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IS EVERY CHILD’S VOICE HEARD?

Longitudinal case studies of 3-year-old children’s
communicative strategies at home and in a preschool playgroup

By Rosie Flewitt

This ESRC funded study investigates how young children integrate a range of
multimodal strategies, including talk, body movement, gesture and gaze, to make and
express meaning at home and playgroup during their first year in preschool. Using
longitudinal ethnographic video case studies of four 3-year-old children, two boys
and two girls, the study identifies patterns in the children’s uses of different
communicative strategies that relate to the dynamics of the social, institutional and
immediate contexts in which they are situated, particularly with regard to whether at
home or in playgroup; with familiar or less familiar others; with adults or peers; with
peers of the same sex or age group and with different playgroup activities.

The thesis draws on post-modern interpretations of knowledge and truths to reflect
critically on the different pedagogic discourses concerning the role of talk in learning
implied in the Foundation Stage Curriculum and to revisit Vygotskian and neo-
Vygotskian theories of talk and learning in the light of the children’s multimodal sign
making in different settings. By interpreting the children’s gaze, facial gestures and
body movements as part of both communicative and meaning-making processes, the
study pieces together unique and composite understandings of how the children
conform to and resist the communicative practices of the ‘speech community’
(Hymes 1996) within the playgroup studied. These findings in turn give new insights
into the genesis of pupil identity and issues of power, control and agency.

Furthermore, the study discusses the development of systems for handling and
representing complex video data alongside more traditional data collection methods,
including audio recordings, field and diary notes and interviews. The thesis concludes
by discussing how the study findings contribute to growing understandings of the
multimodal processes of young children’s making and expressing of meaning and
consequent implications for early years policy and practice.
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Definitions and Abbreviations
CACHE Council for Awards in Children’s Care and Education
CGFS Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage (DfEE/QCA, 2000)

Childminder is used to refer to an adult who looks after a child in the childminder’s
home and is paid for doing so.

Co-construction In constructivist approaches to learning, new understandings are
built on the foundations of a child’s prior understandings. Co-construction involves
new understandings being constructed between different people through their joint
engagement and interaction, in whatever mode or combinations of modes.

Curriculum The knowledge, skills and values children are intended to learn in an
educational institution, as represented by the official curriculum written for their age.

Fantasy play A form of role play where children create stories or imaginary contexts
that they explore on their own or with others, involves objects and people taking on
new, innovative, make believe functions and roles.

Joint engagement/ joint involvement When two or more individuals, adults and/or
children, have focussed sustained attention on a shared activity.

LEA Local Education Authority

Mode is used in this thesis to describe a medium or semiotic resource for expressing
and conveying meaning, such as language, gaze, facial expression and body
movement (see Multimodality).

Multimodality This term has emerged from the field of discourse analysis (eg Kress
and Van Leeuwen, 1996, 2001) to highlight the importance of taking into account
how different semiotic resources, such as image, sound, movement, language,
combine to construct meaning, offering an alternative to monomodal approaches to
meaning making, such as the study of language or visual images in isolation.

Nanny refers to a trained adult paid to look after a child in the child’s home.

Parent is used to refer to mothers, fathers and other main carers, for instance
stepparents, with whom the child lives.

Pedagogy The practice, art, science and craft of delivering a prescribed curriculum,
including the provision, in early years settings, of learning environments for
exploration and play and ‘instruction’, in the form of the initiation and/or
maintenance of effective means to achieve educational goals (DfES, 2002, p27).

XV



PLA Preschool Learning Alliance (formerly PPA, Preschool Playgroups Association)

Playgroup refers to playgroups as part of the Preschool Playgroup Alliance network.
The site of this study is a playgroup.

Practitioners Adults who are paid to work in a preschool setting, regardless of their
qualifications.

Preschool or preschool setting is used to describe any registered organisation or
establishment that provides out-of-home preschool care or education, including local
authority nursery schools, nursery classes attached to primary schools, nursery
centres, playgroups, social services daycare centres and private day nurseries and
kindergartens.

Role play Children take specific roles and explore their ideas about those roles
through solitary or joint play.

Small group In the particular playgroup studied, small groups comprised between 3
and 6 children.

Sustained shared thinking refers to episodes where two or more individuals work
together in any communicative mode to solve problems, clarify ideas etc, all parties
contribute to the thinking and there are changes/developments in the thinking.

Toilet trips In the playgroup studied, the toilets were in the adjoining primary school,
so toilet trips involved a short walk and rarely took less than 7 minutes. Children
could request a toilet trip at any time and were always accompanied by an adult, who
would take between 1-4 children each trip. 2 adults would accompany larger groups.

Video clip Refers to a section of video on accompanying CD illustrating an example.
Voluntary helper Adult with no child in the preschool setting assisting without pay.

Voluntary parent helper Mother, father, grandparent and/or nanny assisting in
preschool, without pay as part of the parent rota system.

Whole group refers to activities where all the children and some adults were engaged
in the same activity at the same time (some children were sometimes absent for toilet
trips, some adults would be clearing up and/or setting up other activities).

Work experience student from the local secondary school, usually 15-16 years of
age, assisting in preschool setting for 4-6 weeks without pay.

ZPD (Zone of Proximal Development) The distance between what a child can do on

his or her own and the higher cognitive levels a child can achieve when supported by
a practitioner or more knowledgeable other (see Chapter 2, Section 2.4).

Xvi



Introduction

Introduction

Early childhood is ‘... a period of momentous significance for all people
growing up in culture ... By the time this period is over, children will have
formed conceptions of themselves as social beings, as thinkers, and as
language users, and they will have reached certain important decisions about

their own abilities and their own worth.’ (Donaldson et al, 1983, p1)

This thesis began as a longitudinal study of 3-year-old children’s uses of talk as a
means of communicating and learning during their first year at a preschool playgroup,
compared with their uses of talk at home. However, led by the data and subsequent
search for a theoretical framework that enabled me to understand more fully what I
had observed, the project moved beyond a study of children’s talk to consider the
diversity of their emerging communicative and meaning-making strategies. The thesis
illustrates hoW the children’s talk in the different settings of playgroup and home was
interwoven with other modes of communication, focussing on the uses of gaze, facial
expression and body movement in their multimodal constructions and expressions of
meaning. The term ‘multimodal’ has emerged from the field of discourse analysis (eg
Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996, 2001) to highlight the importance of taking into
account how different semiotic resources, such as image, sound, movement and
language, combine to construct meaning, offering an alternative to monomodal
approaches to meaning making, such as the study of language or visual images in

isolation.

The scope of the thesis is ambitiously broad as the issues addressed concern not only
the development of young children’s multimodal communicative and meaning-
making strategies in the different institutional settings of home and playgroup, but
also how the children’s roles and identities can be seen to develop differently in the
different settings. This heterogeneous approach is essential if we are to begin to
unravel how the dynamic interplay of modes of communication, identity and

pedagogy all combine to shape young children’s learning.
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However, limits have been imposed on the study through the choice of case study as a
means of data collection. This approach has provided a methodological framework
that permits both a sharp focus on individual children’s communicative strategies and
a wider perspective on the overlapping and opaque layers of contexts in which the

children were situated. As Kress et al suggest:

... the question of identity and knowledge are always embedded in specific
life worlds, which are themselves co-articulated with sets of others, and these
questions cannot be discussed in any serious fashion outside of an
understanding of these “webs.” The modes of representation are imbricated
everywhere, both in the constitution and in the realization of these lifeworlds,
and, therefore, in the forms of identity and the shapings of knowledge, which
are at issue. (Kress et al, 2000)

The thesis documents the experiences of four 3-year-old children over the course of
their first year in a small rural playgroup and, by taking into account not only how the
children communicate but also how their individual identity is created and re-created
through the processes of acquiring new ‘voices’ in new social domains, the study

proposes answers to the following specific questions:

1 During their first year at playgroup, how are some children constructed as
more socially confident and better communicators than others? How do home

perceptions of each child differ from playgroup staff perceptions?

2 Are there significant patterns and/or developments in individual children’s
communicative strategies during their first year at playgroup? How do these

compare with the children’s communicative strategies at home?

3 What sequences of playgroup experiences and what other factors may have

influenced these outcomes?
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To locate the specificity of this study within a larger framework, the thesis begins
with background information on the diverse range of early years provision in Britain,
reflects on some of the assumptions underlying this provision and documents changes
in early years over the last decade. Chapter 2 discusses different theoretical
approaches towards young children’s language development and multimodal meaning
making and Chapter 3 critically reviews a wide range of research studies in these
fields. Details of the methodological approach adopted in this study are presented in
Chapter 4, followed by an extended presentation of the data analysis in Chapters 5, 6
and 7 which answer the research questions stated above. Finally, a concluding chapter
summarises the research findings and discusses their implications for early years
research, for research in multimodal communication across all age ranges, and for

early years training, practice and assessment.

This ESRC-funded thesis results from work carried out by myself whilst in registered
postgraduate status at the Research and Graduate School of Education, University of

Southampton.




Chapter 1 Background to early years provision

Chapter 1

Background to early years provision in Britain

To locate this study within a socio-historical context, Chapter 1 reviews the
history of early years provision in Britain, focusing on the development of
playgroups in England. Consideration is given to tensions in Britain between the
provision of childcare and education, and to alternative approaches to early years
offered in other countries. Finally, major changes made over recent years to early

years provision and funding in England are summarised and discussed.

1.1 The diversity of preschool provision in Britain

The history of child care in Britain since the war is a curious counterpoint
of unfulfilled official declarations of intent, and voluntary response filling
gaps left by inaction. In 1978, Britain had one of the poorest childcare
records in Western Europe in the maintained sector, and arguably the best
record in the world in the do-it-yourself care of the under-fives.

(Bruner, 1980 pp31-32)

Since Bruner made this stinging observation, early years provision in Britain has
changed significantly, particularly during the last decade with the introduction of
state funding, the creation of an early years curriculum, moves towards the
standardisation of training and the inclusion of early years providers in OFSTED
inspection. Yet before discussing these changes, it is essential to consider how the
historical legacy of ‘inaction’ described by Bruner has created a diversity of early
years establishments and practices upon which the efficacy of any changes

depends.




Chapter 1 Background to early vears provision

Broadly speaking, preschool establishments in Britain have evolved from two
distinct models: the family and the traditional school. Where the family model
predominated, the preschool establishment has been care-oriented. Where the
school model predominated, the preschool has been education-oriented. There has
never been a nationwide preschool network offering an original solution to the
challenge of organising the communal life of very young children outside the
home. The very term ‘preschool’ is symptomatic of historically established
attitudes towards these years as preparation for something that follows rather than

recognition of their own unquestionable value.

The current diversity of early years provision is further complicated by regional
factors: different Local Education and Health Authorities with historically
different facilities and funding arrangements offer different forms of provision

(DFES, 2001a). Differences are also found between rural and urban areas.

1.1.1 Different settings for preschool provision

The types of preschool establishments on offer in any one area may include all or
some of the following (compiled from DfEE, 1999b, DfES, 2001a, NCB, 1999):

Local authority nursery classes Classes within primary schools, usually led by a
graduate qualified teacher, supported by an adult with 2 years’ childcare training.
The provision offered tends to be half-day sessions, 5 days per week during school

term time. Average staff/child ratio 1:13.

Local authority nursery schools Separate LEA schools, combining kindergarten
traditions designed for middle-class children, and ‘welfare’ nursery school
approaches aimed to give better physical care to children from less well-off
homes. Head teachers usually have graduate training with early years’ experience;
other staff have some training in nursery education. Sessions are usually half-day,

with an average staff ratio of 1:13. Some nursery schools offer full day care.
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Private day nurseries Most staff have 2 years’ childcare training, some less and
some more. Usually offer full day care, with a staff/child ratio of 1:8. Costs vary,

but full day care for working parents is expensive.

Local authority day care centres Evolved from social services day care provision,
although many now operate under the authority of the LEA, they vary in the
services they offer: some combine day care with education, whilst others are care-
oriented. Usually run by adults with 2 years’ childcare training, some receive
input from a qualified teacher. Average staff/child ratio 1:8. Most offer full day

carc.

Voluntary playgroups and/or preschools Historically, staff training has been
variable, ranging from none to graduate level (see Section 1.2.2 below). The
number of sessions offered varies from between two to ten 2 % hour sessions per
week, depending on the particular group. Attendance is sessional, with a
maximum of five sessions per week, depending on availability. Premises vary,

with only a small percentage on permanent sites (see Section 1.2.4 below).

Childminders/ Home care Some 3-5 year olds are cared for exclusively in the
home or by a childminder, where there is great variation in what children do. The
number of registered childminders fell after the re-registration process following
the 1989 Children’s Act (DfES, 2001a) and after the introduction of childminder
Ofsted inspections. In some areas of the country, childminders are the only

available and/or affordable type of care for the children of working parents.

Historically, political rhetoric has claimed this diversity of provision offered
parents the freedom to choose where and how often, if at all, their child attended

preschool, whilst glossing over the lack of government funding:

The National Commission’s proposals for free state nursery education for
all 3 and 4 year olds conflicts with our policy of choice and diversity of
provision which best meets the varied needs of children and their parents.

It is also unrealistic in resource terms. (Hansard, 14 December 1993)
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In reality, parents were rarely presented with a choice of preschool facilities. Ball
(1994, p31) described the uneven and inequitable provision of services for the
under fives in Britain as lacking ‘coherence, coordination or direction’ and failing

to ‘meet the needs of either children or parents’. Pugh was equally indignant:

It seems shameful that at the end of the twentieth century, after countless
reports from researchers and national committees, we are still having to
make the case that a child’s early years are of critical and lasting
importance. It is now well established that a high percentage of children’s
learning takes place in the first five years of life, and that this is the time
when attitudes are formed, when first relationships are made, when
concepts are developed, and the foundation for all skills and later learning

are laid. (Pugh, 1994, pl)

In the new national framework for education, the importance of children’s early
learning has been given official recognition, through the phasing in of state
funding for preschool, attendant inspection regimes and the creation of the
Foundation Stage Curriculum for 3 to 5- year-olds (see Section 1.4 below).
Depending on local availability, the child’s date of birth, the local LEA or school
admissions policy and parental choice, children either spend one or two years of
the Foundation Stage in a preschool setting, plus one year in Reception class at
primary school. Appendix 1.1 illustrates possible settings where, and ages when,

children may experience the Foundation Stage.

1.1.2 Attendance at different preschool settings

Reliable statistics on attendance at different preschool settings are difficult to
obtain and should be treated with caution, partly because different authorities
gather figures at different times of year using different criteria (Moss et al, 1998).
Furthermore, due to the inadequacy of provision in any one setting, many children

attend more than one setting: the Preschool Learning Alliance (PLA) estimates
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that 1.8 children occupy each playgroup place (NCB, 1999). Figure 1.1 overleaf
indicates how many children used each preschool service in England in 2000,

1997 and 1986.

Overall, the figures show how, despite government predictions of significant rises
in early years provision, the number of childminding places has fallen since 1997,
as have places in local authority day nurseries. Playgroups catered for 63%
children aged 3-4 in 1986, falling to 54% in 1997 and 52% by 2000,
corresponding to a significant rise in children entering infant and nursery classes,
where many teachers had no or little early years training. These figures
demonstrate how playgroups have become a permanent and significant feature of
preschool provision, viewed not as ‘a cheap substitute for nursery education but

... avalid alternative in their own right’ (PPA 1989, p6). The site for this study is
a rural playgroup run by local parents. To understand the ethos and organisation of

playgroups, it is helpful to look briefly into the history of their development.

1.2 The development of playgroups in Britain

1.2.1 The growth and funding of playgroups

The variety of provision outlined above illustrates how, through lack of clear
direction, preschool provision in Britain has developed along many different
paths. Pre World War 11, state-funded early years provision was almost non-
existent, with residential or day-care nurseries provided only for children deprived
of ‘normal’ home circumstances. In the aﬁerméth of WW2, with its disruptions to
family life and mass evacuations of young children, there was powerful opposition
to the employment of women, based partly on the potential psychological damage
to their children. Such fears were fuelled by the works of the psychoanalyst John
Bowlby who, from his studies of orphanages, institutional care and young thieves,
suggested that maternal deprivation in the early years might cripple the capacity to
form relationships with other people and could be a cause of delinquency in later
life (Bowlby, 1951).
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Figure 1.1

Under fives and preschool services in England: 2000, 1997 and 1986

o Figures in italics show percentage of 3 and 4 year olds

o % do not total 100% as some children attend more than 1 preschool

Population

Total population
Population age 0 - 4 years
Population age 3&4 years

Childminders (children aged 0-5)
Places with registered childminders

Day Nurseries (children aged 0-5)
Places in Local Authority Day Nurseries
Places in registered private nurseries

Playgroups (children aged 3-4)

Places .

Children using playgroups (1.8 ch per place)
Percentage of 3-4 year olds

Nursery schools and classes
(children aged3-4)

Children using nursery schools
(part + full-time)

Children using nursery classes
(part-time and full-time)
Percentage of 3-4 year olds

Infant classes (under fives)
Children attending infant classes
(part-time and full-time)
Percentage of 4 year olds

Independent schools (under fives)
Children attending independent schools
(part-time and full-time)

Percentage of 3-4 year olds

2000
49,997,000

2,999,500

1,224,800

320,400

17,200
245,100

353,100
635,580
52%

46,300

316,400
30%

351,000
57.91%

69,766
6%

1997
49,284,200
3,106,300
1,272,300

365,200

20,2000
172,000

383,700
690,660
54%

50,734

316,669
29%

346,116
54.53%

66,900
5%

1986
47,112,000
3,004,200
1,183,500

137,732

28,920
27,923

412,391
742,304
63%

49,383

223,097
19%

236,143
20%

41,789
4%
(England +
Wales)

Sources: National Early Years Network (2002), DfES (2001a), HMSO (1988),

NCB (1986)
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Bowlby’s ideas were in tune with Beveridge’s call to slay the five giants of want,
squalor, disease, idleness and ignorance, and were used in the political realm to
underpin arguments for restricting the development of day care to those in ‘needy’
circumstances (Arnot et al, 1999). Consequently, in 1950s Britain, children were
looked after predominantly in the home. In some areas, primary schools accepted
children aged 4 years. In other areas, particularly towns and cities, nursery schools
and ‘welfare’ nurseries remained, primarily for children deemed at risk of neglect
(Bruner, 1980).

Moss and Penn (1996) suggest that the debate over and distinction between care
and education for preschool children, coupled with an underlying fear of the
consequences of maternal deprivation, effectively blocked the development of
preschool provision. In contrast with more innovative preschool schemes in
France, Italy, Spain and Scandinavia initiated in the post-war period, British
preschool provision remained heavily dependent upon modernised or ‘Bowlby-
ized’ Victorian values (Arnot et al, 1999, p58), provided by mothers and financed
by maternal guilt rather than by the state coffers.

In the early 1960s, after the Ministry of Education had denied preferment in state
schools to the young children of school teachers, a teacher and mother who was
affected by the changes advertised for other parents who might be interested in
setting up a cooperative group (Bruner, 1980). Others followed suit, and gradually
the playgroup movement came into being, fulfilling a variety of different local
needs. Some playgroups were set up to counter the isolation and anonymity of
high-rise living, some to encourage inter-racial mixing, but most simply offered a
place where local children could meet to play together under adult supervision.
Playgroups were predominantly middle-class institutions, run by volunteers,
mostly mothers. The number of playgroups rapidly increased, slowly filling the
gap created by the limited provision of nursery education. As more women began
to return to work during the 1970s and public attitudes towards childcare became
influenced by feminist writings, such as Kristeva (1974), the number of
playgroups continued to increase, spurred on by the continued shortfall of state-

funded places.

10
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By 1967, the Plowden Report had outlined a substantial increase in need for
preschool care, and this need was officially recognised in Mrs Thatcher’s 1972

White Paper Education: a Framework for Expansion:

The action the Government now propose will give effect to the (Plowden
Council) recommendations. Their aim is that, within the next ten years,
nursery education should become available without charge, within the
limits of demand estimated by Plowden, to those children of three and four

whose parents wish them to benefit from it. (DES, 1972, pp4-5)

In reality, the provision of care fell far short of those figures. By 1977, a little over
half the recommended number of places had been provided (ACC, 1977), and
these were in nursery schools or classes with a strong education bias. Again, it fell
to private nurseries and voluntary playgroups to shoulder the bulk of preschool
provision. Over time, the separately formed playgroups became linked through the
Pre-School Playgroups Association (re-named the Pre-School Learning Alliance
in 1995). First established in 1961, the PPA/PLA provided local and regional

support and training within a national framework.

For the government, playgroups, financed by parental fees supplemented by fund-
raising, offered a conveniently cost-free alternative to their unfulfilled promises.
Limited external funding was sometimes available, for example from Social
Services, LEAs, Parish and District Councils, but income from such sources
amounted to less than 5 per cent of playgroups’ total income (PPA, 1990). By the

early 1990s, government policy clearly shirked state responsibility:

The government believe that in the first instance it is the responsibility of
parents to make arrangements, including financial arrangements, for the
day care of preschool children.

(Department of Health evidence to House of Commons, 1989, cited by
Pugh, 1994, p2)

11
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The ‘Start Right’ Report (Ball, 1994) refuelled pressures on the government to
improve preschool provision, and the Conservative Party under John Major
introduced a voucher system for four-year-olds, whereby parents received
vouchers totalling £1,100 towards the cost of nursery education. This system was
fraught with difficulties, and the Labour Party redirected voucher funds to Local
Education Authorities, which in September 1998 were committed to providing a
free, part-time early years education place for all four-year-olds. Funding for
three-year-olds has subsequently been phased in, and should be complete by end
2003.

1.2.2 Playgroup staff training

Historically, mostly white middle-class mothers have run playgroups in an
underpaid and undervalued sector where, until the 1990s, the levels of
qualification required remained ambiguous and highly variable. The Children’s
Act Guidaﬁce and Regulations (DoH, 1991) specified that 50 % of preschool staff
must be fully trained, with either an NNEB certificate, NVQ Level 3 in Childcare,
or a PLA Diploma in Pre-School Practice. A revised training framework
introduced by the Qualifications, Curriculum and Assessment Authority (QCA) in
1999 aimed to standardise the range of early years qualifications available in
England, beginning with an entry level of GCSE D-G grades and rising to the
equivalent of postgraduate studies (QCA, 2002). However, it must be remembered
that although playgroup staff are required to update and upgrade their training,
this process takes time. Furthermore, playgroups remain dependent on voluntary
parent helpers to achieve their adult:child ratio, and no official training is required

of such voluntary yet essential assistance.

In 1998, a workforce survey (EEC, 2000) found that 44% early years workers had
inadequate training: for playgroups the figure was one in four. A corresponding
Hampshire preschool survey revealed that: 72% of paid staff had training needs;
25% of paid staff and 80% of volunteers had no relevant qualifications; 75% of

preschools had no training budget. The most significant restraints on training were

12
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cited as; time (51%); no suitable course (43%) and lack of funding (39%). The
survey indicated the workforce is predominantly female (99.7% of paid staff and
87.1% of volunteers) and white (99.7% of paid staff and 100% of volunteers). The
turnover of paid staff was 23% in 12 months; 64% of volunteers worked for 1 year
or less; 28% of providers had been unable to recruit suitable staff. 49% of paid

staff and 20% of volunteers had worked in preschools for more than 3 years
(HCC, 1999, p58).

The nationwide diversity of preschool training has been highlighted by the
Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) Project. EPPE is a
longitudinal study of 3,000 children in England, from 1999-2003, investigating
children’s development up to Key Stage 1 at age 7 in different early years settings,
including 25 nursery classes, 34 playgroups, 31 private day nurseries, 24 local
authority day care centres, 20 nursery schools and seven combined centres.
Overall, EPPE has assessed playgroup provision as adequate to below adequate
(DfEE, 1999b, Technical Paper 6, p12 and pl17). Using a revised standard Early
Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS-R, originally devised in the USA)
and the English Extension (ECERS-E), playgroups were rated as providing
‘minimal’ services in the categories of ‘personal care practices’; ‘language and
reasoning’; ‘preschool activities’; ‘organisation and routines’ and ‘adults working
together’. Only the category ‘social interaction’ achieved a total score of just
above ‘minimal’, still falling short of ‘good’ (DfEE, 1999b, Technical Paper 6,
pp13-16).

1.2.3 Playgroup staff pay

Despite the changes in qualifications needed to run or assist in preschools, and
despite some increases to pay since the state funding of places, the non-
professional ‘qualified amateur’ status of playgroup staff (Bruner, 1980, p14) is
still reflected in pay. At the time of data collection for this study, PLA guidelines
suggested staff pay should be not less than £20 per 2 % hour session for the leader

and £15 for trained helpers. Preparation and clearing up time was unpaid.

13
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1.2.4 Playgroup locations and facilities

In 1992, the Department of Health reported that nationwide, about two-thirds of
playgroups met in village, community or church halls and the remainder used a
variety of premises, including sports clubs (3%), guide or scout halls (2%) or even
private homes (2%) (DoH, 1992). About 10% benefited from the luxury of
permanent premises, such as a classroom in the grounds of a primary school.
Consequently, in approximately 80% of all playgroups, all equipment had to be
set up and cleared away for each session. The EPPE study has shown playgroups
to have the lowest rating of all preschool settings for ‘space and furnishings’
(DfEE, 1999b, Technical Paper 6).

1.2.5 Playgroups: a British phenomenon

The role of playgroups and the sessional nature of early years provision is a purely

British phenomenon:

The United Kingdom is unique in depending so heavily in its provision for
children over three on playgroups, early admission to primary school and a

‘shift system’ for nursery education. (Moss, P. in Ball, 1994, p113)

Many other European countries have developed widespread state-funded facilities
for children aged three to compulsory school age, offering part or full-time
facilities. The disparity in provision between Britain and our nearest neighbour
France makes a striking contrast. The French have long been clear both about the
potential benefits of early years education and the state’s responsibility to provide
and finance facilities. In 1989 the Loi d’Orientation sur [’Education decreed all
children aged 3-5 had the right to a place in an ecole maternelle (separate nursery
school) or classe enfantine (class integrated in an elementary school). In rural
areas where attendance was low, ecoles maternelles intercommunales were
established, and in sparsely populated areas, equipes mobiles d’animation et de

liaison academique (EMALA) were introduced. As a consequence, almost all 3,4
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and 5 year olds attend pre-compulsory education. The communes (local
authorities) manage pre-elementary institutions, but the Republique is responsible
for the provision of premises and facilities, staff, salaries, educational content and
inspection. Staff must have qualified teacher status du premier degre (primary and
pre-primary), with both theoretical and practical training, and are supported by
qualified nursery assistants. Although delivered by teachers, the 1995 curriculum
emphasises the development of sensitivity, creativity and imagination through

socialising and exploration, with a strong emphasis on language development.

Globally, many countries have developed innovative early years provision.
Unfortunately, there is not scope within this thesis to give details, but Appendix

1.2 outlines the facilities available in some developed countries.

1.3 Preschool childcare or education?

The aim of the Government’s early years policy is to provide a
comprehensive range of services for young children. This includes
integrated early years education and childcare provision which will make a
positive contribution to children’s early development, enabling them to
build on this foundation throughout their lives, so providing a sound basis
for lifelong learning. High quality care and education for young children
will give parents peace of mind and help them to balance their work and

family lives. (DfEE, 1999a, p4)

In contrast to post WW?2 fears of child neglect, in recent years there has been a
clear political implication that children in preschool care are getting something
over and above what parents or carers at home provide, particularly in terms of
learning and social skills thought necessary for success in later life. As will be
discussed in Chapter 3, the evidence base for these assertions is questionable, but
in the political rhetoric the immediate and long-term effectiveness of preschool

education has come to be presented as a given.
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Also explicit in the political rhetoric, as exemplified by the quotation above, is
that there are two aspects to early years:
1. the provision of positive, safe and happy childcare, so parents can
manage their domestic lives and/or return to work.
2. the nurturing of social and learning skills as preparation for school
and lifelong learning.
However, the blanket assumptions behind the political rhetoric mask the fact that
the goals of helping mothers return to work and those of educating young children
are very different. Schemes that help one may not be ideal for fostering the other.
As Anning (2000b) discusses in her study of lone parents, balancing the demands
of parenthood and work creates pressures for children as well as parents,
particularly when the only available facilities are sessional, which, as discussed in
Section 1.1 above, is often the case. Rather than finding ‘joined up services’,
Anning found committed lone mothers laden with feelings of guilt and inadequacy
as they either juggled working hours to fit available care, or juggled their children

from one care setting to another to fit working hours.

These issues raise fundamental questions about access to quality early years
provision. Which settings in England come closest to providing ‘quality’ care and
education, and how can these be defined? Using ECERS-E to measure quality (see
Section 1.2.2 above), EPPE’s interim report (DfEE, 1999b) found that LEA
centres, nursery schools, nursery classes attached to primary schools and nursery
schools, which combine education with care, ranked as ‘good’ to ‘excellent’.
Social services day care centres mostly ranked as ‘good’, whilst playgroups and
private day nurseries ranked as minimal/adequate. For full day care, only LEA
nursery schools that had changed from ‘education only’ to full day care with high
parental involvement scored highly. Adding ‘education’ to more care-oriented

settings was not associated with higher quality.
Key factors to ‘quality’ appeared to be staff training and resources, particularly

cash. The EPPE findings imply that England is far from achieving comprehensive,

good quality early years provision with flexible hours:
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...care-oriented provision usually offers the lowest salaries to staff,
employs workers with the lowest levels of qualifications, and has limited
access to training and higher staff turnover. We found that provision above
the ‘minimal’ level was concentrated in well-resourced centres.

(DfEE, 1999b, Technical Paper 6a, p20)

1.4 Changes in early years policy

1.4.1 Government responses to early years pressures

As discussed, in the past, political rhetoric praising the merits of parental choice
has masked successive governments’ failure to plan, provide and resource a
nationwide, coherent service for preschool care and education, in terms of
settings, staffing, early years curriculum and pedagogy and care facilities for

working parents. As Pugh comments:

With such a range of arguments, it is no wonder that it has been possible to

ignore the voices altogether. (Pugh, 1994, p3)

However, particularly since the late 1980s, the multiple voices have been calling
harmoniously and loudly enough to focus Conservative and Labour governments’
attention on the provision of preschool education and care facilities. Some of these
voices have emanated from influential reports, such as: the House of Commons
Select Committee (1989) arguing for an increase in nursery education and against
school entry at age four; Starting with Quality (DES, 1990), where the Rumbold
Committee highlighted the poor quality of provision for 3 and 4 year olds in
diverse settings; the Equal Opportunities Commission’s The Key to Real Choice
(1990) calling for a National Daycare Development Agency under the aegis of the
DES; the National Commission on Education’s Learning to Succeed (1991),
which prioritised the need to expand nursery education; and the Royal Society of
Arts Report Start Right (Ball, 1994) again arguing for the provision of nursery

education for 3-5 year olds and raising the age of school entry to 6.
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These reports have coincided with pressures from a large body of national and
international research findings (discussed in Chapter 3) coupled with changes in
legislation, such as The Children’s Act (1989). The principles underpinning this
act have impacted on attitudes towards and provision for young children,
particularly in their emphasis on:

o the importance of responding to a child’s racial, cultural, linguistic and

religious background

o the importance of working in partnership with parents

o the need to focus on children’s needs

o the need for better coordination between professionals in the provision of

services.

These mounting pressures have led to the early years sector becoming a
government priority, and the wheels of an ambitious plan for ‘joined up’ services
have been set in motion. For example, the Second Chances document (DfEE,
2000) detailed the range and estimated costs of childcare for parents wishing to
retrain and/or return to work, and the National Childcare Strategy (1997) stated
the government’s intentions to link local authority, private and voluntary sectors,
to increase the number of available early years places, to raise the standards of
provision and to standardize and raise the level of qualifications needed by
practitioners. Some initiatives to carry out this work have included the
development of Early Excellence Centres and the creation of the Childcare
Information Service. Under the auspices of Early Years Development and
Childcare Partnerships (DfEE, 2001, formerly Early Years Development
Partnerships, 1997), local authorities have a statutory duty to integrate childcare
and education and to ensure adequate provision of nursery education within their
area, and the Sure Start initiative (Sure Start, 2002) supports a wide range of local
programmes, designed to improve services for families with children under four in

areas of social need.
Furthermore, in order to monitor early years provision and raise standards, a new

Early Years Directorate has been created at the Offices for Standards in Education
(OFSTED), with 14 minimum standards to be monitored and inspected.
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1.4.2 The creation of an early years curriculum

The links between primary school and preschool were officially fused through the
creation of Desirable Learning Outcomes in 1996 (DfEE, 1996), followed by
Early Learning Goals (DfEE, 1999a) and Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation
Stage (CGFS) (DfEE/QCA, 2000), which incorporated and expanded upon the
Early Learning Goals, creating a curriculum for children aged 3-5, from preschool
through to the end of Reception Year in primary school. This curriculum was later
supported by Planning for Learning in the Foundation Stage (DfES, 2001b) in

response to requests from practitioners for advice on how to plan for the CGFS.

The CGFS takes a broadly socio-cultural view of learning (discussed in Chapter
2), with an ‘emergent’ and ‘cognitively oriented’ approach (DfES, 2002, p13) that
emphasises learning through play and exploration. Clear learning objectives are
set out in the form of colour-coded ‘stepping stones’, which indicate a linear
progression, where ‘it is likely that most three-year-old children in the foundation
stage will be better described by earlier stepping stones shown in the yellow band,
while the later stepping stones shown in the green band will usually reflect the

attainment of five-year-old children’ (DfEE/QCA, 2000, p27).

The learning objectives are underpinned by 12 ‘Principles for Early Years
Education’ (see Appendix 1.3) with guidance on ‘putting the principles into
practice’ (DfEE/QCA, 2000, p12-16). In summary, the principles expect
practitioners to: deliver ‘a relevant curriculum’ through their understanding of
young children’s physical, intellectual, emotional and social growth; ensure all
children feel included and valued; help children build on their existing knowledge
by providing a stimulating environment and responding ‘appropriately’ to children
to engage and extend their learning; observe and assess children’s performance to
ensure the provision of challenging yet achievable adult and child-led activities;

work with parents and finally, provide ‘high quality care and education’.

It is too soon to assess the long-term impact of this new curriculum. However,

Anning (2000a) proposes that early years settings, particularly those emanating
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from a tradition of care, have been ‘colonised’ by education through the
requirement to provide evidence of delivery of the curriculum. Whereas
historically many care-oriented settings focussed on children’s social/emotional
and language development, there has become a growing trend to promote literacy

and numeracy in early years settings.

Research conducted into the new ‘Framework for Good Practice’ in Scotland
(SCCC, 1999) has found through practitioner interviews that although the new
Scottish curriculum had influenced planning and documentation, the recording of
children’s progress and practitioner expectations of inspection, only the most
experienced staff translated the curriculum into effective everyday practice
(Stephen et al, 2001). These issues relating to the delivery of the Foundation Stage
Curriculum, combined with the diversity of training experienced by practitioners
as discussed in Sections 1.1 and 1.2, raise questions about the development and

interpretation of early years pedagogy.

1.4.3 Early years pedagogy

The House of Commons Select Committee (2001) Report distinguishes between
‘curriculum’, viewed as the knowledge, skills and values children are intended to
learn, and ‘teaching’. In the CGFS specific references are made to ‘effective
teaching and learning’ (eg DfEE/QCA, 2000, p5), but definitions of what these

consist of are imprecise. For example, ‘effective learning’ is defined as:

(0]

children initiating activities that promote learning

o children learning through movement and all their senses

o children having time to explore ideas and interests in depth

o children feeling secure

o children learning in different ways and at different rates

o children making links in their learning

o creative and imaginative play activities that promote the development and

use of language
(abbreviated bullet points from DfEE/QCA, 2000, p20-21)

20



Chapter 1 Background to early years provision

“Teaching’ is defined broadly in the introductory paragraphs of CGFS:

To help practitioners in teaching, the guidance identifies:

‘What does the practitioner need to do?’, showing how practitioners can

both support and consolidate ... learning and help children make good

progress towards, and where appropriate beyond, the early learning goals.’
(DfEE/QCA, 2000, p5)

Within the body of the curriculum, each ‘stepping stone’ includes specific advice
on how the practitioner should support the learning objectives by following the
Principles for Early Years Education (Appendix 1.3). However, the FSCG
guidance does not clarify how children learn ‘in different ways’ or ‘through
movement and their senses’. In the absence of a clear pedagogy, it is little wonder
that so many practitioners focus on areas of knowledge where they feel more
secure, such as the teaching of literacy and numeracy, as noted by Anning
(2000a). Further explanations for this tendency can also be found in the top-down

effects of the introduction of early years assessment.

1.4.4 The introduction of early years assessment

In line with the formal assessment of Key Stages 1 and 2 in the National
Curriculum, from September 1998, Baseline Assessment (accredited by
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, QCA) became a statutory requirement
for all state-maintained primary schools. This assessment took place within the
first seven weeks of primary school with children aged between 4years 1month -
Syears 1month, depending on the child’s season of birth, the date of

administration of the test and on the local authority’s policy on school entry. !

! Since the early 1990s, many LEAs have returned to promoting primary school single
entry in September. Some authorities, and some schools within single entry authorities,
allow children to join primary school either in September or in the term of their fifth
birthday. In Hampshire, justification for single entry was based partly on the supposed
educational merits for children and partly on the benefits for working parents, but also
reflected funding pressures. (Hampshire County Council, 1999, pp22-23).
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Baseline Assessment gave a ‘snapshot’ of each child, based on each child’s
abilities to listen, understand and respond to the class teacher. However, rather
than introducing a single, national Baseline Assessment, 91 QCA accredited
schemes emerged, along with the argument that local variation was necessary to
ensure a match between schemes and local provision of services. Although some
standardisation was ensured through QCA accreditation, comparability between

schemes was problematic.

Furthermore, Baseline Assessment served various purposes and was ‘not merely
of interest as a means of assessing young children, it also represents an example of
government policies which have multiple purposes and lead to contradictions in
practice’ (Lindsay and Lewis, 2003, p149). Lindsay and Lewis’ nationwide
survey, random sampling and case studies of schools in16 LEAs, identified two

main competing purposes:

o Pedagogic aims, including early identification of SEN, monitoring of all
pupils and the setting of targets and learning strategies.
o Managerial aims, including budget determination, resource planning,

value-added analysis, school improvement and performance management.

With regard to pedagogic aims, one of the most widespread uses of baseline was
in the grouping of children according to ability, which, given that younger
children tended to score less highly than older members of the class, led to clear
links between Baseline Assessment and early labelling. The system further
disadvantaged children who took longer to settle in the new school environment,

or who were reluctant to talk in their new environment.

When used for value-added and managerial aims the issues became more
problematic. Whilst for formative purposes, it was better to delay assessment,
for summative purposes, the greatest advantage lay in early assessment. Baseline

Assessment could be linked to Performance Management, and head teachers
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recognised that reception class teachers might use children’s progress to support
their arguments for threshold payment (Lindsay and Lewis, 2003, p159). As
Torrance (2003, p171) proposes, early years teachers would have reason to

suppress scores in order to demonstrate maximum value-added at Key Stage 1.

Inevitably, the top-down effects of assessment on entry to primary school soon
became visible in preschool practices. The Project Performance Indicators in
Primary Schools (PIPS) analysed 35,000 test scripts from a Baseline Assessment
Scheme used in 3,500 schools (1.5% of primaries) and found that more than 25%
of children could write their name compared with only 10% in the previous
cohort, indicating that parents and preschools were teaching children specific

skills to achieve higher Baseline scores (Stout et al, 2000).

Globally, systematic assessment of children in the early years is rare. Where
national schemes exist, as for example, in New Zealand, their focus is pedagogic
rather than managerial (Wilkinson and Napuk, 1997). Contentious debate about
Baseline Assessment contributed to the rapid development and introduction of an
alternative scheme in the form of the Foundation Stage Profile, introduced in
2002. This is completed by the class teacher towards the end of Foundation Stage/
end of Reception Year, based on the teacher’s accumulated knowledge of the
child. The Profile is very detailed, aims to be child-oriented, and includes small
sections for comments from the child’s ‘previous settings’ and from the outcome
of teacher discussion with the child and parents (DfES/QCA, 2003, p2). As the
Profile was introduced in the academic year 2002-2003, details of its success are
as yet scanty. However, early reports indicate that it is far from universally
popular with Reception class teachers (Neill, 2003), with many resenting the
increase on their workload inherent in a new scheme and sceptical of the
usefulness of the detail contained in the profile. Although no longer statufory, over
two thirds of teachers surveyed continued to use Baseline Assessment as a
measure of children’s performance on entry to school, in addition to the statutory

completion of the Profile.
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1.5 Conclusions

In this chapter, I have outlined how in post WWII Britain, fears of child neglect
and lack of state commitment fed into ambivalence towards preschool education,
leaving a lingering divide between care and education that remained singularly
impervious to changing theories on child development and changing attitudes
towards woman’s role in society. The current diversity in provision and training,
ranging from education provided by teachers in nursery schools to care provided
by nursery nurses or childminders in the home, continues to reflect this polarity.
Former governments have repeatedly excused the lack of early years provision by
citing British values for individuality, the need to respect the different needs of
local communities and, occasionally, confessing that adequate funds to provide for

early years were simply not available.

Other developed countries have found national, state-funded, effective and
original solutions to early years provision, but, until the Children Act (1989),
combined with mounting pressures from research, early years provision in Britain
remained heavily dependent on private and voluntary sectors, with a consequent

lack of standard training in underpaid and undervalued work.

Major changes introduced in more recent years, such as the phased in funding of
provision for 3 and 4 year olds, the QCA standardisation of preschool training, the
creation of an early years curriculum and Ofsted inspections, represent a move
towards a more consistent level of services and a long awaited recognition of the

importance of this early stage in a child’s development.

However, despite these far-reaching changes, the Foundation Stage Curriculum
continues to be provided in a wide range of settings, by differently trained staff
and without the support of a well-developed pedagogy that reflects empirical
research into the diverse ways that children learn. The policies do not yet seem to
have converted effectively into contextualized practice. Worryingly, research has

found an increase in the explicit teaching of literacy and numeracy skills,
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attributed partly to under-qualified staff interpretations of the curriculum, and
partly to the top-down pressures exerted by the introduction of early years
assessment schemes. [ have outlined how this shift in early years practice is
symptomatic of socio-historic ambiguity in Britain towards the early years. In
Chapter 2, I review theories of learning that underpin the Foundation Stage

Curriculum, and lay out the theoretical foundations for this study.
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Chapter Two

Theoretical Framework

2.1 Introduction

Theory is always constructed, embedded and interpreted in particular sociocultural
contexts, where views within disciplines vary over time and location. In the 20™
century, early years research straddled different disciplines and was dominated by
psychological studies of child development, how children learn and the role of
language in learning and linguistic approaches to child language development. This
chapter briefly discusses how these different theoretical approaches are reflected in
current understandings of early years learning and then constructs the theoretical
framework for this study. Chapter 3 reviews in more detail research into young

children’s language development and learning.

2.2 A brief overview of theoretical approaches to learning

Greeno et al (1996) propose there are currently three general views of learning and
knowing that feed into the planning and delivery of education in the Western world:
empiricist, cognitive and situative/socio-historic. To this I add a fourth category,
defined broadly in this thesis as poststructural/ postmodern, which here refers to
theoretical approaches that derive largely from the works of Foucault (1980, 1982,
1984), investigate the contingency of ‘reality’ and question the assumptions inherent

in any knowledge claims. As Thomas proposes:
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The critical potential of postmodernism lies in its subversion of conventional
ways of thinking and its ability to force re-examination of what we think is

real ... its strength is in pointing out what we do not know.

(Thomas, 1993, pp25-26)

From an empiricist stance, learning is a process of the transfer of skills, knowledge
and associations from one person to another or by one person from one situation to
another, where learning can be strengthened through reinforcement and repetition.
This transmission model of learning has dominated Western education provision
(Graddol, 1994) and in education policy and practice has validated functional
approaches to literacy and numeracy where it is assumed that specific skills can be
taught through the direct and uninterrupted transfer of knowledge from a teacher to a

passive learner.

In Chapter 1, Sections 1.4.2 — 1.4.4, T discussed how an increase in the teaching of
specific literacy and numeracy skills, such as letters and numbers, has been noted in
early years settings, driven partly by pressures for evidence of performance in the
current British educational climate. Whilst these functional, empiricist approaches to
learning are not cited in the early years curriculum, in the absence of alternative
direction on the teaching of literacy and numeracy skills to very young children, they

do appear to be evident in early years ‘common sense’ practice.

A cognitive approach to learning emphasises the development of general cognitive
abilities, such as language and concept development, and the active construction of
knowledge by individuals during their encounters with the physical worlds around
them. From this perspective, typified in the works of Piaget (eg Piaget, 1962, Piaget
and Inhelder, 1969) and reflected in the Plowden Report (1967), learning is viewed as
an individually centred process, where the interest of the individual must be aroused

for cognitive development to occur.
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A situative/socio-historic approach emphasises the social nature of learning, as
proposed by theorists such as Vygotsky (1962, 1967, 1978), Bruner (1983,1986a),
Rogoff (1989, 1990) and Wood (1998), who have drawn attention to how the
construction of knowledge is influenced by others through the interpretation of
others’ intentions as expressed in action and speech. Mirroring theoretical progression
in this field, the links between talk and learning have become evident in education
policy and curricula such as the Bullock Report (Bullock, 1975), the National Oracy
Project (Norman, 1992), the Early Learning Goals (DfEE, 1999a) and Foundation
Stage Curriculum (DfEE /QCA, 2000).

Sociocultural approaches have not emerged in isolation from theory development in
other disciplines. For example, with their roots in literary criticism, the works of
Bakhtin have highlighted how individual ‘voices’ are socially constructed (Bakhtin,
1986). Post-structural approaches have further broadened the view of what ‘voice’
consists of, blurring the boundaries between language and non-language, exploring
the complexities of how individuals position themselves and are positioned by others

as language users and how language, learning and identity are seamlessly entwined.

The theoretical framework for this thesis focuses on constructivist and sociocultural
theories of learning, including the residual influences of Piaget and interpretations of
the works of Vygotsky implied in the Early Learning Goals (DfEE, 1999a) and
Foundation Stage Curriculum (DfEE/QCA, 2000). The framework also includes post-
structural approaches as theoretical tools for investigating the complex links between

language, learning and identity.

2.3 Learning through exploration: the influence of Piaget

In post-Plowden primary and early years’ settings the influence of Jean Piaget
revolutionised children’s education and, as this section discusses, continues to impact

upon early years practice. Working in the field of developmental psychology, Piaget
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developed a theory of mind based on the premise that children’s thinking was
organised in groups of logical operations through which children actively constructed
and then tested their knowledge of the world by interacting with physical objects,
transforming action into thought (Piaget, 1969).

Piaget’s observations and analyses led him to conclude that cognitive development
progressed from simple to more complex systems of logical operation through four
maturational stages following an invariant course of logical progression. These stages
he named: sensori-motor, up to about 18 months; pre-operational, up to 7-8 years;
concrete operational, 8+ years, where the child still needed the identity of a physical
object with which to interact and internalise thought; and formal operational, where a
child or adult could act and interact with abstract thoughts (Piaget, 1969). Piaget’s
emphasis on the stage-like nature of cognitive development led to notions of
‘readiness’ and that children could only learn if they were at the right ‘stage’ of

cognitive development.

With regard to the role of language in learning, Piaget believed that early language
acquisition had to wait for cognitive developments in the first 18 months of life. Thus
language development was a reflection of general cognitive development (Piaget,
1926). From his studies of children up to the age of 8, Piaget concluded that the ‘pre-
operational’ child was essentially egocentric and incapable of seeing others’
perspectives. Mutual understanding and reciprocity did not emerge until the child
began to operate ‘concretely’. For Piaget, this logical account explained why young
children playing together often engaged in ‘collective monologues’ rather than true

dialogue (Wood, 1998, p29).

From a Piagetian perspective, cognitive growth resulted from the disequilibrium
between assimilation — where encounters with the world fitted into existing mental
structures — and accommodation — where the existing mental structures changed to

accommodate new encounters (Bruner, 1997). Thus young children tended to

29



Chapter 2 Theoretical Framework

assimilate rather than accommodate what another person said, often distorting the
meaning to fit their previous knowledge, so the impact of language on a child was
limited to what that child could assimilate, and what the child could assimilate was
determined by the structure and stage of the child’s cognitive development. In his
later works, Piaget began to recognise that talking to others could help children
restructure their knowledge by provoking thought, discussion or argument (Piaget,
1962).

Whilst proposing that learning was triggered by a disequilibrium between a child’s
new experience and previous knowledge or skills, Piaget also noted that learning was
motivated by affect and by the child’s interest, which could be a spontaneous reaction
of curiosity to a new phenomenon or could be influenced by adults and peers and the
child’s relationship to them. This aspect of Piaget’s work, which outlines the
importance of social and emotional factors in learning, has been largely neglected
(DeVries, 1997). The main thrust of his work continued to view the role of others in
learning as no more than a potential challenge to a child’s existing logical operations
by proposing different possible operations. How the dynamics of disequilibrium
caused the growth of mind was never clear in his account, nor was how children came

to know others’ minds through negotiation, instruction and enculturation:

In consequence of this lack of clarity, the causes of growth in Piagetian theory
seem chronically under-specified, though the invariant direction of that
growth seemed clear enough. The theory, in consequence, has become more a
theory of the direction of growth than of the causes of growth.

(Bruner, 1997, p66)

In the world of education, Piaget’s theories were interpreted as implying that the role
of the educator was to facilitate the child’s naturally active capacity to learn through
the exploration of physical objects. The notion of readiness led to the belief that

children can only learn effectively if their educational experiences match their stage
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of understanding, and that due to their egocentrism and undeveloped logical
operations, children learn best by discovering things for themselves rather than by

being taught:

Each time one prematurely teaches a child something he could have
discovered himself, the child is kept from inventing it and consequently from
understanding it completely.

(Piaget, 1970, cited by Edwards and Mercer, 1987, p37)

Walkerdine (1984) argues that the operational structures and stages identified by
Piaget as being within the child, were in fact in the instruments of analysis of
developmental psychology, where the developing child is viewed as an object with
certain capacities located within the psyche. Piaget’s experiments were mostly carried
out in laboratory-like settings, where, as Donaldson (1978, p24) pointed out, the tasks
set the children were stripped of all “human sense’ and ignored the social and cultural
contexts of children’s learning and performance. Conducting the same tasks in more
meaningful settings, Donaldson found that very young children were adept at
recognising others’ viewpoints. The instruments and apparatuses of developmental

psychology appeared to have restricted a more social view of learning:

It is axiomatic to developmental psychology that there exist a set of
empirically demonstrable foundations for its claims to truth about the
psychological development of young children. ... the problem in assuming
that the way out of dilemmas about the possibility of both a liberatory
pedagogy and a ‘social’ developmental psychology is in the limit-conditions
of the project of developmental psychology itself.

(Walkerdine, 1984, p154)

The power-knowledge relations inherent in the regimes of truth of Piagetian

developmental psychology not only produced the classification and monitoring of
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child development as a science, but validated scientifically a transformed pedagogy,
thus bringing about the sedimentation of the historical conditions of developmental
psychology in the set of ‘taken-for-granted’ child-centred practices that continue to
exist (Walkerdine, 1984, p164). In Foucault’s terminology, Walkerdine’s critique
illustrates how Piaget’s theories of learning have entered into ‘le savoir des gens’ g

that is, in localised knowledges brought into play by individuals in their daily lives.

The extent to which Piagetian theory has continued to influence early years education
is difficult to over-estimate. Certainly, the Foundation Stage Curriculum recognises
the importance of stimulating environments that children can explore, actively
learning through first hand experience while playing. Graue and Walsh protest that
Piagetian pedagogy ‘continues to exhibit remarkable persistence in the face of a
growing body of disconfirming evidence’ (Graue and Walsh, 1998, p2). Historically,
there has been in playgroups a tradition of allowing children to explore and discover
freely in unstructured play (Sylva et al, 1980). When compared to education-led
preschool settings, playgroups continue to offer less structured teaching with fewer

opportunities to develop language and reasoning skills (DfEE, 1999b).

In education, the biggest challenge to Piaget has emerged from the works of
Vygotsky, who, although also with a background in psychology, was writing at a time
of revolutionary political activism in Soviet Russia and viewed social interaction

through talk as central to learning.

2.4 Learning through talk: the influence of Vygotsky

Whereas Piaget viewed the learning process as a lone voyage of discovery, with the
child rather than the teacher at the helm, Vygotsky’s account stressed the social,

verbally interactive context of development. Although Vygotsky’s works were first

! Translated as ‘popular knowledge’ (Foucault, 1976, cited in Kelly, 1994, p21)
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published in the Soviet Union in the 1920s, they were not translated into English until
the 1960s and *70s, long after his death in 1934, and after Piaget’s theories had been
translated into everyday reality in post-Plowden British education. Vygotsky’s
theories provided an alternative framework for teaching and learning that stimulated
new attitudes towards the role of teachers. For Vygotsky, the very process of using
words to express ideas focuses attention, requires analysis and synthesis and
consequently helps concept formation. Language therefore constructs rather than

reflects cognitive development:

...children solve practical tasks with the help of their speech, as well as their
eyes and hands. (Vygotsky 1978, p26)

These theories are clearly reflected in the Foundation Stage Curriculum:

Children deepen their understanding by playing, talking, observing, planning,
questioning, experimenting, testing, repeating, reflecting and responding to

adults and to each other. (DfEE/QCA, 2000, p6)

Whilst Piaget’s theories had tended to imply that the child was capable of creating a
conceptual world from scratch (Nicolopoulou, 1993), Vygotsky proposed that
children appropriate the conceptual resources of the cultural world they are born into.
From this perspective, psychological development is a process of gradual
internalisation proceeding from the social (interpersonal) to the individual
(intrapersonal), where both interpersonal and intrapersonal processes must be
experienced for learning to take place. At the interpersonal level, the learner’s
understanding is hazy. At the intrapersonal level the learner tries to make sense of the
knowledge and connect it to what he or she already knows (Vygotsky, 1978, p57). To
accomplish this, the learner is reliant on the support of either an adult or more
knowledgeable peer to guide and share the problem-solving, with the child taking the
initiative but supported by the more knowledgeable other when necessary. Finally,
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the child takes control and the ‘teacher’ steps back to assume the role of sympathetic
supporter. In this way, the child becomes more familiar with new concepts until they

eventually become incorporated into the child’s repertoire of understandings.

The implications of this approach for pedagogy rest upon intersubjectivity and the
quality of the interaction between ‘teacher’ and child, with learning progressing from

imitation and instruction to independence:

In learning to speak, as in learning school subjects, imitation is indispensable.
What the child can do in cooperation today he can do alone tomorrow.
Therefore the only good kind of instruction is that which marches ahead of
development and leads it; it must be aimed not so much at the ripe as at the

ripening functions. (Vygotsky, 1962, p18)

Vygotsky emphasised that for learning to occur, an adult must be sensitive to
individual children’s existing level of competence and assist them through their
actual level of development in order to realise their potential level of development.
For every aspect of learning, there is a period of time when teaching is most fruitful
because the child is most receptive at that stage (Vygotsky, 1962). Montessori called
this the sensitive period, a term used in biology to describe the periods in ontogenetic
development when the organism is particularly responsive to certain stimuli
(Vygotsky, 1962, p189). The biological term refers to specific periods of time in
development, but Vygotsky coined the phrase Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)
to refer to the distance between what a child can do on his or her own and what the

child can do with competent assistance:

... the zone of proximal development ... is the distance between the actual
developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the
level of potential development as determined through problem solving under

adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers.

(Vygotsky, 1978, p86)
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Given that in a Vygotskian frame, the interaction is chiefly mediated through talk,
what the child internalises are the meanings and forms generated in verbal exchanges
that are themselves sociocultural and historical products. Learning is therefore both
culturally saturated and transformative: the gradual internalisation of speech leads to
the appropriation of sociocultural values and higher levels of thinking, and the child’s
intellectual growth is contingent on the mastery of the social means of thought, that
is, language (Vygotsky, 1962, p94). In this process, learning depends on a principled
concordance between the learner’s capabilities and what the culture offers, a person
in the culture who can sense what the learner needs and deliver it and shared
agreement about how this intersubjective arrangement is supposed to work

canonically in a particular culture (Tomasello et al, 1993).

Due to Vygotsky’s untimely death from tuberculosis, his theories remained sketchy in
parts and largely untested in practical fieldwork (Bruner, 1985). However, his ideas
have been scrutinised, adapted and adopted by many subsequent theorists and have

forged new attitudes in education towards the role of talk in learning.

2.5 Vygotskian theories of language and learning in practice

To investigate how Vygotsky’s ZPD could be applied in a teaching situation, Wood et
al (1976) conducted a series of experiments to show how a sensitive adult can
structure and support a child’s learning. Their studies incorporated tasks that,
according to Piaget’s account of infant development, pre-operational children could
not complete, investigating whether, with sensitive help from their mothers, young
children could learn to construct a pyramid of 21 wooden blocks with an assortment
of pegs and holes. To complete the task, children had to learn how to co-ordinate each
block’s size, type of peg or hole, and position the blocks in a size-ordered series of
levels. None of the children completed the task without help, but some as young as
three were able to if the mothers offered sensitive, ‘contingent’ assistance, that is, if

they responded to the child by changing the level of control depending on their

35



Chapter 2 Theoretical Framework

assessment of the child’s ability to proceed. Overall, Wood et al identified six adult

techniques that were associated with the children’s successful completion of the task:

= recruiting the child’s interest

" reducing the degrees of freedom to simplify the task by breaking it into
sets of sub-routines which the child can master

* maintaining direction by showing enthusiasm and sympathy to keep a
child in pursuit of a particular objective, and encouraging the child to take
the next step

* marking critical features by highlighting features of the task that are
relevant so the child can learn to discriminate between correct and
incorrect construction

» controlling frustration by making the problem solving less stressful, but
without creating too much dependency on the tutor

» demonstrating solutions to a task in the expectation that the learner will

then imitate the tutor.

Wood et al (1976) coined the term ‘scaffolding’ to describe the process of contingent,
graduated assistance. This approach is reflected in the Foundation Stage Curriculum
through repeated reference to ‘appropriate intervention’ and through guidance that
practitioners ‘must be able to observe and respond appropriately to children, informed
by a knowledge of how children develop and learn and a clear understanding of

possible next steps in their development and learning’ (see Appendix 1.3).

Wood et al (1976) showed how the breach between what a child is actually capable of
and potentially capable of is narrowed by good quality interaction with a more able
person, choosing the children’s mothers to support their learning through the complex
and demanding processes of scaffolding that required high levels of trust and
intersubjectivity. Bruner (1996) discusses how in an educational setting, where there

is inevitably a power/knowledge imbalance between teacher and child, it is incumbent
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on the teacher to understand what the child already knows, to ensure the child is
familiar and comfortable with the discourse and format of the activity, and to
maintain collaboration and negotiation, despite the asymmetrical nature of the

relationship.

Edwards and Mercer (1987) and Edwards and Knight (1994) researched changes in
classroom practice as a result of Vygotskian theory, particularly regarding the role of
the teacher, moving away from the Piagetian model of overseeing a large number of
learners and towards the use of scaffolding in classroom contexts initially to guide
small groups, then monitor them less closely until they are able to use the acquired
language and ideas in a variety of situations. Yet the principles of scaffolding, which
are based on mothers guiding individual children through their various ZPDs in
dyadic interaction, are difficult to apply in classroom situations, partly due to the
staff/child ratio, but also because the teacher rather than the child usually initiates
task-based activities, so there is no assurance that the activity falls within individual
children’s ZPD. Edwards and Mercer (1987) suggested that learning which is pre-
planned and teacher-led runs the risk of being ritualistic rather than principled, where
children go through the motions of completing the tasks they are set, but with no final
handover of knowledge. Even spontaneous contributions that children make are still
influenced by teacher control, as the topic is set by the teacher, and the teacher

controls whether the child’s contribution is taken up or not.

However, Rowland (1987) and Mercer (1994) have suggested that scaffolding in a
group situation can work if teachers adopt a democratic teaching style and allow the
synergy of a learning group to develop, where children are able to see the reasons for
learning, and are free to experiment with and talk about tasks. The resulting learning

is a cyclical process of invention and rediscovery mediated through contingent talk.

Furthermore, children can and do learn without scaffolding, albeit less effectively or

efficiently. For instance, with specific reference to the development of speaking and

37



Chapter 2 Theoretical Framework

listening skills, Lloyd suggests that as children are often inadequately scaffolded in
the classroom, they have to learn autonomous ways of processing verbal information
and solving problems. Left to their own devices in this way, children’s speaking and

listening skills develop but can be variable and often inadequate (Lloyd, 1994).

Rogoff (1990) adapted the notion of scaffolding to create a broader concept of
‘guided participation’, taking into account how different adults support children’s
learning, providing a bridge between familiar and unfamiliar skills, arranging and

structuring problem solving and gradually handing over knowledge or skills:

In guided participation, children are involved with multiple companions and
caregivers in organized, flexible webs of relationships that focus on shared
cultural activities...(which) provides children with opportunities to participate
in diverse roles. (Rogoff, 1990, pp97-98)

For Rogoff, intellectual development is a process of ‘cognitive apprenticeship’, where
young children do not simply follow the guidance offered by adults or peers, but are
active in their quest for knowledge, often seeking and even demanding the sometimes
unwitting help of those around them to solve all manner of problems, and using
verbal and non-verbal interactions as tools for their apprenticeship (Rogoff, 1989).

The younger the children, the more they use and look for non-verbal cues:

Young children are so skilled in obtaining information from glances, winces,
and mood that one of the greatest challenges of testing preschoolers is to
avoid nonverbal actions that may be construed as cues.

(Rogoff, 1989, p73)

With regard to classroom practice, Wertsch (1991) picks up on the importance of
interpersonal relations in Vygotsky’s sociocultural model of learning and questions

the validity and relevance of isolating ‘cognition’ from other mental processes,
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proposing a more holistic approach to ‘mind’ that includes self and emotion in the

processes of learning.

Cross-cultural research has illustrated how Vygotskian approaches can be applied to
children learning through forms of communication other than talk. For example,
research by Kearins (1981) on aboriginal children’s visual spatial memory found they
used extremely effective non-verbal strategies to note and then recreate an
arrangement of coloured cards. When compared to European ‘white’ Australian
children (Kearins, 1986), who used mostly verbal strategies, the aboriginal children
outperformed their ‘white’ compatriots. Similarly, in their observations of learning in
a Mayan Indian town, a tribal village in India, middle-class urban Turkey and middle-
class urban North America, Rogoff, Mistry, Goncu and Mosier (1993) found different
cultural values regarding literacy, academic discourse and ‘interpersonal
coordination’. In the Mayan and Indian settings, the children played alongside adults,
learning to participate in adult activities through ‘active observation’ (Rogoff et al,
1993, p157), where adults actively managed the children’s keen attention through
demonstration rather than direct instruction, which in turn promoted their
understandings of complex social events and skilled practices. In the middle class
Turkish and North American homes, where the children were segregated from adult
activity, learning was ‘managed’ by the adult using instructive discourse to negotiate
structured learning events. These socially and historically situated practices were
equally valid and effective, but what was emphasised in one culture was rarely seen
in the other, leading Rogoff et al to conclude that ‘combining the approaches of both
cultures would improve the processes of children’s learning’ (Rogoff et al, 1993,
pl65).

Dyson (1993) also adopts a broad approach to symbol making, including words,
pictures, movement or any tangible form that human intention can infuse with
meaning and suggests that by using diverse symbols, children join with others in their

communities to share the same ‘imaginative universe’ or ‘worlds of possibility’
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(Dyson, 1993, p23). This is in line with Geertz’s proposal (1983) that people who
share a culture share ‘local knowledge’, including similar ways of imbuing meaning

into sounds, movement and drawings.

These cross-cultural studies illustrate how dominant theories of child development
and education have emerged in narrow socio-economic contexts and reflect an
ethnocentric bias behind Vygotskian approaches to learning through talk, mirroring
Vygotsky’s own background of personal tuition in a Jewish family where debate was
highly valued (Wertsch, 1991). Thus context-specific cultural accounts have come to
‘masquerade as universal statements’ (Woodhead, 1999, p9) about what is ‘normal’

or ‘appropriate’.

Whether through sensitive and contingent talk, through observation or through non-
verbal cues, a sociocultural perspective implies that understanding and learning are
not abstract, self-contained processes occurring in isolated psyches, but are embedded
in socioculturally situated contexts. Not only do the different communicative
practices of observation, imitation and talk shape learning, but learning in turn also
shapes the mind (Bruner, 1996). If learning is socioculturally situated, then it must
also be heavily imbued with the transfer of canonical sociocultural values as part of
social interaction. If there are Zones of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1962)
during which capable others can aid learning through scaffolding (Wood et al, 1976)
or guided participation (Rogoff, 1990) using speech or action that is heavily endowed
with cultural meanings, then as Bruner (1986a) suggests, the individual is vulnerable
to cultural and political manipulation during the process of learning. Here, the
insights of poststructural theorists offer new tools with which to interpret the dynamic

relationships between language, power, learning and identity.
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2.6 Language, power, learning and identity

2.6.1 Discursive practices, voice and identity

Hymes argued for the study of ethnographies of communication to reflect how
language is situated in the ‘flux and pattern of communicative events’. By
emphasising the social nature of discourse, Hymes implied that acquiring
‘communicative competence’ in speech communities, with their particular ways of

approaching and enacting the world, is an educative and formative process:

Membership in a speech community consists in sharing one or more of its
ways of speaking — that is, not in knowledge of a speech style (or any other
purely linguistic entity, such as a language) alone, but in terms of knowledge

of appropriate use as well. (Hymes, 1996, p33)

For Lave and Wenger (1991), the concept of community is crucial for understanding
how knowledge is located in the lived world. Their interpretation of a community of
practice does not imply well-defined, socially visible boundaries, but implies
participation in an activity system within which participants share understandings

about what they are doing:

A community of practice is a set of relations among persons, activity, and
world, over time and in relation with other tangential and overlapping

communities of practice. (Lave and Wenger, 1991, p98)

The practices of a community create a broad curriculum for newcomers, who, as
legitimate peripheral participants, can develop a view of what the ‘community’ is
about. In this apprenticeship model of learning, legitimate peripheral participants can
learn through asymmectrical master-apprentice relations and through asymmetrical or
more equitable peer relations during the circulation of information, observation and

imitation of practices. An extended period of ‘legitimate peripherality’ (Lave and
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Wenger, 1991, p95) provides learners with opportunities to make the culture of
practices their own. Immersion into a community of practice therefore not only
involves learning the practices and discourse features required for membership of that
community, but during the process of learning, the identity of the novice is changed

and modified:

As an aspect of social practice, learning involves the whole person; it implies
becoming a full participant, a member, a kind of person. In this view, learning
only partly — and often incidentally- implies becoming able to be involved in
new activities, to perform new tasks and functions, to master new
understandings. Activities, tasks, functions, and understandings do not exist in
isolation; they have meaning. The systems of relation arise out of and are
reproduced and developed within social communities, which are in part
systems of relations among persons. The person is defined by as well as
defines these relations. Learning thus implies becoming a different person
with respect to the possibilities enabled by these systems of relations. To
ignore this aspect of learning is to overlook the fact that learning involves the

construction of identities. (Lave and Wenger, 1991, p53)

This perspective calls into question psychological constructs of the person as ‘a
bounded, unique, more or less integrated motivational and cognitive universe’
(Geertz, 1979, p229), which Harris (1981) refers to as a myth. Far from being unitary
and coherent, the subject is constituted in a range of subject positions through the
discursive practices of the social world, where the individual can choose from a

‘field of possibilities in which several ways of behaving, several reactions and diverse

comportments may be realized’ (Foucault, 1982, p221).

The notions of discursive practices and identity expressed by Hymes and Lave and
Wenger echo Bakhtin’s interpretations of voice. Bakhtin extends Vygotsky’s claims
about the mediation of human activity through signs by identifying how historically,

culturally and institutionally situated actions are at one and the same time components
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of the life of the social system on an intermental plane, and of the individual on an
intramental plane. Bakhtin argued that linguistic approaches focussing on units of
language (eg words, utterances) as though they ‘belong to nobody’ (Bakhtin, 1986,
p99), could not provide an adequate account of language and learning. For Bakhtin,
‘voice’ must by definition be social as its resources emerge in society. Voice not only
involves the speaking subject’s perspective, conceptual horizon, intention and world
view but also emerges in a social milieu where it is never totally isolated from others’
voices, thus ‘any utterance is a link in the chain of speech communities’ (Bakhtin,
1986, p84). Bakhtin used the term ‘addressivity’ to denote how voice reflects both the
voice(s) producing an utterance and the voice(s) to which the utterance is addressed.
This notion of at least two voices in any utterance, the person doing the speaking and
the person to whom the speech is addressed, is the foundation of Bakhtin’s theoretical
construct of ‘dialogicality’, where rather than owning and transmitting meaning, as
implied by structuralist linguists, language users ‘rent’ meanings from social
language, and the social language in turn shapes what the individual’s voice can say
(Bakhtin, 1986). Thus one voice speaks through another voice in a multivoiced,

dialogic socioculturally situated utterance.

Bakhtin further identified how different spheres of life develop their own speech
‘genres’, which individuals learn unwittingly, often without even knowing they exist,
in the same way as they learn their mother tongue (Bakhtin, 1986). This implies that
when speakers decide to say something, with all their individuality and subjectivity,
the utterance is shaped and adapted to fit the generic form required by the social
circumstances of the utterance. The ability to adapt to different speech genres is

therefore crucial:

Many people who have an excellent command of a language often feel quite
helpless in certain spheres of communication precisely because they do not

have a practical command of the generic forms used in the given spheres.

(Bakhtin, 1986, p80)
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Wertsch (1991) suggests that through the processes of acquiring speech genres,
other’s and one’s own perception of one’s identity are moulded. From this
perspective, a major part of finding a voice and concomitant identity in the
institutional context of school means learning the appropriate discourse techniques

and skills expected of each particular setting.

By illustrating how sociocultural forces shape mediational means, Bakhtin implies
that:
... mediational means have a predisposition to be used more easily for certain
purposes than for others, and ... this predisposition may not be based on ideal
or maximally efficient forms of individual mental action. In the case of
language ... (this means) ... that certain patterns of speaking and thinking are
easier, or come to be viewed as more appropriate in a specific setting than

others. (Wertsch, 1991, p38)

As Wertsch (1991) points out, Bakhtin’s notion of dialogicality reflects the
collectivist orientation of Russian culture that meaning is based in group life. Yet by
starting with the social and showing how language slots in, Bakhtin’s theories have
contributed to understandings of how diverse systems of sign-making, including
language, are used in different sociocultural and institutional settings. This strand of

theoretical development will be discussed further in 6.3 below.

At this point, it is useful to define what is meant by ‘identity’ within the scope of this
thesis. Edwards and Knight (1994, p10) suggest that the dimensions of identity most
central to education are ‘self-concept’, defined as viewing oneself without making
value judgements, and ‘self-esteem’, which adds a value dimension to self-concept.
Picking up on Harre’s (1983) description of identity as an organizing principle for
action, Edwards and Knight point out that individuals tend to work at what they find
easy, for example, a learner with a self-concept as an effective drawer might choose

to do a lot of drawing. Low self-esteem can also lead to positive action where an
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individual acts to remedy an identified ‘weakness’. Conversely, if the individual feels
that the gap between the current and desired ability is too great to be overcome, then
the individual may feel helpless and do nothing other than find someone or something
else to blame, thereby protecting self-esteem. With regard to language use,
individuals may be able to choose from alternative discourses within a given setting,
adopting a discourse where they feel more comfortable, more in control and thus
more able to boost their self-esteem. From this perspective, issues of power, control

and identity are fundamental to action and communication.

2.6.2 Power, control and communication

For Foucault, it is impossible to separate truth from power: the most that can be done
is to detach ‘the power of truth from the forms of hegemony, social, economic and
cultural, within which it operates at the present time’ (Foucault, 1980, p3). For
Foucault, power in modern society is both invisible and multidirectional, omnipresent

rather than simply top-down:

...power is not an institution, and not a structure; neither is it a certain
strength we are endowed with; it is the name that one attributes to a complex

strategical relationship in a particular society. (Foucault, 1984, p93)

From this perspective, power is not ‘thing-like’ (Usher and Edwards, 1994, p85) and
located in one source, but is present in a matrix of relations at a given time in a given
place. Everyone is caught up in a web of elusive yet pervasive power, both those who
appear to exercise it and those who appear to be subject to it. According to Foucault
(1982), there may well be unequal relations of power, but unless they are traced to
their actual material functioning, they escape analysis and create the illusion that
power is exercised only by those at the top. Nor is there inherent logic in the exercise
or stability of power. Rather, ‘at the level of the practices there is a directionality

produced from petty calculations, clashes of wills, meshing of minor interests’
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(Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1982, p188). Within these ‘clashes’ there is room for
individual agency as individuals adopt different beliefs and perform different actions
against the background of the same social structure. This implies there is a space in
front of social structures where individuals decide what beliefs to hold and what

actions to perform:

... power is exercised over free subjects, and only insofar as they are free ...
(by which) ... we mean individual or collective subjects who are faced with a
field of possibilities in which several ways of behaving, several reactions and

diverse comportments may be realized. (Foucault, 1982, p221)

Within educational establishments, Foucault recognised that power is not only
transmitted by means of language, but is exercised in a complex interplay between

power relations, systems of communication and activities:

Take for example an educational institution: the disposal of its space, the
meticulous regulations which govern its internal life, the different activities
which are organised there, the diverse persons who live there or meet one
another, each with his own function, his well-defined character — all these
things constitute a block of capacity-communication-power. The activity
which ensures apprenticeship and the acquisition of aptitudes of behavior is
developed there by means of a whole ensemble of regulated communications
(lessons, questions and answers, orders, exhortations, coded signs of
obedience, differentiation marks of the ‘value’ of each person and of the
levels of knowledge) and by the means of a whole series of power processes
(enclosure, surveillance, reward and punishment, the pyramidal hierarchy).

(Foucault, 1982, p218)

Poststructuralists have been accused of being ‘armchair radicals’ (Thomas, 1993,

p23) as their critiques focus on changing ways of thinking about the world, but do not
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offer action based on those changes. However, Bourdieu has developed a post-
structuralist approach that recognises and allows for the complexity and dynamism of
practice. In Bourdieu’s theory of practice (Bourdieu, 1977), human action is
constituted through a dialectical relationship between the individual’s
thought/activity, the ‘habitus’, and the objective world or ‘field’, where ‘field’
represents the structured system of social relations that determine and reproduce
social activity ‘functioning as a regulatory device which orients practice without
producing it’ (Bourdieu, 1977, p21). Thus, for example, the field of education is made
up of identifiable, interconnecting relations, with primary, secondary and tertiary as
sub-fields that connect with and partially share the principles of the superordinate
field, whilst all having their own particular characteristics that reflect the shifting
aims and objectives of different phases of education (Grenfell and James, 1998). Yet
the defining principles of the field are only partially articulated, implied tacitly rather
than overtly stated.

The ‘habitus’ represents the subjective embodiment ‘of past experiences, which,
deposited in each organism in the form of schemes of perception, thought and action,
tend to guarantee the ‘correctness’ of practices and their constancy over time, more
reliably than all formal rules and explicit norms ... habitus makes possible the free
production of all the thoughts, perceptions and actions inherent in the particular
conditions of its production — and only those’ (Bourdieu, cited by Harker, 1992, p16).
Thus the habitus consists of a system of generative schemes within each individual,
acquired and adjusted subconsciously through social interaction in different fields,
where each individual system of dispositions occurs as a structural variant of a given
social group. By existing in social spaces, individuals encounter fields, but they do so
equipped with their own generating structures. The habitus forms affinities or
disaffinities with the fields encountered and the resultant interaction is a dialectical
process of negotiation, where the field structures and is embodied in the habitus and

the habitus constitutes the field as a meaningful world endowed with sense and value:
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Social reality exists, so to speak, twice, in things and in minds, in fields and in
habitus, outside and inside agents. And when habitus encounters a social
world of which it is the product, it finds itself ‘as a fish in water’, it does not
feel the weight of the water and takes the world about itself for granted.’
(Bourdieu cited in Wacquant, 1989, p43)

The theoretical notion of habitus therefore permits a focus on how, in practice, an
individual’s personal history is reflected in that individual’s social encounters. This
creates a powerful tool for investigating how structure is reflected in small scale
interactions, and how small scale activities/interactions form part of a dialectic
between individuals and overarching structures. In an educational setting, this allows

insights into how:

... the habitus acquired in the family underlies the structuring of school
experiences (in particular the reception and assimilation of the specifically
pedagogic message), and the habitus transformed by schooling, itself
diversified, in turn underlies the structuring of all subsequent experiences ...
and so on, from restructuring to restructuring.’

(Bourdieu, 1977, p87)

Grenfell discusses how habitus and pedagogic field go beyond the simple notions of
learning through ‘scaffolding’ or learning as personal exploration, neither of which
approaches capture the dynamics of processes, tensions and conflicts involved in
learning (Grenfell and James, 1998). Field and habitus highlight the relations between
the teacher, who through pedagogic habitus reproduces subject value systems, and the
pupil, who, in a relationship with a pedagogic other, transforms from unknown to

known the taught subject and associated value systems:

Pupils learn when they interpret and take control of knowledge, but this arises
in relationships which are imbued with field and habitus specific generating

structures. (Grenfell and James, 1998, p87)
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Integral to the notion of habitus is the anonymous, pervasive modus operandi of
practice, where much of the mastery of practices is transmitted through body hexis
(Bourdieu, 1977) without attaining the levels of consciousness or discourse. The role
of the apprentice is to observe and assimilate the coherent principles of practical
action in each new field. Bourdieu’s ‘practical theory’ therefore adds a new
dimension to the works of Lave and Wenger, Hymes and Bakhtin, and links with
contemporary theoretical developments in the field of linguistic research that
investigate how meanings are learnt and expressed through a variety of

communicative ‘modes’.

2.6.3 Multimodal communication and meaning making

As discussed in Sections 2.5.1 and 2.6.1, a sociocultural framework permits a
pluralistic perspective of communication and learning, where not only language but
also images and physical activity are viewed as socially organised, sign-making
activities and as key components in the construction of meaning. Recent research in
the field of social semiotics has begun to explore forms of meaning-making other
than language, including drawing (Ring, 2001; Anning and Ring, 2001), model
making (Pahl, 1999a and 1999b), physical actions (Franks and Jewitt, 2001) and
combinations of ‘modes’, such as pictures, diagrams, gesture, words (Kress, 1997,
Kress et al, 2001). These studies investigate how children act multimodally ‘in the
things they use, the objects they make, and in the engagement of their bodies’ (Kress,
1997, p97) and their findings, discussed in more detail in Chapter 3, suggest that:

... a serious look at the multiplicity of modes which are always and
simultaneously in use shows conclusively that meaning resides in all modes
and that each contributes to the overall meaning of the multimodal ensemble

in quite spéciﬁc ways. (Kress et al, 2001, p1)
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From a multimodal perspective, meanings made with language are interwoven with
meanings made with other modes, and this interaction itself produces meaning. The
use of different modes, with their different materiality, leads to meaning being
expressed differently, and necessitates consideration of the ‘affordances’ (Kress et al,
2001) of different modes, their constraints and possibilities for making meaning, and
the ways different modes offer different perspectives and therefore different
potentials for learning. This in turn necessitates consideration of how meanings are
interpreted differently, and are not always accessible to or understood by all

participants.

Thus a multimodal approach highlights issues around the fluidity of meanings of
different semiotic modes, including language, that carry socioculturally differentiated
currencies and which can be invoked or referred to at particular moments for
particular purposes, gaining their meaning from the precise points in time and space
where they are momentarily rendered relevant (Heath and Hindmarsh,. 2002). Pink

emphasises the situated interweaving of multiple modes in her study of visual images:

This approach ... aims not simply to ‘study’ people’s social practices or to
read cultural objects or performances as if they were texts, but to explore how
all types of material, intangible, spoken, performed narratives and discourses
are interwoven with and made meaningﬁil in relation to social relationships,

practices and individual experiences. (Pink, 2001, p5-6)

Kress et al’s research (2001) draws on Halliday’s systemic functional linguistics that
combined the study of grammatical systems with social semantics, influenced in his
approach to the latter by Malinowski’s anthropological proposal that the meaning of
spoken language is inextricably bound to the ‘context of situation’ (Malinowski,
1923). Based on this dual systemic approach to language, Halliday defined three
essential functions of any communicative system: the ideational function,

communicating states of affairs; the interpersonal function, communicating
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social/affective relations between the participants and the textual function,
communicating how the utterance fits into the context of other elements of the text
and the wider environment thus producing contextual coherence (Halliday, 1985).
However, the temporal descriptive terminology of linguistics is problematic when
used for representing the spatial simultaneity of visual images and physical
movement (Kress et al, 2001). For example, the use of the term ‘text’ implies clear
boundaries around a unit of analysis, such as a word or utterance and fails to convey

the processes of ‘text’ production:

The process of social meaning making — of social semiosis — is what gives rise
to the making of the text. But the boundaries of the text ... are not the
boundaries of meaning making ... The text and its boundaries do not stop this

process of semiosis: they provide a punctuation only ... (Kress, 2000, p134)

Heath and Hindmarsh (2002) are less committed to textual units of analysis, and

adopt a more heuristic approach:

Through detailed scrutiny of particular cases, fragments of action and
interaction, analysis is directed towards explicating the resources, the
competencies, upon which people rely in participating in interaction.

(Heath and Hindmarsh, 2002, p107)

These issues of how to measure the potential of diverse, interwoven semiotic modes
when the boundaries of meaning go beyond the frame of expression and are extended
across ‘texts’ or ‘discourses’ are currently contentious and unresolved issues in the
development of new theoretical approaches to multimodal communication and
meaning making. However, they do not detract from the need in an age increasingly
dominated by multimodal forms of communication to develop robust theoretical
approaches that take into account how meanings are expressed and interpreted in

different modes.
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2.7 Conclusions

The theoretical framework for this thesis is founded on a sociocultural approach to
learning, allowing an account of the relationship between the children’s
communicative and meaning making strategies that recognises their social, cultural,
institutional and historical contexts. Yet processes of learning are closely linked to
psychological issues, where theories constructed in a particular paradigm have tended
to focus on the universals of ahistorical mental processes. Cole argues that whilst
child development and learning are culture specific, there are underlying processes

that are not just about cultural variation:

A full understanding of culture in human development requires both a
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