything of possible value
for each topic. (p 66)

From the big idea, essential questions for study
are drawn out. These questions help students to
grasp the big idea, and are divergent rather than
convergent in nature. Wiggins and McTighe (2006)
identify the following attributes of essential questions:

+ Have no simple right answer; they are meant to
be argued

* Are designed to provoke and sustain student
inquiry, while focusing learning and final
performances

s Often address the conceptual or philosophical
foundations of a discipline

* Raise other important questions

e Naturally and appropriately recur

 Stimulate vital, ongoing rethinking of big ideas,
assumptions and prior lessons (p 91)

Once the big idea and subsequent essential
questions are established, formative and summative
assessment strategies and supporting lesson plans
with appropriate instructional processes are
developed. Wiggins and McTighe identify a number
of key constructs or big ideas that support
citizenship education. These include citizenship
traits such as respect, responsibility, honesty,
empathy, fairness, initiative, perseverance,
courage, integrity and optimism. The following
Venn diagrams (Figures 1-4) illustrate how selected
values and attitudes from the social studies
curriculum (Alberta Education 2005b) and the
attitudes and habits of mind from the draft science
curriculum (Alberta Education 2009} of the Alberta
program of studies might be integrated around big
ideas that foster citizenship education. [t is
interesting to note that the structure of both the
social studies and science curricula reflects the use
of big ideas and essential questions. The Venn
diagrams included in this article serve as illustrative
examples for kindergarten through Grade 3
curricula. They highlight specific outcomes for
social studies and science, but do not represent
curriculum in its entirety.
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Including Children’s Literature
in the Planning Process

The planning process for citizenship education is
enriched by the inclusion of children’s literature.
Children’s literature explores universal questions
about the meaning of life and about our relationships
with other people and with nature. Children’s
literature explores the breadth of universal themes
within the framework of childhood experiences.
Wason-Ellam (1987) offers compelling reasons to
share literature with children, but notes that the

Figure 1

Social Studies
Values and Attitudes

(Kindergarten learning areas: Citizenship and
Identity, Personal and Social Responsibility
[Kindergarten Program Statement, 2008b])

Students will

K.1.1 value their unique characteristics,
interests, gifts and talents (J)

K.1.2 appreciate the unique characteristics,
interests, gifts and talents of others:
* appreciate feelings, ideas, stories and
experiences shared by others (C,])

Kindergarten
BIG IDEA = RESPECT for
Self and Others

Essential Questions

+ What does it mean to respect myself?
+ How might I show respect to others?
* Why is respect important?

N A

Science
Attitudes and Habits of Mind

(Kindergarten learning area: Environment and
Community Awareness
[Kindergarten Program Statement, 2008b])

Students will

¢ work with others while exploring and
investigating.

» show concern for their safety and that of
others while planning and carrying out
activities and using materials.

N /

4]



overarching reasons to share literature with children
are to acquaint them with the wealth of ideas found
in children’s books and to expose them to excellent
writers and illustrators. Beyond these overarching
reasons, Wason-Ellam delineates several specific
reasons to share literature with children, including
one related to citizenship education. Wason-Ellam
(1987) suggests that “literature provides children
with an understanding of self and others. It offers
them the opportunity to explore and understand
their own feelings and the feelings of others™ (p 5).
Alberta Education (2005a) also notes the
importance of sharing literature with children as a
way of engaging them in conversations about
citizenship education. According to Alberta
Education, children’s literature can foster citizenship
education by emotionally connecting children to a

Figure 2

Social Studies
Values and Attitudes

Students will

1.1.1 value self and others as unique
individuals in relation to their world:

* appreciate multiple points of view,
languages, cultures and experiences within
their groups and communities (C, CC)

* demonstrate respect for their individual
rights and the rights of others (C, I)

* recognize and respect how the needs of
others may be different from their own (C)

Grade 1
BIG IDEA = FAIRNESS

Essential Questions

* What does it mean to be fair?
» How do we demonstrate fairness in our
relationships with others?

Science
Attitudes and Habits of Mind

Students will

* be open-minded in their explorations.

» work with others while exploring and
investigating.

* show concern for their safety and that of
others while planning and carrying out
activities and using materials.

N /
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story through the engagement of all the senses. As
well, children’s literature encourages them to think
critically, analyze the motivation of characters and
consider issues from different perspectives. In
considering issues from different perspectives,
children are supported in their development of
empathy. Alberta Education (2005a) notes that
children’s literature is a means for teachers to
“model, teach, acknowledge and celebrate core
values” {p 125). Through the sharing of literature
about citizenship, children can engage in literature
conversations about their world within the safe and
caring context of their own classroom, and can
forge connections between literature and their own
life experiences.

Figure 3

Social Studies
Values and Attitudes

Students will

2.1.1 appreciate the physical and human
geography of the communities studied:

e appreciate how a community’s physical
geography shapes identity (I, LPP)

» appreciate the diversity and vastness of
Canada’s land and people (CC, LPP)

¢ value oral history and stories as ways to
learn about the land (LPP, TCC)

» acknowledge, explore and respect historic
sites and monuments (CC, LPP, TCC)

» demonstrate care and concern for the
environment (C, ER, LPP)

Grade 2
BIG IDEA = RESPONSIBILITY:
Caring for Our Environment

Essential Questions

e Why is it important to learn about our
environment?

» Why is it important to care about our
environment?

N ]

Science
Attitudes and Habits of Mind

Students will

» Be sensitive to the needs of other living
things and the local environment.

N /
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Picture Books and the
Commission’s Essential
Values

For the purposes of this article, we chose to focus
on a limited selection of children’s picture books
and fiction. We chose picture books that offered a
balance of pictures and words. We were drawn to
selections in which the pictures enhanced the
words, and the interplay between the text and
pictures engaged the reader in a meaningful way.
We also looked for selections that lent themselves to
being shared in a relatively brief period of time. We
did not include cultural relevance as a criterion
because we sought picture books with universal
themes that would engage all children. For the
purposes of this article, we drew upon the following
definition of picture book:

Figure 4

Social Studies
Values and Attitudes

Students will

3.2.1 appreciate elements of global

citizenship:

* recognize how their actions might affect
people elsewhere in the world and how the
actions of others might affect them (C, GC})

¢ respect the equality of all human beings
(C,GC, ]

T I
Grade 3

BIG IDEA = EMPATHY

Essential Questions

¢ How do we demonstrate empathy for
others?

* How does the quality of empathy enhance
our relationships and understanding of one

another?
\_ j
Science
Attitudes and Habits of Mind
Students will
* Be open-minded in their explorations.
\ J
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The label “picture book™ refers to a general
category of books having the same basic format
and way of communicating a message. Some
books may more appropriately be called
“illustrated books.” True picture books involve a
partnership between text and pictures, with the
pictures and text telling the story or presenting
information. (Bainbridge, Heydon and Malicky
2009, 355)

In our selections, we considered how the picture
books might elicit rich literature conversations and
would engage the children at an emotional level.
Among the lists of core values we reviewed, we
chose to draw upon Alberta’s Commission on
Learning’s (2003} list of essential values and suggest
selections of children’s picture books that could be
used to engage young children in the primary years.
We have included, in Table 2, two selections of
children’s literature for each of the essential values
identified by Alberta’s Commission on Learning. As
one reviews the following table, possibilities for
connecting literature as an additional layer to the
previous Venn diagrams (Figures 1-4) become more
apparent.

For example, Lilly’s Purple Plastic Purse, by
Henkes, is a picture book that lends itself well to a
kindergarten study on the concept of respect (see
Figure 1). The teacher might explore questions of
respect for self and others and why respect is
important through the perspectives of Lilly and her
teacher, Mr Slinger. Another example would be the
use of the picture book Wilfrid Gordon McDonald
Partridge, by Fox, to augment the study of empathy
in the Grade 3 classroom (see Figure 4). Examining
how we demonstrate empathy for others and how
empathy can enhance our relationships could be
achieved through considering the evolving friendship
between Wilfrid and Miss Nancy.

Teaching Approaches in
Planning for Citizenship
Education

The planning process for citizenship education is
enriched by children’s literature. The planning
process is also enriched through the incorporation
of teaching approaches such as group discussion
and cooperative learning. Typically, teachers draw
upon a variety of teaching approaches in their
planning, from direct through to self-directed
instruction (Beauchamp et al 2000), to capitalize on
strengths inherent in each approach. For example,
direct instruction is an efficient way to deliver
information, while at the other end of the
continuum, self-directed instruction fosters
independent learning and problem-solving skills.
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Table 2: Essential Values and Suggested Links to Children’s Picture Books
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Respect
e Lilly’s Purple Plastic Purse

By Kevin Henkes

Greenwillow Books, New York, 1996

Lilly is upset with her teacher, Mr Slinger, when
he takes away her treasured purple plastic purse
because she is not attending in class and is
disturbing her classmates.

The Lorax

By Dr Seuss

Random House, New York, 1999

The Once-ler relates the story of how the Lorax
was forced to leave his community when it
became polluted.

Responsibility
¢ The Ghost-Eye Tree

By Bill Martin, Jr and John Archambault

Holt, New York, 1985

A sister and brother must walk to the edge of
town past a ghost-eye tree, to fetch a bucket of
milk for their mother.

Under a Prairie Sky

By Anne Laurel Carter

Orca, Victoria, BC, 2002

A boy is sent to find his younger brother, Will, as
a storm approaches their farm.

Honesty
¢ Ira Sleeps QOuer

By Bernard Waber
Houghton Mifflin, Boston, Mass, 1972
Ira must decide if he should bring his beloved teddy

bear, Tah Tah, to a sleepover at his friend’s home.

Baloney (Henry P)

By Jon Scieszka

Scholastic, New York, 2001

Henry P Baloney must explain to his teacher,
Miss Bugscutffle, the reason he is late for class or
receive a permanent lifelong detention.

Empathy
e Wilfrid Gordon McDonald Partridge

By Mem Fox

Omnibus Puffin, Adelaide, Australia, 1984
Wilfrid Gordon McDonald Partridge befriends an
elderly neighbour in an extended care home by

collecting memories for her to share her life story.

A Salmon for Simon

By Betty Waterton

Douglas & Mclntyre, Vancouver, BC, 1978
Simon works tirelessly, digging a channel for a
salmon to reach the ocean.

Fairness

* Amos’s Sweater
By Janet Lunn
Groundwood/Douglas & McIntyre, Toronto, 1988
Amos, an old sheep, is tired of giving away his
wool coat each year.

e Best Friends for Frances
By Russell Hoban
HarperCollins, New York, 1969
When Frances and her sister, Gloria, are not
invited to an outing with Albert the sisters decide
to host an outing of their own.

Initiative

e Click, Clack, Moo Cows That Type
By Doreen Cronin
Simon & Schuster, New York, 2000
Farmer Brown has a problem on his farm when
his cows learn to type.
e Swimmy
By Leo Lionni
Scholastic, New York, 1963
Swimmy, a little, fish, teaches his brothers and sisters
how to work together and survive in their ocean home.

Perseverance

o Zen Ties
By Jon J Muth
Scholastic, New York, 2008
Stillwater, the giant panda, and his nephew and
young friends help Miss Whitaker, an ill-tempered
neighbour.

* Amazing Grace
By Mary Hoffman
Frances Lincoln Children’s Books, London,
England, 1991
A young girl is undaunted in her quest to play the
role of Peter Pan in a school play.

Courage

o Stellaluna
By Janell Cannon
Scholastic, New York, 1993
When Stelialuna, a baby fruit bat, becomes
separated from her mother she must learn to
survive among a family of birds.

e First Day Jitters
By Julie Danneberg
Charlesbridge, Watertown, Mass, 2000
Sarah Jane Hartwell is not the least bit excited
about beginning her first day in a new school.
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Integrity

e The Library
By Sarah Stewart
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, New York, 1995
Elizabeth Brown donates her vast collection of
books to build a public library in her home town.

¢ Doctor DeSoto
By William Steig
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, New York, 1982
Doctor DeSoto, a mouse dentist, is both caring
and resourceful when treating a cunning fox
patient with a toothache.

Optimism

* Qur Tree Named Steve
By Alan Zweibel
Putnam’s & Sons, New York, 2005
In a letter to his children, a father relates how the
family’s favourite tree, named Steve, died during a
severe storm.

o Chrysanthemum
By Kevin Henkes
Scholastic, New York, 1991
Through the intercession of her teacher,
Chrysanthemum regains her enthusiasm for being
named after a flower.

Group discussion and cooperative learning are
positioned along this continuum approach from
teacher centred to student centred. Group
discussion and cooperative learning are social in
nature and feature positive interdependence among
children (Johnson and Johnson 1999), thus
identifying them as teaching approaches that
suppeort citizenship education planning.

According to Alberta Education (2005a), group
discussions are integral to citizenship development.
Through group discussion, children learn to
formulate and express their own perspectives on
issues. Children learn the art of attentive listening to
the perspectives of others, including those that differ
from their own. Group discussions are interactive
between children and their teachers, with the
teacher assuming the role of guide and not leader.
Group discussions can be utilized with either small
groups or the entire class, and are established within
an atmosphere of respect and acceptance. To
ensure that group discussions develop within an
atmosphere of respect and acceptance, ground rules
should be established. Alberta Education {2005a)
suggests that ground rules might include “no put-
downs, no interrupting, and everyone has the right
to pass” (p 109). In planning for citizenship
education in the primary years, early childhood
teachers utilize group discussions as an effective
teaching approach.

Along with group discussions, cooperative
learning is another approach that supports planning
for citizenship education. As with group discussions,
cooperative learning processes are social in nature
and view conversations, or talking in class, as
positive. As well, both group discussions and
cooperative learning processes feature
interdependence among children, to the benefit of
the individual child and the group. Johnson and
Johnson (1999) note that “cooperative learning is
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the instructional use of small groups so that students
work together to maximize their own and each
other’s learning” (p 5). Through group discussions
and cooperative learning, children can engage in
higher-level conceptual reasoning and problem
solving.

There are a variety of cooperative learning
processes that educators might consider when
planning for citizenship education in the primary
years; two examples offered in this article are
Think/Pair/Share and Inside/Outside Circles.

Think/Pair/Share

In Think/Pair/Share, a teacher poses a question
for consideration and invites children to consider the
question in a process that spans private reflection
through to public sharing. The following is a typical
sequence of steps for a Think/Pair/Share:

1. Question posed for consideration

2. Think—individual think time to consider the
question/issue/topic

3. Pair—partner sharing to think about the
question/issue/topic

4. Share—small group discussion to consider the
question

5. Whole group—brief sharing of ideas as a class

Prior to beginning each segment, it is
recommended that teachers set a time frame for
completion. Reasonable time frames might include a
think time of 30 to 60 seconds, a partner sharing of
one to two minutes, a small-group sharing of one to
two minutes and a whole-group sharing of three to
four minutes. Going back to our example of using
the picture book Liily’s Purple Plastic Purse in a
kindergarten study about respect, a Think/Pair/
Share might be an engaging way for young children
to explore questions of respect for self and others,
and why respect is important.
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Inside/Outside Circles

Inside/Qutside Circles is another cooperative
learning process that early childhood educators
might consider in planning for citizenship education.
The purpose of an Inside/Outside Circle is to
promote collaboration and to stimulate conversation
among children. In addition to supporting
collaboration and conversation, Inside/Outside
Circles also feature physical movement around the
classroom. To set up an Inside/Outside Circle,
children are grouped in two concentric circles, one
circle within the other, each child in the outer circle
paired with a child in the inner circle. Similar to
Think/Pair/Share, in an Inside/Qutside Circle the
teacher begins by posing a question or problem for
consideration. Again, similar to Think/Pair/Share,
the process spans private reflection through to
public sharing. Children are invited to reflect
privately on the question or problem, with teachers
utilizing a typical wait time of 30 to 60 seconds.
After the established wait time, children on the
inside of the circle enter into a timed conversation
with their partner in the outside circle. When the
inside partners have finished sharing their
perspectives, they indicate their completion by
saying “Pass.” This gives partner children on the
ouiside circle the opportunity to share their
perspectives and again, they indicate completion by
saying “Pass.” To elicit further sharing, the teacher
then prompts children on the outside of the circle to
rotate one to the left or right. The teacher may
choose the same or a different question or problem
for response, and this respectful sharing process
continues. Referring back to our earlier example of
using the picture book Wilfrid Gorden McDonald
Partridge in a Grade 3 study on empathy, children
might find it meaningful to engage in an Inside/
Quiside Circle as they reflect on why Wilfrid is
collecting memories for his neighbour, Miss Nancy,
and what memories they might collect for their own
loved ones.

Think/Pair/Share and Inside/Outside Circle are
two simple and effective cooperative learning
processes to consider when planning for citizenship
education in the primary years. Early childhood
teachers are encouraged to review a wealth of
additional ideas found in Bennett and Rolheiser
(2001) and Alberta Education (2005a).

Conclusion

Educating hearts through citizenship education is
a challenge both exciting and daunting for early
childhood educators. While citizenship education is
mandated by Alberta Education, this initiative, from
its inception, was intended to make the work of
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educating hearts integral to our daily teaching rather
than an add-on to the current curriculum demands.
Suggestions for the organization of specific learner
outcomes around big ideas and essential questions
offer possibilities for meaningful integration (see
Figures 1-4). While not intending to provide an
exhaustive list, we have offered practical ideas for
linking children’s picture books to the essential
values (see Table 2). These selections of literature
help students make powerful connections between
the essential values and daily living. Finally, the
discussion of teaching approaches was intended to
provide a beginning point for instruction to make
citizenship education come alive in the early
childhood classroom.
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From

Emergent Curriculum in the Primary
Classroom: Interpreting the Reggio Emilia
Approach in Schools

by Carol Anne Wien
Teachers College Press, 2008

Reviewed by Shahnaaz Alidina

mergent Curriculum in the Primary
E Classroom is a compelling book about the
experiences of teachers and principals who
believe in the Reggic Emilia approach and create
space in their curriculum to investigate this
approach to children’s learning. Wien brings
together the experiences of teachers and principals
from nine urban Toronto schools (eight public, and
one nonprofit girls school), with a multicultural
population of students from kindergarten to
Grade 3, and reflects on the emerging nature of
their practice.

Teachers narrate their keen conviction of the
value of exploring the Reggio approach within their
scheduled curriculum and describe how they
accommodate this practice in their structured
schedules. The time frames described vary from a
week to several months, and are divided into two
parts: the first describes experiences in emergent
curriculum, and the second discusses long-term
efforts in emergent curriculum.

In the opening chapter, Wien sets out what
constitutes emergent curriculum and presents the
philosophy and practices of the Reggic Emilia
approach. The Reggio philosophy, which takes a
social constructivist approach, emphasizes building
relationships among people and living things. The
keystone of the Reggio philosophy is that children
and teachers are capable, resourceful, powerful
protagonists of their own experience
(Malaguzzi1 998; Rinaldi 1998). Wien states
explicitly that although teachers can use the ideas
and philosophies of Reggio, it may not be possible
to create Reggio schools, as the Reggio approach is
not a static model that can be replicated or a
program that can be implemented. This is so
because the Reggio approach is grounded in Reggio
Emilia, a region in ltaly with its own particular
culture, language, and socioeconomic and
demographic context. However, Reggio ideas can
act as catalysts for teachers to rethink their
practices. As teachers engage in this process and
mesh it with their culture of schooling, a new
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the Bookshelf

curriculum trajectory emerges. This is termed the
emergent curriculum.

The subsequent nine chapters illustrate teachers’
strategies and enthusiasm in making time and space
to move away from the confined and prescribed
curriculum. Part 1 {chapters 2 to 5) shows how
emergent curriculum is attained over short periods
of time, whereas Part 2 (chapters 6 to 10) explores
the long-term efforts connected to emergent
curriculum. The teachers’ experiences offer ways of
using the standardized curriculum as an entry point
to begin inquiry into the Reggio approach.

In “Small Boxes, Big Sounds,” Nancy Thomas
describes how musical instruments made her class
come alive as children created and played with
instruments.

Shaune Palmer, a principal, undertook to build
cars with Grade 2 students and experienced a high
level of engagement, as she describes in “Physics in
Motion.” The inquiry was led by children
questioning functions and mechanics, and sharing
ideas.

Using the idea of the child as protagonist, Noula
Berdoussis and Alice Wong studied the city of
Toronto to investigate the “Urban Communities”
section of their curriculum. They were able to create
an amicable environment during a testing period to
facilitate the investigation. Their experience
demonstrated that their students comprehended
more than they had in the previcus year.

Vanessa Barnett and Deborah Hall noticed that
their class was extremely quiet, because children
were still learning language. When one child
excitedly talked about his bicycle, it gave Barnett an
indication of where to begin. Recalling part of the
Hundred Languages exhibit, the teachers used wire
to explore bicycles, facilitating a delightful
experience as children expressed themselves and
interacted using the wire. Having an artist as a
teacher brought synergistic creativity into this
experience.

In “How Big Is Tiny?” Susan Hislop and Jennifer
Armstrong describe how children weren’t
understanding units of measurement. This insight
led them to begin a meaningful exploration with
children using measurement to make jewellery. The
children took their measuring experience further
and made a proposal for a flower box for the
garden.

Supporting children’s conversations is illustrated
in Brenda Jacobs’s chapter, “Children’s
Conversations About Sun, Moon and Earth.”
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Through group work, children engaged in
intellectual discussions; this indicates that, given the
space to speak, children hypothesize and theorize
freely. Making these theories visible is further
demonstrated by Noula Berdoussis in “The
Stretching Starfish.” In supporting her students’
discussion about how starfish legs grow, she
explored the children’s theories. As the discussion
unfolded, so did the excitement—one child
commented that “it feels like a birthday party in
class.”

Being wary of children’s lack of conversation is
equally as important as being supportive of their
conversations. Diana Will discovered this when she
introduced a time for inquiry in her Grade 2 class. It
took some time, but the whole class could fully
engage in this process—all except one girl. After
several attempts, the girl finally showed Will her way
to inquiry.

The last example comes from a Grade 3 class in
which a child wondered whether he could weave a
horse. Mary Miller took this question and began
research on weaving processes. The teacher’s belief
in children’s capabilities made the exploration a fine
example—seeing the illustrations of the first attempt
at a woven horse and the final piece highlights the
worth of valuing children’s thoughts.

In the final chapter, Wien sums up the practices
under a framework of theory of emergent
curriculum. Emergent curriculum, as the name
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suggests, cannot be reduced to a set pattern to be
followed—it is hidden in practice. Creating space,
taking time to notice and listen to the crucial
thoughts of children, and doing things together in
an unhurried time all contributed to emergent
curriculum,

This book provides hope for teachers who feel
trapped and restricted in a standardized curriculum.
It shows teachers that there is room for new ways
and a shift in pedagogy. As for the teachers who
shared these exciting encounters, they find it difficult
to go back to their routine way of teaching. This
book is recommended for educators who are
looking for valuable experience in their practice,
and it challenges those wanting to provide exciting
learning experiences in their classroom to read,
understand and attempt this approach.
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The Early Childhood Education Council
of the Alberta Teachers’ Association

A specialist council for ECS and
Grades 1, 2 and 3 teachers

Joining the Early Childhood Education Council will permit you to

belong to a professional organization that is interested in your work and area of specialization;

participate in a provincial ATA organization concerned with educational issues relating to teachers of
young children;

contribute your opinion on matters concerning early childhood education;
meet other professionals interested in and involved with early childhood education;
participate in activities sponsored by the ECEC regional for your area;

attend the annual Early Childhood Education Council conference to glean new and exciting ideas and to
share your concerns with colleagues;

receive [ssues, Events & Ideas, a newsletter published several times a year, featuring council news and
ideas for classroom use; and

read Early Childhood Education, a journal published once a year, to keep informed of current early
childhood research and writings.

Early Childhood Education Council, ATA
Membership (ECS-3) Application Form

A. Name

Address Postal Code

Alberta Teacher Certificate No

Local Name and Number

B. Category of Membership in the Alberta Teachers’ Association (check one)
0 Active Q Associate Q Student Q Life Q Honorary
0 I am not presently a member of the Alberta Teachers’ Association

C. Membership Fee Enclosed (check one)
Q Regular $25 (1 yr) 0 $45 (2 yr) O $65(3yr)
0 Student $11 0 Affiliate $27 O Subscription $30

Please enclose cheque or money order payable to the Alberta Teachers’ Association and mail to:

The Alberta Teachers’ Association, Barnett House
11010 142 Street NW, Edmonton, AB TSN 2R1



Council Notes

Constitutional Objective

The objective of the Early Childhood Education Council of the Alberta Teachers’ Association is to improve
practice in early childhood education by increasing members’ knowledge and understanding of this specialty.

Executive 2010/11

President
Denise Legge, Calgary

Past President
Cynthia Prasow, Calgary

President-Elect
Carol Vaage, Edmonton

Secretary
Jennifer Bridle, Calgary

Treasurer
Karin Giszas-Rivard, Calgary

2010 Conference Director
Carol Vaage, Edmonton

2011 Conference Codirectors
Rebecca Ghelfi, Calgary

Lesley Jeannotte, Calgary
Amanda Pawson, Calgary

PD Cochairs
Pat Tarr, Calgary
Carol Vaage, Edmonton

Membership

Journal Editor
Anna Kirova, Edmonton

Newsletter Coeditors
Fran Galbraith, Edmonton
Kimberlee Wrathall, Calgary

Alberta Education Liaison
Gail Campbell, Edmonton

University of Alberta Liaison
Anna Kirova, Edmonton

University of Calgary Liaison
Cynthia Prasow, Calgary

University of Lethbridge Liaison
Pamela Winsor, Lethbridge

PEC Liaison
Markiana Cyncar-Hryschuk, Edmonton

ATA Staff Advisor
Catherine Moir, Edmonton

Website Administrator
Stephanie Funk, Medicine Hat

Total membership of the council is currently 1,015,

Conference and Other Programs

The council organizes an annual conference for its members on early childhood education. Attendance at annual

REGIONAL PRESIDENTS

Calgary and District
Janice Richardson, Calgary

Central West
Dawn Richards, Red Deer

Edmonton
Cathy Pattison, Edmonton

Fort McMurray
Allison Hebblethwaite,
Fort McMurray

North East
Myrna Fox, Elk Point

South East
Melissa Goudy, Medicine Hat

South Peace
April Brown, Grande Prairie

South West
Debra Watson, Lethbridge

University of Alberta
Pamela Fong, Edmonton

University of Calgary
Jeff Brown, Calgary

meetings over the last several years has averaged 700. For information on the 2010 conference, contact
Carol Vaage, phone 780-436-7888, e-mail carolvaage@shaw.ca.

Several regional organizations of the council carry on programs for members in their areas. The council supports

these regicnals. It also occasionally offers workshops and other activities in areas where regionals have not been

crganized.

Publications

The Early Childhood Education Council publishes a newsletter, Issues, Events & Ideas, and a journal, Early Childhood
Education. Members of the council receive these publications as part of their membership. Nonmembers wishing to

receive copies of these publications may obtain them by paying the subscription rate of $30 (Canadian funds) annually
and writing to the Early Childhood Education Council, ATA, Barnett House, 11010 142 Street NW, Edmonton TSN 2R1.

Website

The council maintains an Internet site at http://ecec.teachers.ab.ca.

Personal information regarding any person named in this document is for the sole purpose of professional consultation between
members of The Alberta Teachers’ Association.
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