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The recent New Zealand Herald article (24.4.15)—“Early childcare
services red-flagged”—is right to draw public attention to the present situation
for infants in New Zealand early childhood education (ECE) settings. The article
represents a provocative and emotive plea to resist the impending ‘disaster’ of
poor quality ECE for young children, especially infants. Perhaps even a rescue
is needed in this regard! Combined with a selection of unscientific ‘examples of
poor quality’ the article acts as leverage for such an agenda—invoking images
of humiliation, exclusion, neglect and ignorance on the part of teachers who
work in ECE services. Who would not be upset to learn of such offences to
‘innocent young lives’ at the hands of negligent adults! A profoundly sinister
agenda is thus posed at this juncture based on the vulnerable infant and the evil
adult—an agenda all too easily inscribed on New Zealand teachers in other
domains of education (see, for example Jones, 2004).

Such an emotively packaged agenda is problematic on a number of
counts. Firstly it places responsibility for undesirable practice solely in the hands
of adults who work with under-three-year olds in ECE. For the most part, as
Peter Hughes (in his response to the Herald) points out, these are qualified
professionals who take their work seriously and engage in on-going
professional development to maintain high standards of practice. They often do
so with inadequate funding, inadequately educated staff, (only 50% of teachers
with ECE qualifications) minimal structural support and minimal professional
(and public) recognition for the complexity of their work. These issues arise
because of a new right agenda that does little to encourage locally relevant
research into under-three’s whilst endorsing privatised child care that is more
easily persuaded to conform to minimal standards in order to make a profit. This
agenda commodifies the status of infants and toddlers, emphasising long term
‘cost-benefit’ outcomes over relationships in the here-and-now (in other words,
a deficit model emphasising baseline societal ‘needs’, such as minimising the
cost of welfare over individual and cultural human experiences that necessarily
exceed minimum standards of well-being). This neoliberal agenda effectively
passes accountability to teachers when the fullest responsibility lies far beyond
their individual or collective control. Perhaps worse still, it shifts blame to
parents for the choices they make.

Notwithstanding the tremendous significance of teachers, these are
highly emotive factors that underpin the phenomenon of families placing infants
with adults outside of the home. The wvulnerability of infants who cannot
necessarily speak for themselves (Johansson, 2011) combined with the
persuasive neurological evidence suggesting that the first two years of life are
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crucial to life-long well-being (Shonkoff, 2010) create a strong imperative for
families to make choices that are in the ‘best interests’ of their infant. In a
neoliberal society this may seem a reasonable assertion, yet, the choices
families are able to make on behalf of their infants are often severely
constrained economically, socially and educationally (Smith, 1996). In the midst
of economic pressures that require parents to work, this is perhaps the most
insidious agenda of all. As research has highlighted, there are associated
effects impacting on the ECE experience when considered against child rearing
practices that take place in the home (see, for example, Sammons, et al.,
2007). In a country that cannot adequately care for children and their families
living in poverty (White & Pramling-Samuelsson, 2014) it seems rather ironic,
therefore, that the present situation for infants in New Zealand should be so
singularly targeted to ECE services. ECE is not a magic bullet—despite what
the rhetoric might say.

Research to date overwhelmingly points to the significance of positive
relationships as central to the well-being of infants. The relevance of the
associated ‘process dimensions’ of quality (barely featured in the Herald article)
are important regardless of whether these relationships take place at home or in
an ECE context. Relationships thus lie at the heart of ECE curriculum, however,
they are often overlooked in discussions about what constitutes learning for
infants and toddlers in ECE. | suspect this is partially due to the overwhelming
lack of understanding about what constitutes curriculum for this age group—
this, in spite of NZ’s rich curriculum legacy as a world leader in this domain. In
my recent research with infants in a New Zealand ECE service that met all the
‘quality’ dimensions, | had the privilege of withessing many positive and lively
interactions between infants and their teachers, infants and their peers (White,
Peter & Redder, 2015; White & Redder, 2015). My observations highlight the
potential of everyday routines, such as nappy changing or feeding, to invite rich
opportunities for pedagogical engagement when adults understand and enact a
relationship-based curriculum of education and care. Yet in the follow-up Herald
article, “Babies needs at odds with tots learning” of 27 April 2015, there seems
to be a residual Cartesian emphasis on ‘activities’ as opposed to relationships,
further fuelling an apparent lack of public awareness of what it means to
‘educate’ in ECE. This blind-sided approach to learning in its fullest sense is
further reinforced in the even more recent Education Review Office report
(2015), which, among other things, emphasises the initiation of ‘activities’ as
indicative of ‘highly responsive’ practice. To their credit ERO highlight the
importance of interactions although they do not offer any clues as to what these
might ‘look like’ in dialogues with infants and toddlers. | wonder if they know
themselves?

These interactions constitute what | have come to describe as the
‘dialogic space’—that is, the larger social space comprised of people, places
and things who, together, represent the ECE curriculum experience for infants
(White, 2014). When enacted alongside positive relationships with families,
there is every good reason to accept the assertion that ECE is ‘good for infants’
and, indeed, may enrich the lives of all parties. Yet these relationships are
subtle and are not easily ‘measured’ or prescribed. Interactions in ECE
represent a sophisticated—sometimes-silent—form of pedagogy (White,
Redder & Peter, 2015; White & Redder, 2015). It does not exist in isolation of
either process or structural domains. Rather, quality curriculum resides in
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relationships between the two—for example, it does not take a rocket scientist
to work out that meaningful dialogue is fostered best when both parties have
opportunities for unhurried communication in peaceful, familiar contexts. Yet
this kind of pedagogy is not yet well understood in the wider ECE sector let
alone in political domains. It represents a much more sophisticated notion of
subjective and objective ‘quality’ than our friends at the Herald are espousing,
and, in my view, requires our urgent attention.

Instead of ‘red-flagging’ ECE services and, in the process, implicating
teachers and families through accountability and guilt tactics, it would seem
more productive to urge government to pay heed to the overwhelming
importance of relationship-based experiences at the heart of curriculum for very
young children in ECE, as already strongly highlighted by both New Zealand
research (Dalli, et al., 2011) and international research (e.g. Trevarthen, et al.,
2003)-all of which the Ministry is fully aware. While these results are compelling
there is also a need to pay attention to more recent research that signals more
cross-disciplinary approaches that take into account the fluctuating needs of
young children (Institute of Medicine and National Research Council, 2015). In
New Zealand there is additional scope to commission (or at least support) new
research that tells a truthful and culturally relevant tale of the experience of
infants in New Zealand—in ECE and at home. This is not an ‘either-or’ agenda
but a relationship between the two locales in a new reality that will ideally
support all parties to thrive both now and into the future. As such, these issues
should be contemplated in tandem with socially just economic policies (such as
generous paid-parental leave similar to the one year leave provided by Nordic
countries) that support all families to live free of poverty, and thus be in a
position to make real choices. In the same vein they ought to enable teachers to
do their relational work with the support of infrastructures that exceed current
minimum standards and celebrate a new kind of pedagogy that has much to
offer education at large. Here we may think of structural features that underpin
the ‘quality’ agenda, such as group size, ratio and qualifications; and what Dalli
et al. (2011) describe as a ‘membrane’ of support that exists in supportive
management structures and networks. These structures implicate us all.

Finally, in contemplating the red-flag effects of the Herald article, | want
to suggest that it is imperative that these matters are not taken lightly or left to
the destructive hype of public orators who seek simplistic solutions through the
demonising of practice. If there is any red-flagging to be done | assert that this
combative gesture should be targeted to those who represent New Zealand’s
‘best interests’ in policy. In this regard we are all implicated—as policy-makers,
citizens, advocates, researchers and voters. Infants and toddlers cannot, by
themselves, march on parliament to have their voices heard. Indeed, their
voices are startlingly absent from the existing research agenda, which has the
capacity to inform policy (although, as Dalli et al. (2011) experienced, even
government-commissioned reports find their recommendations falling on deaf
ears). If the Herald article achieves anything at all (beyond guilt and blame
tactics), it is to galvanise the public to recognise that quality is ECE is a complex
issue that draws in multiple agendas and is ideologically driven. It will not go
away. It is my hope, therefore, that the public will also realise that it is a political
issue that can only be improved through the serious intervention of a
government that is able to suspend other agendas to contemplate the infant
(and the multiple adults surrounding them) at the centre of policy and practice.
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Not knowing and not doing is one thing, but knowing and still not doing is
nothing short of immoral.
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