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From the Editor’s Desk

ear friends and colleagues
D A characteristic of a

profession is its
understanding of a shared
history. It is timely to engage
readers of Early Childhood
Education in thinking about the
history of our field as we
celebrate the 50th anniversary of
the Early Childhood Education
Council of the Alberta Teacher's
Association. Many ideas
concerning early childhood
education are transnational in
origin, meaning that they reflect
global (western) trends and broad
social movements. These come
to life in our local communities,
visible in the work of our
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Kindergarten Department, Alexandra School, Wetaskiwin, 1914 (Alberta

colleagues, through the experience Department of Education 1914)

of the children in our classrooms,
and in written curricula, textbooks,
and learning materials.

Kindergarten in Alberta has a long history. The
Kindergarten School operated in Lethbridge from
1907 to 1924, housed in a purpose-built
schoolroom that still stands.

Yet the kindergarten in Lethbridge may not have
been the first in Alberta. The Department of
Education’s Annual Report for 1907 noted that

The first kindergarten established in Alberta in
connection with public schools was opened in
September in Wetaskiwin. The director teaches
this department during the forencon, and is
supervisor of music and drawing during the
afternoons. The work has been conducted
skillfully and the experiment has fulfilled the
expectations of the most optimistic. (p 42)

More information on the Wetaskiwin program is
in the Alexandra High School Souvenir for the year
1909. This early version of a school yearbook
described the classes in the Wetaskiwin school from
kindergarten to Grade 12. Details on the
kindergarten included the names of the kindergarten
teacher, Mrs R E Terry (see photo) and her assistant
Dorothea Wyld. Children were admitted from five
years of age, and the enrolment was more than 50,
with daily attendance averaging 35. The publication
described a “Kindergarten Department,” though
there was only a single classroom. This was
equipped with a “piano, tables, chairs, rings, and
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the usual moulding boards, sand tray and paper”
(p 19). The curriculum included lessons in

orderly conduct, and a due regard for the rights
and feelings of others. First instruction is given in
drawing, building and numbers, and [the child] is
taught that school is an attractive place, not [one]
of work only, which dulls the mind as well as the
natural instincts of the child.

These statements indicated that the teachers used
a progressive approach in their classes, suggesting
that their program was aligned with the ideas of
New Education. More than 100 years have passed
since the opening of the first kindergartens in
Alberta, in Lethbridge and Wetaskiwin. While we
have much to celebrate, there is still significant work
ahead to ensure that the promise of early childhood
education is met to empower children and families
from all backgrounds.
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What Do Trial Balloons, Bubbles and
Popping Have to Do with Programming in
Early Childhood Education Programs?
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Introduction

hildren’s play and experiences in early
‘ learning programs are influenced by many

factors including environmental designs
(Fjortoft, Kristoffersen and Sageie 2009), the
materials available to support play and the roles that
children and adults engage in during the play. There
are many program moedels that guide early learning
professionals in developing curriculum for young
children. While many provinces across Canada have
developed early childhood curriculum frameworks
(Langford 2010), educators are still able to take an
individualistic approach to curriculum development.
A child-centred pedagogy (Langford 2010}
encourages early learning professionals to plan
experiences from children’s demonstrated interests.
These interests may be triggered from dialogue,
observations, and experiences between and among
children and adults, and by environmental attributes.

Regardless of the philosophical tenets or

frameworks that are used to guide the curriculum,

MacNaughton (2003) determined that “early
childhood educators act in particular ways with
young children and develop curriculum for them
based on their understanding of how children learn,
how they make sense of their surroundings and how
they form relationships” (p 9). Creating
environments where children feel a sense of
belonging and have positive and empowering
relationships with others is essential for optimal
exploration and engagement in experiences for
learning. This is the responsibility of educators if
their pedagogical approach is child centred. This
does not mean that the curriculum is directed by the
child; instead, it opens up possibilities for everyone,
including children, to examine their worlds and
investigate areas of interest that intrigue them. From
a social constructivist world view, learning is a social
process that has numerous benefits to young
children in developing competencies, risk-taking and
self-regulation skills (Dietze and Kashin 2016;
Vygotsky 1978).

Social constructivist learning occurs through
intense participation and is recognized as a powerful
form of learning (Rogoff et al 2003). When
children’s strengths and talents are acknowledged,
full engagement is more likely to occur, especially
when their interests are supported and embraced
within their family, culture and society. Children’s
ways of expressing their ideas, their interests and
their sources of creating knowledge about their
world vary. When adults engage with children, the
children’s interest in their surroundings and their
motivation are strengthened (Katz and Chard 1990).
From a constructivist approach, early learning
professionals serve as provocateurs and facilitators
to help children identify their interests and
experience rich and intriguing opportunities for
explorations and discoveries. Constructivism refers
to knowledge that is acquired through active
involvement with content and experimentation
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(Kashin 2009). Social-constructivism, based on
Vygotsky's (1978) perspective, suggests that early
learning professionals and children “co-learn,
co-research and co-construct knowledge” (Stuhmcke
2012, 7). This means that social context and
environmental factors are highly significant in
children’s level of engagement with their
environment {Stuhmcke 2012). Creating
environments that entice children and stimulate their
interests and curiosity becomes a fundamental role
of early learning professionals.

The concept of curiosity has been studied and
published about in a variety of disciplines since the
1950s. As outlined by Arnone et al, (2011), Piaget
(1952) posited that curiosity is a way that children
make sense of their world. He suggested that when
children are in the right environment and can act
upen their curiosity, they seek answers to the things
that trigger their interest. This process is linked to
their cognitive development processes and is the
foundation for learning. Berlyne's (1978) seminal
work examined curiosity through a
neurophysiological lens. He suggested that four
forms of curiosity could be used to analyze
children’s play behaviour: perceptual curiosity,
epistemic curiosity, specific curiosity and diverse
curiosity. Perceptual curiosity is described as an
interest in and attention to novel perceptual
stimulation, which can lead children to engage in
further visual and sensory exploration. Epistemic
curiosity refers to a quest for knowledge and is
influenced by the people, materials and experiences
offered within early learning environments to
support children'’s play. Specific curiosity is
identified as a desire to seek out specific information
or knowledge on a topic, such as when children
become interested in items or experiences available
in their environments. Diverse curiosity can best be
described as being similar to being bored and
seeking stimulation to bring a sense of excitement
into the environment. Diverse curiosity is prevalent
in outdoor playgrounds that have equipment that is
not challenging to children or not aligned with their
skills and interests {Arnone et al 2011).

Early childhood professionals influence children’s
experiences and the depth of play that they engage
in (Dietze and Kashin 2012}. Adult attitudes toward
children’s play and exploration can either facilitate
children’s opportunities and desires to be curious or
create barriers that reduce their motivation to act
upon their sense of wonderment (Chak 2007).
When children’s curiosity is sparked and their desire
to explore heightened, more in-depth, long-term
exploration occurs (Chak 2007; Driscoll and
Lownds 2007). Children have higher levels of
exploration, discovery and learning in environments
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with unique resources and experiences and where
curiosity is honoured (Perry 2001).

Inspired by the Reggic Emilia approach practiced
in Reggio Emilia, Italy, some educators in Canada
use provocations or invitations in the environment
as a way to spark children’s curiosity. Provocations
are the deliberate and thoughtful actions taken by
adults or children that provoke or extend children’s
sense of wonder and thinking, such as adding
unique displays or materials to various parts of the
environment. As described by Gandini (1998},
provocation is something arriving by surprise.
Provocation is a means for provoking further action
and exploration (Fraser and Gestwicki 2000), which
is related to sparking children'’s curiosity and their
desire to explore ideas and possibilities in depth.
The idea of trial balloons could serve as a means or
a tool to begin the process of triggering children’s
interests and ideas and be a precursor to
provocations and invitations.

Current Study

The purpose of this study was for the authors to
explore the idea of introducing a new concept
known as trial balloons into early learning program
planning to support early learning professionals in
gaining insight into children’s interests and ideas.
The traditional concept of trial balloons is not new;
however, using it as a program planning strategy is
a new concept in early learning programming.

The term trial balloons may have originated in
1782 with Joseph and Etienne Montgolfier, when
they began testing the idea of releasing hot air
balloons into the environment.! The brothers
observed what happened to each balloon in an
effort to seek information on the level of safety of
their idea. Since the term trial balloons was initially
coined, its usage has evolved as a way to describe
examining whether an idea, a product or an action
is worth developing.

The authors were inspired to search for a new
process that could be used by early learning
professionals before using provocations by
discussions at a national conference with more than
50 early learning professionals, who expressed
concerns about investing time into planning for
provocations without knowing if children would be
drawn toward the materials or intrigued with an
idea or action. These concerns led the researchers
to explore two core questions. First, is there a
process that early learning professionals could use
to gauge a child’s interest in an idea, material or

1 Some information about the brothers and their invention is
available at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montgolfier_brothers
(accessed November 15, 2016).




experience before a provocation? Second, would a
process such as the trial balloon concept help early
learning professionals to gain insight into the level
of interest that children have about potential
materials, ideas, or environmental places or
designs? The researchers were curious to explore
how the trial balloon concept could provide early
learning professionals with a program planning
process that would provide insight into the types of
experiences and environmental factors that would
support co-constructivism between and among
children and adults.

Research Methodology

This study employed narrative inquiry, a
qualitative research method that uses a process of
studying, examining, and using discourse or writing
to bring meaning to questions, experiences or
perspectives (Meier and Stremmel 2010). Drawing
on Dewey’s position that educators examine the
past—present—future continuum of experience,
Connelly and Clandinin (2006) asserted that
individuals’ lives are stories—stories that unfold over
time, with experience, reflection and new meaning.

The authors engaged in a process of writings
about their observations of program planning in the
early childhood sector, including their thinking about
how children play and learn and the strategies that
early childhood educators use for program planning.
They documented their reflections about their ideas
of a trial balloon concept, in both pictorial and story
concepts. They first examined their various writings
and concepts separately and then combined their
works for a collaborative exploration and discussion.
This process helped them to be able to “pull out
narrative threads that hold together the interwoven
fabric of past, present and future lives and their
personal and professional selves” (Knowles and
Cole 2008, 15). As well, by looking at their
individual and collective concepts, they were able to
make sense of their perceptions about trial balloons
as a programming process in early childhood
settings with children three to five years of age.
When they determined that they had workable ideas
and articulated their “Aha!” thoughts about the
benefits of trial balloons, they engaged in further
exploration. They re-examined and reflected upon
their documented learning stories to seek out
themes and patterns that would clarify whether and
how trial balloons could promote children’s curiosity
triggers within their play spaces. As part of the
narrative inquiry, the researchers drew upon a
co-constructivism approach, gaining new knowledge
from both the similar and the varying insights and
perspectives shared.

Data Collection

Throughout the 2013/14 academic year, the
authors began an exchange of ideas about whether
and how the concept of trial balloons would work
with children between the ages of three and five
years in early learning programs. Drawing on the
ways in which marketing consultants use the
concept of trial balloons, the researchers shared
ideas about using a trial balloons approach as a
method to test children’s sense of curiosity on
topical issues or materials. They sketched out ideas,
using a combination of mind mapping with word
and pictorial representations to visualize the concept
as a programming strategy.

1. The authors examined the concept of trial balloons
using the following questions as a lens and a way
to develop new conceptualizations for this idea.

2. If we think about the concept of trial balloons from
an early childhood education perspective, what
might it look like? How might this process support
early learning professionals in advancing the
potential of children’s curiosity being triggered?

How might the concept of trial balloons be
expanded to a programming process? What
might that programming process lock like? Would
the concept of trial balloons add value to
children’s experiences?

The concepts were sketched out by one
researcher and critiqued by the other. This was
followed by collaborative discussions, which led to
further adjustments to the concept. A back-and-forth
process occurred between the two researchers
throughout the process. Each researcher asked
focused questions of the other to attempt to bring
clarity to the idea. As they explored the concept
more fully, they used focused questions, experiences
or materials or a combination of all three as part of
their strategy to “float” ideas. Each time they floated
a trial balloon, they recorded their personal
perception of whether such a strategy had merit for
further consideration. Then they discussed their
perceptions with one another. As those discussions
took place, notes were taken and examined
individually to determine themes, and recurring
themes, that evolved from the onset of the project.
This back-and-forth process and reflection allowed
for the idea of using trial balloons in programming
to remain fluid. The researchers drew upon their
reflections as a way of making meaning and to
visualize how trial balloons could be used in early
childhood programming. Using a constant
comparative analysis to identify themes, perceptions
and ideas within the data helped them to see
strengths and gaps if the concept were to be
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adapted as a programming strategy. As they
explored the concept, the depth and breadth of the
concept expanded to include bubbles and popping.
Their exchanges led to them to create a number of
ideas about the bubbles and popping and then
discover how the model aligned and supported
child-initiated processes and, just as important,
advance the depth of programming in early learning
programs that would have meaning for children.

Results

The concept of using trial balloons as a
process to gain insight into the types of
provocations that may be introduced to children
in their play is new to the literature. The process
of examining the core questions about the
concept of trial balloons revealed a shared belief
that the concept has a place in the early learning
programming process.

The authors lived the floating trial balloons idea in
their research. The more ideas they floated about

how trial balloons could support children’s
programming, the clearer the benefits became of
using the concept with early learning professionals
and children. They extended the concept to include
bubbles. Bubbles were viewed as transient objects
that children connect with and can last a wondrous
moment in time. Building on the perspective that
materials in an inspiring environment can act as a
third teacher (Gandini 1998; Fraser 2011), it
became clear that trial balloons could be the
forerunner to producing bubbles of programming
experiences to support children’s curiosity,
exploration and learning.

In combining the idea of balloons and bubbles,
the commonality between the two became
apparent—they pop! As the researchers examined
those two components in relation to children, ideas
about how balloons and bubbles bring joy, ignite
wonder and spark curiosity became clearer. The
POPPING process (see Table 1.1) has the potential
to further provoke minds and expand learning. This
extends thinking about what is possible.

Program Design

P Provocations for play

Observation,

Professional Responsibilities

Set the stage and provide children with the bubbles and
balloons to begin the playful process.

documentation and
interpretation

Keeping a project/
inquiry, or multiple
projects/inquiries,
going

Planning for future
experience

Identifying interests

Next steps

Group growth

Own your voice as a professional engaging with children in this
playful process.

Based on observation, documentation, and interpretation,
build your program in collaboration with others while you
continue to observe, document and interpret.

Conceptualize learning questions that will lead the inquiry and
identify the project to be undertaken. Consider the whole of the
project through its title. Have it reflect its collaborative nature.

As part of the interpretative process, identify the interests of the
children, but be careful not to trivialize. Look for authentic and
meaningful interests that can provide future experiences.

Like a bubble, the project or inquiry cannot last forever. A
balloon cannot stay inflated forever. Plan for the transition.
What are your next steps?

Document your group and community experiences, including
the growth and development of all the players.

Early Childhood Education, Vol 44, No 1, 2016
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As the idea of combining bubbles and balloons
evolved and was considered metaphorically, the
authors theorized that each can trigger, prompt,
provoke or expand curiosity. When the concepts of
trial balloons and bubbles are combined, they can
guide program design in early learning programs.
Table 1.1 provides an overview of how trial balloons
and bubbles bring a new perspective to
programming to early learning environments.

When a trial balloon is launched by children or
adults and if the idea becomes of interest to
children, it has the potential to “spiral into learning
that has no beginning or end,” much like the
metaphor of a tangle of spaghetti that Malaguzzi
(1998) used to describe knowledge (p 131). The
newly formed concept of trial balloons, bubbles
and popping creates a visual that has merit for early
learning programs, because the emergent nature of
the spiral of learning supports a child-centred
pedagogy within a social constructivist environment.

Discussion

There are benefits of drawing upon research and
processes from ditferent disciplines, such as using
the marketing strategy of trial balloons to seek
insight into thoughts and perspectives of
constituents. Using the concept of trial balloons
requires a thoughtful and planned process. Early
learning professionals gain a deeper understanding
of potential opportunities with and for children
when using new processes or ideas in their practice.
Engaging in discussions with peers and critical
friends (Bullough, Knowles and Crow 1992) to
explore the core questions of if, what, why, when
and how about the potential of launching a trial
balloon brought forth the development of the
model. Documentation and discussions may bring
value to colleagues and children that trigger their
ideas, points of view or processes to a point where
a vision for a trial balloon could be formulated.
Critical dialogue with colleagues about trial balloons
and the popping process may be needed to fully
understand their purpose, benefits and strategies in
the programming process. Launching trial balloons
is intended to be a collaborative experience used to
experiment with ideas to spark curiosity, create new
options for children’s play and scaffold opportunities
(Dietze and Kashin 2016; Malaguzzi 1998).

Floating trial balloons is like planting seeds—the
intent is to germinate ideas, fertilize children’s
thinking and actions and nurture new experiences
or dimensions for exploration that children have not
necessarily encountered before. This new
programming perspective positions early learning
professionals to support and promote exploratory,

experiential learning, dialogue and reflection that
could lead to new knowledge creation. The more
collective exploratory work that is examined in early
childhood programs, the more likelihood curiosity
will be aroused and new learning will be transferred
to practice (Harris and Chrispeels 2008; Harris and
Jones 2010; Webster-Wright 2009). This supports
early learning professionals in envisioning children’s
ideas in relation to their philosophy about how
children learn through play.

When early learning professionals think about
and practise programming in a particular way, there
is potential for the experiences, programming and
opportunities extended to children to become
stagnant. Because they challenge early learning
professionals’ perspectives, thinking processes,
experiences, beliefs and values in relation to
theoretical frameworks and practices, the trial
balloon and popping processes have the potential to
provide a more complex and comprehensive
understanding of children’s interests and
opportunities for new knowledge creation or “Aha!”
moments (Sherman 2009).

Future Research

The concept of trial balloons, bubbles and the
POPPING process brings a new lens to
programming in early learning programs.
Combining the trial balloon concept with
observations, pedagogical documentation and
reflections adds new knowledge and tools for early
learning professionals that are focused on designing
environments that offer curiosity triggers to children.
For this reason, this concept is worthy of having
early learning professionals test this programming
process to see its strengths, opportunities, gaps and
weaknesses in relation to their program philosophy
and current programming practices.

Conclusion

Creating environments and experiences that
trigger children’s sense of curiosity is highly
participative and fluid in nature. Early learning
professionals can support children’s sense of
curiosity and wonderment by making conscious
efforts to bring new ideas, materials or options for
exploration into the environment. Early learning
professionals draw upon their program
documentation, observations and understandings
about children and their partners in learning,
pedagogy and context (Hedges and Cullen 2012) to
seek insight into children’s interests. The idea of
using the concept of floating balloons and popping
as strategies for engaging children in exploring
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potential opportunities provides a unique way to
gain insight into children’s interests and expand
upon strategies for extending children’s play.

By using the trial balloon, bubble and POPPING
metaphor, early learning professionals may have a
new approach to programming that could lead to a
different type of dialogue about potential
experiences. This approach could trigger new ideas
among both children and adults, leading to new
interests, experiences and knowledge creation. The
combined process of using trial balloons and
examining the process through the bubble and
POPPING metaphor invites early learning
professionals to engage in discourse with colleagues.
This could lead them to gain a deeper understanding
of children’s interests and areas that trigger their
curiosity. The importance of early learning
professionals continuously seeking ways to support
children in being curious reinforces the benefits of
using trial balloons in the programming process.
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Abstract

While learning through play is a common
pedagogical approach in Canadian early childhood
classrooms, it is dissonant with the didactic, teacher-
directed methods used in many cultural contexts. Based
on data from a one-year ethnographic research study
with African immigrant and refugee early childhood
teacher education students, this article explores their
perspectives on play-based approaches in relation to
their own experiences with play and learning “back
home.” The findings suggest that the participants
experienced tensions with respect to the role of the
teacher because they believed that when teachers
assumed a facilitator or observer role, children did not
have the same opportunity to learn important cultural
and religious values such as respect.

Introduction

nformed by constructivist views of teaching,

learning through play is one of the primary
pedagogical approaches used in North American
early childhood classrooms. Such an approach
generally assumes that the child directs such play
and exploration by choosing materials, themes and
partners, while the teacher’s role varies from
playing alongside the children and asking open-
ended questions to simply observing them and
documenting their learning. However, in many
cultural contexts, learning and play are quite
separate; play is to be free and unsupervised, while
learning is viewed as teacher directed and occurring
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in school contexts. This disjuncture can potentially
lead to conflicts between teachers who embrace
play-based approaches and culturally diverse families
who bring different ideas about the relationship
between play and learning. Using data from a study
of East African immigrant/refugee women studying
in an early childhood teacher education program,
this article focuses on the students’ interpretations
of “learning through play” in Canadian early
childhood education (ECE) settings in relation to
their own experiences in their country of origin. The
importance of cultural and religious values, such as
respect for one’s elders, undergirded their beliefs
about the central role of the adult in structuring and
directing learning.

Theoretical Framework

The study is framed by sociocultural theory,
informed by the work of Vygotsky (1978), which is
premised on the assumption that individuals develop
and learn through active engagement with others in
specific contexts (such as home, school and
community). Expert peers or adults guide children in
gaining competence in the skills, practices and
knowledges that are valued in those contexts.
Socialization patterns thus differ depending on
cultural and familial values, beliefs and priorities in
child-rearing, and may shift or be altered depending
on the context of development (Grusec and Davidov
2010; Heath 1983; Rogoff et al 1993; Super and
Harkness 1986). In dominant western contexts,
Kagit¢ibasi (2007) explains, young children are
often socialized for cognitive competence; therefore,
abstract reasoning, extensive verbalization and
“school-like” literacy and numeracy skills are actively
promoted to ensure school success. Adults are more
likely to play with children or engage in face-to-face
verbal conversations or interactions to enhance
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these skills (Haight, Parke and Black 1997; Rogoff
1990). In contrast, cultures that prioritize social
competence emphasize the development of respect,
obedience, responsibility and social skills (Kagitgibagi
2007). Accordingly, adults might reinforce such
values by maintaining more physical distance from
children, not playing with them beyond infancy and
directing their behaviour. In general, Rogoff (1990)
argues that adults structure children’s socializing
experiences by making arrangements for their
activities, toys or play materials, and play or other
interactional partners that are reflective of their
cultural or familial goals. While various scholars
have studied aspects of such cross-cultural
differences, the cultural and religious values
influencing these socialization patterns are an
underresearched topic (Livas-Dlott et al 2010),
particularly in African immigrant and refugee
groups. For the immigrant/refugee women who
participated in this study, the disjuncture between
these two sets of socialization goals was evidenced
by their perspectives on the role of the adult during
learning through play in the Canadian context.

Methodology

The primary site for the research was a single
class in an early childhood program in a community
college in a mid-sized city in western Canada. |
collected data for at least two to three full days a
week over three semesters of study in the college,
the community and early childhood field placement
sites. Qualitative data were collected in the form of
observational field notes, interviews, focus groups,
informal conversations, spatial maps, document
collection and analytic memos. Four Canadian
instructors and 20 first-generation immigrant/
refugee students consented to the research. I focus
here on the participants from Africa (Sudan,
Somalia, Congo and Ethiopia), all but one of whom
were Muslim. I analyzed the data inductively by
chunking the data into categories, developing a
coding framework, engaging in focused coding of
the data and completing a pattern-level analysis to
identify themes. These analyses elucidated the
participants’ various experiences and perspectives
on play and learning.

Findings

Play “Back Home”

The participants recalled their childhood play as
free and largely unsupervised by adults, involving
natural or repurposed materials, and occurring in
outdoor environments. Although many participants
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had played with dolls, more frequently they had
used natural materials, such as leaves and sticks, as
Ameena explained: “Our toys are outside ... We
make things together, we create together. Children
make their own toys, yeah, natural” (focus group).
Such materials were used in freely chosen, child-
directed forms of play such as sociodramatic play
(“playing house”), explorations of the environment
or games with rules (skipping or hopscotch).

Once children could walk independently, the
participants explained, they would-play outdoors
with other children. As Ameena recalled, “Mostly
we played outside with other children, with the
neighbours. It’s not like here. They just send you
outside ... We play outside, we enjoy and then we
come back, like, night time” {interview). Numerous
participants explained that parents gave the older
children some instructions, and they then ensured
that the younger ones respected these strictures.
Regardless of the age difference between siblings,
Fatima stated, “you have to respect them—or
anybody who's older than you.” Geena commented
that adults rarely supervised or intervened in their
play, but “if you make any mistake your brother or
sister or neighbours will tell (the parents)” (focus
group). Beyond infancy, adults did not act as
children’s play partners; as Katrina emphasized,
“You cannot see the woman of the house, or the
adult of the house, go and sit in the street and play
(with the children)” (focus group).

Learning “Back Home”

Coming from countries where child care or
preschool programs were either nonexistent or
highly uncommon, the participants associated
learning solely with the context of formal schooling.
One participant began school in kindergarten, while
the others, all Muslim, attended madrassa or
religious school starting at age four or five, then
went to school the following year. Even though the
participants came from fairly affluent families, most
remembered having only paper, pencils and the
occasional book in their early years classrooms.
Bijou declared, “It’s just in our minds and we write it
down, no materials” (interview). Similarly, Christa
confirmed that “In Africa they still don't use
technology in school. In your head is the answer to
everything” (focus group). The few puzzles and
games they had at Geena'’s private preschool were
permitted for use only “in the hall area,” not the
classroom, thus clearly demarcating the different
contexts for play and for learning (interview).
Ameena emphatically stated that “Our toys were
outside ... You play outside” (interview).

In their schooling, the teacher employed a
didactic approach whereby she or he transmitted
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information to the children, which the children were
then responsible for copying and repeating over and
over until memorized. Fatima further explained that
“You have homework. You read all evening and
then in the morning when you go {to school) you
don’t look at the writing. He takes one part and you
have to say it by heart” (interview). Teachers were
positioned as authorities in their school experiences,
as described by Bijou: “The teacher makes the rules.
He asks the questions and you only have the right to
talk when he asks you a question ... They are in
control of everything” (focus group). Young children
began learning these rules, along with the Koran
and Arabic language, in the madrassa. Obeying the
teacher was strictly enforced, often through phuysical
punishment. Therefore the respect for elders taught
within the home extended into the school, as Fatima
affirmed: “We teach the children your teacher is
your second mother, like respect” (focus group).
Asmaa added that in school young children are
“learning the rules. They teach you how to respect
the older people” (focus group). Accordingly,
school-based learning was structured in such a way
as to reinforce the teaching of the “same values” as
in the home (interview, Geena).

Tensions Around Learning
Through Play

Given the separation between play and learning
in the participants’ own experiences, when they
were introduced to learning through play as a
pedagogical approach in Canadian settings, various
tensions became evident around the context,
interactional patterns, materials and curriculum
content. However, the adult role was the
overarching area of dissonance because, in their
experiences, children were not seen to learn
important cultural and religious values such as
respect when the adult shifted from the role of a
director to that of a facilitator or play partner.

First of all, the participants viewed play and
learning as occurring in distinct contexts: play
happens outdoors and learning indoors.
Correspondingly, they perceived indoor spaces as
domains where the teacher exerted authority and
children obeyed, which was at odds with their
observations of children in Canadian classrooms
who directed their own activities. It should be noted
that even during the participants’ seemingly free
and unstructured play time “back home,” children
were expected to follow the directions of their older
siblings, acting under the authority of parents.
These experiences thus introduced the value of
respect for one’s elders in order to prepare children
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for the madrassa and formal schooling, wherein the
structure was even more explicitly designed to
reinforce such beliefs.

The hierarchical positioning of adults as authority
figures “back home” was bolstered by maintaining
distance from children, which diverged from the
normative interactional patterns in Canadian ECE
sites, where the teachers were at the child’s level.
As Ameena explained: “We never sit with the
children face to face. We don’t talk that much”
(interview). To show respect, Geena added, “If
children talk to older people, no eye contact” (focus
group). Coming from contexts where “a quiet child
is a good child” (focus group}, the participants felt
that Canadian teachers and children alike “talk too
much.” The participants were similarly
unaccustomed to asking children open-ended
questions to understand or extend their
understanding of concepts in play, because the
adults in their lives had mainly asked closed-ended
questions designed to manage their behaviour (eg,
“What are you doing?”) or test their knowledge (eg,
“What is this?”).

In addition, since the participants had used a very
limited array of materials in their play and schooling
“back home,” many of the materials in early
childhood sites were seen as distracting and
superfluous, serving only to diminish the positioning
of the teacher as the main transmitter of knowledge.
Some participants, like Christa, were especially
dismissive of how materials are used to support
constructivist approaches: “In Canada, children learn
about toys ... In Africa, there are no puzzles like in
Canada. Children know how to read. They know
how to count. No puzzles. They learn from the
teacher” (focus group). Unsurprisingly, when
participants saw teachers assuming an observer or
facilitator role, these participants interpreted play
with toys as a vehicle for learning about the materials
themselves rather than for appropriating concepts.

Furthermore, the participants believed that learning
literacy and numeracy skills was the central task of
early schooling, but they were not persuaded that
children could construct these understandings without
direct teaching. As other studies have confirmed (eg,
Tobin, Arzubiaga and Adair 2013), this prioritization
of academic skills is especially common among
immigrant families. Geena explained

The basic things like reading, story time is very
important. [ don’t know why they think play is
important [in Canada). If we are learning
ABCs, we have to sit in a desk, not like here
playing and learning ABCs, like, we had to sit
and [ had a pencil and tried to write ABC or
123 ... No playing. You can’t play while you
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are learning. If you want to play, you play
outside ...” (interview).

Since the participants perceived the teacher to be
the sole conduit through which children learned
concepts in school, they felt concerned when
children were simply left to, as Geena stated, “do
things by themselves” (focus group). They
maintained that such a shift in the teacher role was
not necessarily an efficacious means of teaching
academic skills in the early years.

Discussion and Implications

Overall, these participants’ own experiences with
play and schooling were inscribed with specific
cultural and religious values that resonated with the
pattern of socializing for social competence (that is,
respect for elders and obedience). These
socialization goals were in conflict with the goal of
socializing for cognitive competence in Canadian
ECE settings in which the adult assumed a more
indirect teaching role, conversing and playing with
the children. While Pels (2003) found that
Moroccan newcomer parents prioritized their
children’s academic achievement slightly above
values such as respect and obedience, the findings
in this study suggest that these participants believed
that, in the early years, children must first learn
values and then could be introduced to academic
skills. Research with newcomer families has
demonstrated that parents’ beliefs and priorities shift
over time, particularly if they think that the practices
used in early schooling are designed to support their
child’s success in the new context (Isik-Ercan 2010;
Song and Wang 2006; Tobin, Arzubiaga and Adair
2013). Certainly the participants in this study did
come to appreciate play-based learning and
incorporated some new approaches into their own
practice, though they had difficulty shifting fully
from a director role to that of a facilitator.

The participants strongly believed that the role of
the adult is critical in establishing a context for
academic learning. As Asmaa asserted, “They have
to learn behaviour, and we teach them what is good
and what is bad” (focus group). Consistent with
other studies with different immigrant groups (Li
2001; Lahman and Park 2004; Pels 2003;
Vandenbroeck, Roets and Snoeck, 2009), then,
they found Canadian classrooms to be quite
permissive and worried that the relative freedom
children enjoyed would cause them to become
disrespectful. Geena lamented that “The children
here know everything is optional” {interview). Even
though children develop prosocial skills such as
getting along with others and learning to respect
others (older and younger) through their play
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(Colliver 2016}, differing cultural interpretations of
respect coupled with the reduced authority of the
adult were seen to compromise such teachings in
the Canadian context. Pedagogical documentation
may be one means of making the teaching and
learning of values (ie, character education) such as
respect more visible to families. However, it is
important to note that cross-cultural studies indicate
that a directive or controlling parenting style does
not necessarily mean that parents lack warmth and,
consequently, can have a very positive impact on
the child’s development and learning outcomes
(Grusec and Davidov 2010; Kagit¢ibasi 2007,
Kermani and Brenner 2000).

When immigrant and refugee children experience
a mismatch between the socialization goals in the
home and in the school, it can lead to challenges in
their adjustment processes (Ali 2008; Kagitcibasi
2007). While teachers cannot reproduce the role of
the adult as conceived by these participants, eliciting
familial socialization goals and practices through
sustained conversations, home visits or informal
events allows teachers to observe families in order
to better understand and affirm home knowledges
(Gonzalez, Moll and Amanti 2005; Lépez, Scribner
and Mahitivanichcha 2001). Such strategies may
allow teachers to employ what Rogoff (1990) refers
to as bridging; that is, using their knowledges as a
familiar base from which new ways of teaching and
learning can be understood and enacted.
Furthermore, Bodrova, Germeroth and Leong
(2013) posit that it is important to find a balance
between overly structured, academic programs and
play-based programs in which the teacher simply
provides time, space and materials and then follows
the child’s lead. Scaffolding children’s play to extend
their learning is one means of addressing this
dilemma (Bodrova 2008). Some possible strategies
might include pointing out relevant features of the
task (or play), controlling the child’s frustration,
demonstration or modelling, helping the child use
toys and props symbolically, developing the child’s
understandings of various scenarios and roles, and
maintaining the child’s motivation and interest
(Bodrova 2008; Wood, Bruner and Ross 1976). As
Kermani and Brenner (2000) found, culturally
diverse children may respond better to scaffolding
strategies that are more aligned with their cultural
values and socialization patterns, such as providing
instructional directives, modelling and correction.
Sensitive intervention on the part of the teacher,
then, can serve to reassure families that the teacher
is directly involved in learning through play and that
the children are not left to learn by themselves.
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The Learning Corner
A Home for Dogs

Julie Jackie

Julie Jackie received her BEd from the University of
Alberta and has been teaching Grades 1 and 2 for

11 years. She is currently teaching Grade 1 at the newly
opened Roberta MacAdams School, in Edmonton,
Alberta. She is particularly interested in using inquiry
learning and project work to foster relationships
between her students and the community at large.

Background to the Project

ur Homes project took place at Michael A
Kostek School, in Edmonton, Alberta,

from October 2015 to March 2016. After

looking for connections with the curriculum and
with our students’ interests, it was decided to use
homes to tie many curricular areas together. To
provoke wonder and curiosity in the children, a
note was sent to them stating that a package
arriving a few days later would be providing clues
about what they were going to learn about. The
children began wondering what it could be about
and started brainstorming ideas. The letter was
delivered to the school office and brought to the
classroom. Immediately, the children were
suspicious about who sent the letter and why it
was sent to them. In the days following, packages
mysteriously appeared or were delivered, and
each contained a home for something—first, a
spider’s web, followed by an egg, a barn and then
a map to go look for the final clue. The children
followed the directions on the map, which led
them to the home of one of the children, not far
from the school. Here, they discovered the
package containing the book A House Is a House
for Me, by Mary Ann Hoberman. We sat on the
front step of the child’s home and read the story
as the children made connections between the
items that had been delivered, finally coming to
the conclusion that we were going to be learning
about homes.

When starting a project, | always find it helpful to
build that strong connection between the children
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and the work they will be doing, which is why |
chose to look at their own homes first.

The children spent the first few weeks introducing
us to their own homes—telling stories about their
favourite parts of their homes, writing about what
makes their house feel like home, creating Google
maps of where they live to build connections outside of
school, studying each home while learning to create
observational drawings, and many more topics.

After spending a few weeks capitalizing on all of
these connections, [ knew that I needed to move into
areas of the curriculum that [ hoped to address. As
much as I iry to let the children lead an entire project,
there are small pockets of time where | need to help
facilitate their curiosity into directions that would
bring us to certain opportunities for learning.
Sometimes this has been successful. Other times, not
so much. This was to be one of those times.

A part of the Grade 2 science curriculum is about
small flying and crawling animals, so I thought that
by taking a walk in the forest behind our school, we
could start looking for places where these bugs and
insects were going to attempt to make their homes
for the winter. As it turns out, we were about a
week too late and our findings weren'’t as plentiful
as | had hoped. I started looking at where we could
go with our project next, but then had it clearly
pointed out by a small group of students.

It turns out that while they were outside for
recess, they noticed a few stray dogs wandering
through the schoolyard. Curious about where they
came from and who owned them, they came in with
questions flying out of them. “Who were their
owners?” “Why were they there?” “Who is going to
feed them and keep them safe? “What happens if
they get hit by a car?” And the one that would be
the spark to the flame, “Where were their homes?”

That was it! All this time, | had been wondering
how I would choose which direction to go next and,
as always, it was time that I listened to the children
and followed them. | needed to capitalize on their
interest in helping these dogs and their natural
curiosity, so | immediately contacted a few
organizations in our city who work with stray dogs.
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After explaining the kind of expert 1 was hoping to
connect my children with, Second Chance Animal
Rescue Society (SCARS) responded that they would
love to send in one of their volunteers to speak to
my students and answer their questions.

Talking About Homes
for Dogs

As with most experts | have contacted as field
experts, it is overwhelming to see how quickly they
are willing to jump at the opportunity to share the
work they do with a group of eager children. Soon
after I contacted them, SCARS connected me with
Kathy McCartney, one of their volunteers, and we
made arrangements for her to come to the school
to speak to the children. Before she arrived, we
prepared our sketchbooks with questions that the
children were wondering about so we could take
notes while she spoke. Taking a few moments to
write these questions in their sketchbooks would
allow them to bring back specific valuable pieces of
information that they knew they needed, as well as
record other interesting facts or ideas as she spoke.

The children gathered in one of the common
spaces in the school and eagerly awaited Kathy's
arrival. As Kathy walked around the corner, the
students gasped as they noticed that one of her
dogs that she adopted through SCARS was with
her. Many of the children shrieked excitedly at the
sight of the dog, a retriever named Taffy, but for
some of the children, this was their first experience
with a dog, and they watched nervously as Taffy
wagged her tail, echoing the children’s feelings of
excitement and nervousness.

Throughout the next hour, Kathy spoke with the
children about her experiences with SCARS. From
telling the stories about how Taffy was rescued from
a community where she was living under a burned-
out car with her litter of puppies, to how SCARS
was started, toc how SCARS is a completely
volunteer-run organization, the children clung to her
every word. They drew pictures and wrote down
pieces of important information throughout the
presentation and eagerly asked questions.

After saying goodbye to Kathy and Taffy, we
returned to our classroom to reflect on what we had
learned. It was so clear that the children were
moved by the work that SCARS does and felt
compelled to help them in any way they could. We
brainstormed a list of things that they thought we
could do to help them and then I had some time to
look at where to go next.

Immediately after looking at their list, the ideas
started flowing and [ started noticing that there
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were many possible curriculum connections that
could be made. The students most wanted to help
SCARS with their Walls for Winter program. This
program was created to bring doghouses to
communities where there were more stray dogs
than available foster homes, so that the dogs would
have somewhere warm to spend the winter. [
immediately started contacting people who |
thought would be interested in helping us take on
this endeavour, with fingers crossed that something
would come together.

Preparing for the Project

As much as [ would love to say that when
amazing things are going on in the classroom, all
other things can immediately be put on hold, but
that is not always the case. We were in the midst of
other things and other commitments required
attention, so as | tried to find someone to help us
build a doghouse, time got away on us.

It had been a couple of weeks, and I knew that
we finally had the time that we would need not
only to fully dive into the work we were about to
undertake but also to give it the attention it
deserved. I knew that it had been a while since we
last worked on our project, so [ wanted to find a
way to provoke their minds again and rekindle the
fire that was lit under them when they came back
from their visit with Kathy. I also knew that it had
to be real. ] wanted to present them with a
situation that would make them feel the same
feelings that empowered them to do something to
help SCARS and the dogs they rescue. It was time
to take a gamble.

] think at times there is a fine line between what
is meant for children and what is not. [ think that
more often than not we underestimate what
children are capable of understanding in an effort to
protect them from things that may make them feel
emotions that are uncomfortable. In all of the
conversations that we had been having, the children
were struggling to understand why an organization
like SCARS is even needed. | had an idea for how I
would do it.

The children came into the classroom after
lunch one day and waiting for them was a video
on the Smart Board. Without a lot of
conversation, [ hit play and they wondered out
loud what it was about, where the voices were
and, most of all, why we were watching it. The
video | showed them was Zsofia Zsemberi’s Gift.
Joyful music accompanied the images of a man
bringing a nervous young girl, carrying a well-
loved stuffed animal, home to meet his family. In
the next few minutes the students became more
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connected with the family as they watched them
enjoy each other’s company. However, in a few
moments, the joyful music was replaced by a
slightly more sombre melody and the students saw
the family spending less and less time with the
little girl. After the little girl gets into some
mischief, the man and girl go for a drive; the stuffy
is thrown from the car and chased by the young
girl. Immediately, the silence of the classroom was
replaced with the sounds of children shouting out,
questioning what was happening, looking for
answers. They watched the man drive away and
then look back into his rear-view mirror, seeing a
dog sitting on the road in the place of the child.
The children spun around, eyes wide, shouting at
me “The girl was the dog!” quickly followed by
“This whole time, she was the dog!”

After giving them a few minutes to process, we
started to discuss how they were feeling and what it
meant. The range of feelings was really so much
more than | had anticipated. From sadness to anger,
everyone felt something. They spoke of how their
hearts felt what the dog felt and how angry they
were at the man for leaving the dog behind. Most
important, they spoke about how they hated and
loved the video at the same time. I reminded them
that the feelings they were feeling were the most
powerful of all because they were the feelings that
will bring about change. They were the feelings that
will stay with them forever and that they will share
with anyone who will listen. Those feelings will
affect others in similar ways and, hopefully, if
everyone understands that they must take care of
their pets, there will no longer be a need for
organizations like SCARS. Then finally, the
connection to what we had learned about SCARS—
SCARS has to exist because some people choose to
abandon their dogs. Now it was up to them to teach
people that it is so important for people to take care
of the dogs they own.

Almost immediately, the students began coming
up with ways that they could share what they were
feeling from the video and connect it with what they
had learned from SCARS. Over the next few weeks,
our classroom was filled with the sights and sounds
of children working together to share their learning.
They worked together to write scripts for plays that
they would later create, making posters to show
their learning and creating slideshows to share facts
and ideas. The learning that was taking place during
these representations was constantly evolving. The
children negotiated directions for the project,
problem solved and compromised when
disagreements arose, found ways to share leadership
and, piece by piece, made their ideas and
understandings visible to others.
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The Potential Power of the
Parent Community

While this was going on, in the background, [ was
frantically trying to find someone who was willing to
take on the task of helping the students construct a
doghouse. After many attempts and many interested
but politely declining e-mails, I reached out to the
families in my classroom. 1 posted that | was
interested in constructing a doghouse with the class
to donate to SCARS for their Walls for Winter
program and was wondering if they (or anyone they
knew) would be interested in helping us.

Over the weekend, | was amazed at what took
place. All of a sudden, in a matter of hours, it was
taking shape! I was included on a variety of e-mails
and before 1 knew it, the materials had been
donated, a parent was willing to cut the pieces to
size and some students in the Construction
Engineering Technology (CET) program at NAIT
were willing to actually help us put it together. All
they needed from me was a plan. I was in complete
shock. I had never seen something like this come
together so quickly and I could not wait to share the
news with the students.

Logistics

On Monday morning, I excitedly shared the
developments that happened over the weekend, and
the children’s excitement was difficult to contain. Of
course, they were ready to start building the
doghouse immediately, so | explained that we
needed to work out some logistics before we could
start. First of all, we needed a plan to send to our
volunteers. The children shared stories about their
parents being able to do it (because they had built a
doghouse at home before); the ever-popular “Just
Google it!” came up; and then one of the students
suggested that we e-mail Kathy and see if SCARS
had a plan because “maybe they want the dog
house to look a certain way.” The children agreed
that e-mailing SCARS would be a good idea
because we were trying to help them, not make
more work for them. Within a few days, SCARS
had responded and sent us a plan, which we
forwarded to our volunteers.

Once we had the plans, we spent time studying
the plans and learning as much as we possibly could
from them. We learned about different points of
view, studied the drawings, discussed why they were
drawn the way they were and, most important, used
them to figure out whether or not the doghouse
would fit through the doors of the school. The
children decided that in order to know for sure that
it would fit, they wanted to build a full-scale model
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so that we could try it. Since the measurements in
the plan needed to be converted to metric, we
started having conversations about what feet meant
in the measurement. They quickly decided that if
they measured their own feet, they would be able to
know how big to make it. Each student traced their
own foot and attempted to figure out how long it
would be, and then we compared them. As we
shared, they noticed that they were all very different
so they must have missed something. They decided
that maybe it wasn’t their own feet that were used,
so [ went on to help them convert the
measurements into centimetres and metres. To build
the model, we used straws and connectors; all

29 children took turns adding pieces, fixing pieces
that popped open, hot gluing the connections
together (as we eventually decided that it was the
only way to make sure it stayed together) and
checking measurements. After it was complete, we
took it for a walk through the school and were
thankful to discover that it would fit through all of
the doorways.

While all of this was going on, 1 was working out
the logistics of the execution of the project. |
learned a lot during this process, and it reminded
me to look at the work we were trying to tackle
from different perspectives. | saw the possibilities
when I looked at the project and, at times, when
other people looked at the restrictions. This
experience reminded me that at times it is my job to
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challenge what people believe children are capable
of, and at other times it is my turn to stand back,
hear the concerns they are voicing and work with
them. Even though I knew that my students were
completely capable of going to NAIT and being
present for the pieces to be cut to size (and
potentially helping to do it} and being directly
involved in the hands-on construction of the dog
house, [ knew that there were many learning
possibilities that would present themselves in this
process, and [ needed to stand back. 1 learned that
while the students wouldn’t be able to go to the
construction shop to cut the pieces with real tools
and they wouldn’t actually join the pieces together
with their own hands, they would gain experiences
and knowledge that they would carry with them
forever, and that was the most important part.

The plan was set! One parent would get the
materials and put them together according to the
plan set by SCARS, and the NAIT CET students
would come to help assemble the doghouse when
it was time. | was able to persuade the CET
students to leave out the planned insulation so that
we could insulate it with the material that we found
to be the best insulator after conducting our
experiments in class.

In between the blocks of time when the students
were working on their representations, we looked
further into the different aspects of our doghouse.
The students came up with experiments to test

Early Childhood Education, Vol 44, No 1, 2016



which materials would be the best to keep the dogs
warm and revised their experiments when they
discovered that they were testing many materials at
once and couldn’t tell which material was actually
helping to keep the temperature as close to the
indoor temperature as possible. After many
attempts, they discovered that Styrofoam would be
the best insulator to keep the dogs warm for the
winter and were very excited to put it in the walls of
the doghouse.

Sometimes, there are unexpected turns in our
journey that bring us to learning that we hadn’t
even considered before. One of these turns occurred
when the children began debating whether or not
the size of the doghouse had something to do with
how warm it stayed inside. It was so interesting to
see the children respectfully debate their beliefs and
positions and, at the same time, try to understand
their thinking behind their reasons.

The Build

The excitement as the children arrived in the
classroom on the morning of the build really was
unbelievable! They could not wait for our guests to
come to help us put the house together, but they
waited as patiently as they could for the NAIT
students to arrive. Finally, it was time to build!

Since the pieces had been assembled into panels,
the actual construction of the doghouse went quite
quickly. As the NAIT students put the pieces
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together, the children asked their questions and
the NAIT students tried to answer them in as
much detail as possible. At the same time, they
took every opportunity to teach them about the
different steps. They explained what it is like to
be going to school at NAIT and what their plans
were for after they were done school. When the
time came to put on the walls, the Styrofoam
insulation was inserted to keep the dogs that
would later live in the doghouse warm for the
winter. To add finishing touches on the doghouse,
the children painted the house and added their
handprints so that they would send a little piece
of themselves with the doghouse when it went to
its community.

Celebrating Our Learning

The time had finally come to share all of the
amazing things that the children had learned
throughout the experience with their doghouse, so
we started planning our project celebration. We
brainstormed all of the things that we thought were
important to be celebrated, and it was really
overwhelming when 1 stood back and looked at
everything that we had learned throughout the
process. In the end, we had 17 different pieces of
learning to share with our invited guests—other
students and teachers in the school, parents, Kathy
McCartney and a few other volunteers from
SCARS, and our school board trustee and assistant
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to the superintendent. Our classroom was
transformed into a museum, where each student
had a job of telling people about a part of the
learning that took place. As they sat at their tables,
waiting for the first guests to arrive, all of a sudden
they got very nervous. They began questioning
themselves and what they had learned, and
worried that they wouldn't be able to answer the
questions that would be asked of them. I reminded
themn that this was their project and their learning
and they knew everything they would need to
know. All they had to do was trust that they had
the ability to share what they knew and our guests
would be amazed with the work they had done. It
was one of those moments where it was like the
baby birds who were ready to fiy and needed the
gentle push out of the nest.
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As the door opened and the guests started arriving,
our little birds felt the gentle push and they flew! In an
instant, their fears were replaced with confidence and
they excitedly shared what they had been working on
with anyone who would come talk to them. They
smiled as parents and guests wrote comments in their
comment books, and every now and then looked to
me for reassurance that 1 was proud of the work they
had done. Of course, there was no question. | had
never been more proud of them.
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Contemporary Issues in Early
Childhood Development: A Resource

Guide for Practioners
Lindsay Herriot

am pleased and privileged to introduce the early

Ichildhood education artifacts catalogue
Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood
Development: A Resource Guide for
Practioners. The artifacts assembled in this
catalogue were a weekly component of a pilot
undergraduate/graduate course named
“Contemporary Issues in Childhood,” which I
recently taught at the University of Alberta.
Students were tasked with translating many of the
provocative and perennial issues of childhood
theory, such as children’s rights, racial and
gendered subjectivities, and childhood innocence,
to name a few, into concrete materials for ECE
practitioners and researchers alike. They were
challenged to distill many of the complex and
controversial “big ideas” of the field into a single
item—such as a toy, a blog post or piece of
media—to provide a tangible point of contact
with what are often nebulous concepts.

Materials could be those meant for classroom
use with young children, professional development
resources, or supplies for parents or caregivers.
These materials provide both practitioners and
researchers with unique windows into each other’s
worlds. Practitioners are provided with an
abundance of materials that were drawn from
theory and research with which to stimulate their
own practice, and researchers can gain insight into
how their work can be introduced, contested or
otherwise taken up in ECE settings.
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The five graduate students in the course were
given the added responsibility of curating the wealth
of student-selected artifacts into a cohesive, user-
friendly catalogue under the following six sections:

* Theme 1: What Do We Mean by Childhood?

Theme 2: Children’s Rights and Citizenship

Theme 3: Play, Work and Family Life

Theme 4: Ethnocultural Considerations

Theme 5: Discourses of “Innocence”:
Gender and Sexuality

¢ Theme 6: Global Considerations

In the catalogue, students have specifically linked
how each artifact allows a “big idea” to be engaged
with. It is my hope that all audiences find meaning,
new ideas, and of course new questions in its pages.

The catalogue will be available on the ECEC
website, www.ecec-ata.com. g
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Best Practices in Writing Instruction
Edited by S Graham, C A MacArthur and J Fitzgerald. 2013. 2nd edition.

New York: Guilford.

Miriam Ramzy

“[Writing is] one of the most difficult areas of
teaching and learning because of its complexity.”

Miriam Ramzy is a PhD student at the University of
Calgary. She is in the Language and Literacy program,
looking at ways to improve the writing abilities of
young children. Miriam taught grades K-3 for six
years. During that time, she completed her master’s
degree at NYU, focusing on early literacy practices to
help struggling readers and writers. She is passionate
about teaching writing and is striving to improve the
writing of young children.

achievement tests (PAT) results furthers the

postulation above. In Alberta, Canada, our
Grade 3 PAT results from 2009 through 2013 show
a profound lack of achievement in the standard of
excellence in writing (14 per cent) compared to
excellence in reading (40 per cent) (Alberta
Education 2013). Improving the writing instruction
that students receive by including effective, data-
driven strategies in our practices is fundamental in
developing stronger, more competent and self-
motivated writers.

Three people edited Best Practices in Writing
Instruction, a 444-page book. The first is Steve
Graham, who focuses his research on writing
development and writing difficulties. In editing this
book, Graham worked with two others who
mirror his interest and focus in writing: Charles A
MacArthur and Jill Fitzgerald. The chapters in this
book are authored by various experts seeking to
help teachers improve their writing instruction
and better reach the needs of all of their learners,
from kindergarten through Grade 12, by

The data published on Alberta’s provincial

22

(Troia 2013, 405)

describing research-supported and evidence-based
writing practices.

The book consists of four parts, each with a
distinct focus. The individual parts are then divided
into a number of chapters. The authors make
evident the age and grade focus in each chapter,
allowing the reader to decide the relevance to his or
her own practice and interests. Additionally, each
chapter addresses the [American] Common Core
State Standards (CCSS) in writing, and examines
how to use and incorporate the CCSS in developing
a writing program.

Part one begins with general yet essential
information about why writing is important. The
authors discuss and explain ways to develop an
effective program. Basic information on the writing
continuum—as children progress through school—is
discussed, followed by examples of effective tools
for teaching writing.

Following a brief introduction, the chapters in
part two deliver an extensive amount of information
regarding the three main genres of writing
highlighted in the CCSS (narrative, argumentative
and informative). Every chapter takes an in-depth
look at one genre, followed by specific applications
of certain research-based strategies to support
students’ writing development.

Part three delves deeper into the writing process,
with each chapter covering one specific strategy
that educators need to explicitly teach to ensure that
students experience success. These include
planning, revising, sentence construction,
handwriting, spelling and effectively using
technology to support continued growth in writing.
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There is also information for teachers about how to
effectively motivate and assess students.

The book ends with two chapters about special
populations: working with English learners (ELs)
and using a Response to Intervention (Rtl)
approach for struggling students. Part four begins
by identifying and explaining many of the
constraints on ELs when they are learning to write
in English, and then offers some specific strategies
to help ELs deal with the demanding constraints
they face. Although brief, this chapter does offer
many culturally sensitive and responsive
instructional practices that teachers can implement
in their classrooms. The last chapter explicitly
explains how to use an Rtl approach in a
classroom to support struggling students, and uses
case studies to demonstrate its effectiveness.

This book is very well written, and offers a
plethora of suggestions for teachers. It flows
smoothly, and the content is expressed clearly and
sequentially. The most critical elements for any
writing program, from kindergarten through
Grade 12, are detailed in this book and are
presented in an easy-to-understand format. The
large body of research, blended with instructional
implications and practices, makes this book a bridge
between teachers and researchers in the field of
writing instruction.

However, the strong focus on the CCSS presented
throughout makes the book somewhat less relevant
from a Canadian perspective. Furthermore, the
audience for this book ranges from preschool
teachers to high school teachers. As the audience is
so large, the focus on strategies, case studies and
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program information is too broad to be detailed and
helpful enough for any specific grade. Additionally,
for early elementary teachers, this book provides only
a surface-level look at some of the components
necessary for a strong writing program.

Nonetheless, Best Practices in Writing
Instruction is a valuable resource for multiple
audiences. [ would highly recommend this book to
administrators whose responsibilities include leading
and supporting teachers. University instructors will
find it a valuable resource for undergraduate
courses. Teachers who want to begin to develop
their understanding of writing instruction will also
find this book a useful tool. This book will help one
understand the necessary best practices for teaching
writing in any classroom and in any discipline. It is
comprehensive and covers an abundance of
practices that must be in place in an effective writing
instruction program. It is a valuable resource for
those seeking to understand the complexities of the
writing process: “one of the most difficult academic
tasks for students” (Coker 2013, 26).
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Early Childhood Education is published to

¢ promote the professional development of educators in
improving practice in early childhood education and

 stimulate thinking, explore new ideas and offer various
points of view.

Articles from all educators and educational researchers
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to consider writing about topics that interest them.
Submissions are requested that will stimulate personal
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editorial review committee, the editor reserves the right to
edit for clarity and space.
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Copyright Transfer Agreement, may be sent to
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2500 University Drive NW
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Permission for Use of
Photographs or Student Work
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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;
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e attend the annual Early Childhood Education Council conference to glean new and exciting ideas and to
share your concerns with colleagues;
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childhood research and writings.
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