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Beyond Quality in Early Childnood Educarion

the field of early childhood, to enable dominant discourses to be made visible an Chapz‘er 3
problematized, and the production of alternative discourses including pedagoglc‘al -_
practice. We will suggest that the pedagogical philosophy and practice of Reggi
can, in many respects, be understood as postmodern, and show how the Stockholin
Project has started out from posimodern conditions and their meaning fpr young
children and for early childhood institutions, and developed its work quite explis
citly within a postmodern and social constructionist perspective. We \fvill argue thf"i
the increasingly hegemonic relationship between Minority and Majority Worlds, in.
carly childhood amongst other subjects, has been produced, in part at lea‘lst, from
modernity’s aspiration to universal laws and totalizing systems. The ethics of a;
encounter, addressing as it does relationships with the Other, provides one ethica
perspective for relationships throughout the early childhood field, \':vh.ether b.etWeen:.
practitioners and other adults, children and adults, different disciplines, different:
social groups or different societies. k.

Of course to bring theory info early childhood is not at all unusual. WhaF is?
perhaps less common is to bring in the theories that we have done, whose theorist
have generally ignored early childhood and its institutions (even though, as alregd‘
noted, Foucault believed that such local sites were very productive for analysing
theories of power). Furthermore, we have problematized, and wiil (‘io so further, the
area of theory most commonly referred to in early childhood — child developmen

Early childhood institutions and pedagogy are often seen as neutral phenom
ena, subject to the technical application of value-free and universally true know
ledge produced through scientific method. But according to a postmoldern perspect-
ive outlined in this chapter, there can never be any knowledge that. is objective or.
independent of context and power. Absolute certainty based on umversalj truths i
an illusion. This means that, from our view, what ‘good” and “bad” pedagogical prac
tice in institutions for young children can only be answered in a communicativ

.. context, in encounter and dialogue with others. Furthermore, early childhood insti

i;\‘i;tutions and the pedagogical work in which they engage are arbitrary and socif':lll
cdhstructed; from possible alternative constructions, we always have to make Cl'_lOlC(?
which are both produced by constructions of the young child and are productive in
turn of these constructions. We expand these statements in the next three chapters;:

Constructing Early Childhood:
What Do We Think It Is?

Introduction

Chitdren’s lives are.lived through childhoods constructed for them by adult under-
standings of childhood and what children are and should be, {Mayall, 1996: 1)

+In early childhood institutions, we often say that we are taking the perspective of
he child and that our pedagogical practice is child-centred. What do we mean by
that? Child-centredness seems to be such a concrete and unproblematic concept,

hild, as a unified, reified and essentialized subject — at the centre of the world —
hat can be viewed and treated apart from relationships and context. The postmodern
erspective, in contrast, would decentre the child, viewing the child as existing
hrough its relations with others and always in a particular context.

Furthermore, what the term might mean depends on what we understand the
- young child is and might be — who is the child on whom practice is centred? From
~our postmodern perspective, there is no such thing as ‘the child’ or ‘childhood’, an
‘essential being and state waiting to be discovered, defined and realized, so that we
an say to ourselves and others ‘that is how children are, that is what childhood is’.
Instead, there are many children and many childhoods, each constructed by our
‘understandings of childhood and what children are and should be’. Instead of
‘waiting upon scientific knowledge to tell us who the child is, we have choices to
‘make about who we think the child is, and these choices have enormous signific-
‘ance since our construction of the child and early childhood are productive, by
‘which we mean that they determine the institutions we provide for children and the
pedagogical work that adults and chiidren undertake in these institutions.
: This chapter is an extended discussion of this statement of our perspective.
‘We enquire critically into some interrelated constructions of the young child —
-how he or she has been understood and conceptualized -— which we believe to
be influential in much public debate about early childhood, as well as much policy
and practice in this field, including discussions about quality in early childhood
institutions. These constructions are themselves produced within dominant dis-
courses, which are located within the project of modernity, and which we as par-
ents, practitioners, researchers or politicians have embodied. From our perspective

Notes

1 Young (1990) suggests that while the difference between twlentieth-ccntury Anglo-.:
American posiiivism and Furopean theory has been expressed in terms of conte‘ndllng_-_.
models of explanation and interpretation, another distinction concerns ideas about ob]ef:t_iw _
ity. Positivist assumptions that persist in Anglo-American theory mean that the position:
of the investigator often remains unquestioned. . '

2 1t is in this sense that we use the term ‘productive’ throughout the book, to indicate how
power (and the means of exercising power such as knowledge and concepts) ‘;.)roduce_ag'_':.
things’, that is it shapes, forms, constitutes the social world and our understanding of it
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Beyond Quality in Early Childhood Education

these dominant discourses, through being embodied, influence the whole ‘childhood
landscape’ — relations between children and pedagogues, children and parents and
between children themselves, the organization of early childhood pedagogical insti-
tutions, as well as how these institutions are ordered and designed in time and
space, and what kind of meaning we give to them. They have consequences for the
whole ecology of the system of early childhood pedagogy. But as we shall see later
in the chapter, these are not the only constructions to be found; with the inspiration
of Reggio, we can find other ways of understanding who the young child is and

might be.

The Child as Knowledge, Identity and Culture Reproducer

As the global economy takes hold, politicians and business leaders — heretofore
largely uninterested in young children — are voicing concern and demonstrating
readiness for action. Facing an increasingly competitive global economic market,
they are worried about economic productivity . . . Given this climate, quality early
care and education services have been advocated as a cost-effective approach fo
maintaining a stable, well-prepared workforce today [through providing care for
workers’ children] — and preparing such a workforce for the future . ..

Fuelled by the concerns of the business and political communities, national
education reform [in the United States] now includes a focus on the early years.
The first National Education Goal, that all children will start school ready to learn,
which has been endorsed by all the governors and two presidents, has highlighted
the important relationship between early care and education and later educational
achievement. (Kagan, Cohen and Neuman, 1996: 12-13)

Investment in learning in the 21st century is the equivalent of investment in the
machinery and technical innovation that was essential in the first great industrial
revolution. Then it was physical capital; now it is human capital . . . We know that
children who bencfit from nursery education — especially from disadvantaged
backgrounds — are more likely to succeed in primary school. And we know that
children who benefit from a good primary education are more likely to succeed in
secondary school . . .

Our aim is that all children should begin school with a head start in literacy,
numeracy and behaviour, ready to learn and make the most of primary education.
(Department for Education and Employment (DIEE), 1997: 14-16)

Tn the construction of the child as a knowledge, identity and culture reproducer, the.
young child is understood as starting life with and from nothing — as an empty -
vessel or fabula rasa. One can say that this is Locke’s child. The challenge is to

have him or her ‘ready to learn’ and ‘ready for school’ by the age of compulsory:’
schooling. During early childhood, therefore, the young child needs to be filled
with knowledge, skills and dominant cultural values which are already determined,
socially sanctioned and ready to administer — a process of reproduction or fransmis-
sion -— and to be trained to conform to the fixed demands of compulsory schooling.

Viewed from this perspective; early childhood is the foundation for successful
. progress through later life. It is the start of a journey of realization, from the
- incompleteness of childhood to the maturity and full human status that is adult-
“ hood, from unfulfilled potential to an economically productive human resource.
The child is in the process of becoming an adult, and represents potential human
capital awaiting realization through investment; he or she is that which is yet to be
a. ‘structured becoming’® (Jenks, 1982). Progress on the journey of realization is,
denoted by the acquisition of appropriate skills, the accomplishment of successive
stages or milestones and increasing autonomy: the metaphor is climbing the ladder.
" Each stage of childhood, therefore, is preparation, or readying, for the next and
more important, with early childhood the first rung of the ladder and a period of
preparation for school and the tearning that starts there,
. This construction is arousing interest in early childhood among ‘politicians
“and business leaders, heretofore largely uninterested’. To these powerful people,
early childhood is coming to be seen as the first stage in the process of producing a
: ‘stable, well-prepared’ workforce for the future, and thus as a foundation for long-
term success in an increasingly competitive global market. As well as reproducing
knowledge and skills, that foundation entails reproduction of the dominant values
of today’s capitalism, including individualism, competitiveness, flexibility and the
importance of paid work and consumption.

The Child as an Innocent, in the Golden Age of Life

The image of the child as innocent and even a bit primitive has been intriguing for
many centuries. It is a construction which contains both fear of the unknown — the
chaotic and uncontrollable — and a form of sentimentalization, almost a utopian
vision, where childhood is scen as the golden age, This is Rousseau’s child, reflect-
ing his idea of childhood as thé innocent period of a person’s life — the golden age
— and the betief in the child’s capacity for self-regulation and innate wiil to seek
out Virtue, Truth and Beauty; it is society which corrupts the goodness with which
all children are born. Learning to know yourself — your inner nature and essential
- ‘self — through transpatency and introspection has been an important idea. Psycho-
logy has legitimated this construction of the young child, especially experts of
young children who have placed the child’s expression in free play and fiee creat-
ive work at the cenire of pedagogical activity.

This image of the child generates in adults a desire to shelter children from the
corrupt surrounding world — violent, oppressive, commercialized and exploitative
=—by constructing a form of environment in which the young child will be offered
protection, continuity and security. From our experience, however, we become
more and more aware that if we hide children away from a world of which they are
already a part, then we not only deceive ourselves but do not take children seriously
and respect them.
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. provided by psychology, is based on the idea of natural growth . .. childhood there

Beyond Quality in Early Childhood Education Constructing Early Childhood

‘¢are is unnatural and harmful, undermining the young child’s attachment to his or
‘Her mother and exposing the young child to relationships with other adults and
children for which he or she is unready (Bowlby, 1969).

_ A large survey undertaken in the European Union in 1993 reported that more
than three-quarters of ali respondents thought that mothers should stay at home
‘when children are young, although the proportion was lower in Denmark, the one
§candinavian country included (Malpas and Lambert, 1993). In a 1994 British
“survey of social attitudes, 62 per cent of respondents stating an opinion thought that
‘women with a child under school age should stay at home, Of those who thought
women should work, the great majority (31 per cent) said they should work only
part-time rather than full-time (7 per cent) (compared to 88 per cent who thought
married women who had not yet had any children should work full-time) (Jowell
etal, 1995).

In fact, the empirical evidence does not support this view. There is no con-
vincing evidence that young children necessarily suffer harm or that their relation-
ship with their mother is inevitably undermined if care is shared (McGurk et al.,
'1993; Mooney and Munton, 1997). This is hardly surprising since exclusive mater-
‘nal care is uncommon viewed either culturally or historically (Weisner and Gatlimore,
1977); it is a construction of motherhood produced i particular societies at a
11;'articu1ar stage in their histories. Yet despite the evidence, this construction
‘remains pervasive and influential, with all its implications for the construction of
catly childhood.

_ But times change. Since the 1960s, the labour market in Minority World
countries has increasingly needed the labour of women, as well as men, in their
‘prime working years, and women as well as men, in general, wish to sell their
‘labour at this stage (during the same period, capitalism has had decreasing need of
‘the labour of other groups, such as young people under 25 and men over the age of
'50; for a discussion of these trends in Western Europe, see Deven et al., 1998).
Consequently, increasing numbers of mothers are joining fathers in the labour
‘market. The number of ‘traditional’ two parent families, in which the mother cares
for the children at home while the father acts as breadwinner, is diminishing.
Increasing numbers of young children, under as well as over 3, are not cared for
excluswely by their mothers.

: In these circumstances, young children acquire a further construction: as a
labour market supply factor which must be addressed to ensure an adequate labour
supply and the efficient use of human resources. Alternative, non-maternal care
must be arranged for young children if their mothers are to be employable (not, it
should be noted, for their ‘parents’ to be employable, since the dominant discourse
about gender governs ideas about roles and relationships, producing a taken-for-
granted assumption that fathers go out to work and that mothers are primarily
responsible for ensuring child care). In Britain and the United States, government,
advocacy groups and others speak openty about the business case for employets to
invest in child care, ‘as a cost-effective approach to maintaining a stable, well-
prepared workforce today’. This is matched by an increasing and diverse involve-
ment — from direct provision of ‘child care’ to funding child care information and

The Young Child as Nature . . . or as the Scientific Child
of Biological Stages

The third dominant construction, closely related to the previous two, produces ag
understanding of the young child as nature, an essential being of universal proper-
ties and inherent capabilities whose development is viewed as an innate process —-
biologically determined, following general laws — unless, of course, the child has
some abnormality. That, we say, is the way children of that age are, that is their |
nature, that is what they can and cannot do if they are ‘normal’. Albeit simplified,
one could say that this is Piaget’s child, since Piaget’s theory of stages has surely
been very influential for this construction, even through Piaget himself never put
much siress on stages (Dahlberg, 1985). :

This construction produces a young child who is a natural, rather than a social,
phenomenon, abstracted and decontextualized, essentialized and normalized, de-
fined either through abstract notions of maturity (Gesell and Ilg, 1946) or through
stages of development. The influence of culture and the agency of children them-
selves are equally discounted, leaving ‘the decontextualised individual who develops:
through natural and autonomous processes’ (Vadeboncoeur, 1997: 33-4). In this
construction, ‘the psychological classifications assigned to children have no par-
ticular time or space continuum — self-esteem, competence and creativity seem to
exist outside history and social contexts’ (Popkewitz, 1997: 33).

The focus is on the individual child who, itrespective of context, follows a -
standard sequence of biological stages that constitute a path to full realization ora
ladder-like progression to maturity. Although we have used the term ‘the child as -
nature’, we might also talk of the scientific child, as it is a biologically based "
construction much favoured by medicine and, as discussed in the last chapter
- developmental psychology: ‘the dominant developmental approach to childhood

fore is a biologically determined stage on the path to full human status’ (Prout and -
James, 1990: 10). Despite frequent talk about a holistic perspective, in this con-
struction the child is frequently reduced to separate and measurable categories, such. ;
as social development, intellectual development, motor development. Consequently,
processes which are very complex and interrelated in everyday life are isolated
from one another and viewed dichotomously, instead of viewing them as intrinsic-
ally interrelated functions that all work together in the production of change.

The Child as Labour Market Supply Factor

During the course of the present century, a construction of motherhood has become
increasingly influential in the Minority World: the mother, like the child, as nature.
The young child is biclogically determined to need exclusive maternal care, cer-
tainly in the earliest years (up to around the age of 3 years), with a gradual intro-
duction thereafter into the company of other children and adults. The mother is
biologically determined to provide such care. Not to receive or to give this exclusive
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is appropriate to think of children’s own direct relationships with the state, its
policies and goals, In addition, concern for social justice and the rights of the
individuals in these countries has led to a movement to regard children and parents

as independent subjects with separate legal status. Thus the stage has been set for
exfracting children out from under the family, conceptually, and thinking about
them, not only as individuals, but also, more widely, as a social group. (Mayall,
1996: 56)

referral services — of individual employers and economic agencies in eatly child-.
hood institutions and other forms of child care, alongside a range of other occupa-
tional benefits, all intended to attract and retain labour — umtil such time may cotme

that labour is no longer required.

The Child as a Co-constructer of Knowledge, Identity and Culture

In this passage we can see some of the main features of a new understanding
f childhood and children, also referred to as a ‘new paradigm of the sociology of
hildhood” (Prout and James, 1990). Children are both part of, but also separate
from, the family, with their own interests that may not always coincide with those
f parents and other adults. Children have a recognized and independent place in
society, with their own rights as individual human beings and full members of
ociety. Children are considered to be a social group: ‘psychological individualisa-
tion of children gives way to sociological consideration of how as a group their
ves are affected by large-scale socioeconomic factors’ (Mayall, 1996: 61). Child-
10od is understood not as a preparatory or marginal stage, but as a component of
the structure of society — a social institution — and important in its own right as
ne stage of the life course, no more nor less important than other stages.

Other features of this new paradigm include recognition that:

Our image of children no longer considers them as isolated  and egoc'entric, does
not see them only engaged in action with objects, does not en:nphasme only the
cognitive aspects, does not belittle feelings or what is not logical alnd does not
consider with ambiguity the role of the affective domain. Instead our image of the
child is rich in potential, strong, powerful, competent and, most of all, connected to
aduits and other children, (Loris Malaguzzi, 1993a: 10)

The constructions of the young child that we have considered so far have in comm-
mon that they can be understood as produced within the projc':ct of modefrm
sharing modernity’s belief in the autonomous, stable, centred subject, whose mher:_-
ent and preordained human nature is revealed through processes of developlmen
and maturity and who can be described in terms of scientific concepts and classrﬁc_a
tions. These constructions also have something else in common. They produce. :
‘poor’ child, weak and passive, incapable and under-developed, dependent an
isolated. )
But new constructions productive of a very different child have been emerg

ing, as the result of a number of interrelated developments (Mayall, 19.96): social
constructionist and postmodernist perspectives within philosophy, socu.)logy an
" psychology; the problematizing of developmental psychology, and the increasis
influence of the comparative movement within psychology; and the wprk of mc_h
vidual rescarchers, and of a mumber of specific projects, notably the Childhood as’
Social Phenomenon Project begun in 1987 under the auspices of the Epropeqn
Centre in Vienna (Qvortrup et al,, 1994y and the BASUN (Childho_od, Soc1§ty an
Development) Project undertaken in the late 1980s foF the Nordic FImmcﬂ as.
study of the everyday lives of young children (Dencik, 1?89}. This process 0
rethinking children and childhood' has mainly taken place in Europe, rather tha
the US, with the lead taken in many respects by Scandinavia. One reason for thi
rethinking may be that children’s daily lives in this part of northgm Europe hay
been transformed in recent decades due both to social and economic 'change an(_l.
government policy initiatives which have led, inter alia, to an extensive network
public-funded early childhood institutions:

+ childhood is a social construction, constructed both for and by children,
within an actively negotiated set of social relations. While childhood is a
biclogical fact, the way in which it is understood is socially determined,

« childhood, as a social construction, is always contextualized in relation to
time, place and culture, and varies according to class, gender and other
socioeconomic conditions. There is, therefore, neither a natural nor univer-
sal childhood, nor indeéd a natural or universal child, but many childhoods
and children;

+ children are social actors, paiticipating in constructing and determining
their own lives, but also the lives of those around‘them and the societies in
which they live, and coniributing to learning as agents building on experi-
ential knowledge. In short, they have agency,

.« children’s social relationships and cultures are worthy of study in their own
right;

+ children have a voice of their own, and should be listened to as a means of
taking them seriously, involving them in democratic dialogue and decision-
making and understanding childhood;

+ children coniribute to social resources and production and are not simply a
cost and burden;

» relationships between adults and children involve the exercise of power (as
well as the expression of love). It is necessary to take account of the way in
which adult power is maintained and used, as well as of children’s resili-
ence and resistance to that power,

Most children now spend many hours a day in group care... The dramlatm _
Scandinavian experiment in changing children’s childhoods has promoted rethink-
ing about inter-relationships between the triangle of parents, chi}dren and the sta.te.
Traditional formmulations have thought of children mainly in relation to parents, with
the state as a back-up; but Scandinavian pelicy now has an altered focus: childrcg _
are a shared responsibility of the state and parents. Under these circumstances, it
49
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Within this framework, a constraciion of early childhood and of the young child is
produced that is very different to the modernist constructions described above. The
young child emerges as co-constructor, from the very start of life, of knowledge, of '
culture, of his or her own identity. Rather than an object that can be reduced to -
separate and measurable -categories (for example, social development, cognitive
development, motor development and so on), through isolating from one another
processes which are very complex and interrelated, the young child is understogd
as a unique, complex and individual subject. This construction produces a child
who, in Malaguzzi’s words is ‘rich in potential, strong, powerful, competent’. .

In Reggio Emilia they always say that they have dared to take, as the starting
point for their pedagogical practice, the idea of ‘the rich child’ and that ‘all cf}ildren
are intelligent’. Having a social constructionist perspective, where language 1s seen
as productive, they are aware that this is a choice they have made — it is their :
construction. The rich child produces other riches. They argue that ‘if you have a
rich child in front of you, you become a rich pedagogue and you have rich parents’,
but if instead you have a poor child, ‘you become a poor pedagogue and have poor.
parents’. _ N

In this construction of the ‘rich’ child, learning is not an individual cognitive !
act undertaken almost in isclation within the head of the child. Leaming is a
cooperative and communicative activity, in which children constlruct knowledge,
make meaning of the world, together with adults and, equally,,__xmpo'rtant, oti}er
children: that is why we emphasize that the young child as learner is an a!ctlve
co-constructor, Leamning is not the transmission of knowledge taking the child to
preordained outcomes, nor is the child a passive receiver and reproducer, a ‘Poor’ :
child hopefully awaiting receipt of adult knowledge and enrichment. What chllda-'en :
learn, all their knowledge, ‘emerges in the process of self and social co?nstructlon_

“(since) children do not passively endure their experience but become active agents .
in ‘their socialisation, co-constructed with their peers® (Rinaldi, 1993: 105). _

Rather than an empty vessel awaiting enrichment, from the start of l'ife the -
young child is a ‘rich’ child engaging actively with the uforld; he or she is born .
equipped to learn and does not ask or need adult permission to start learning. In -
fact, the young child risks impoverishment at the hands of adulis anfl, rather thap :
‘development’, the loss of capabilities over time. In the words of Lons Malaguzzi,
‘g child has got a hundred languages and is born with a lot of posszbﬂltl_es and a lot -
of expressions and potentialities which stimulate each other — bu? which they are
easily deprived of through the education system’ (quoted in Wallin, Maechel and
Barsotti, 1981). As such, the young child should be taken serious‘ly. Actwe and :
competent, he or she has ideas and theories that are not only worth listening to, but
also merit scrutiny and, where appropriate, questioning and challenge. :

Last, but not least, the young child is understood and recognized as being pgrt :
of, a member of, society. He or she exists not only in the family home, but also in |
the wider world outside. This means being a citizen, with citizen’s rights and, as he °

or she is capable of agsuming them, citizen’s responsibilities. It also means-that the
young child is not only included, but in active relationship with that society agd
that world. He or she is not an innocent, apart from the world, to be sheltered in

some nostalgic representation of the past reproduced by adults. Rather, the young
child is in the world as it is today, embodies that world, is acted upon by that world
—- but also acts on it and makes meaning of it.
This active engagement of young children with the world, and the need for
' adults to take this engagement seriously, is illustrated from an account by a Swedish
pedagogue of a visit to an early childhood institution in Reggio Emilia.

I would here like to share with you an experience I once had in Reggio Emilia,
One day when I visited the Diana preschool [an early childbood institution} in
Reggio Emilia and entered a fairly large room of the preschool I got very aston-
ished. The whole room was emptied and on the floor a lot of commercialized play-
things were lying around; such as He-Man figures, My Little Ponies and other
similar figures. As a Swedish pedagogue and also a mother of two children I got
really confused. What was going on here? How could they allow such tools? For
my eyes in this moment saw the typical, pedagogically developed wooden play-
tools used in Swedish preschools.

1 asked the Italian pedagogues what they were working with and they
answered that if was a project work on modern fairy tale figures. Once again I was
surprised. These plastic and luridly coloured figures, were they modern fairy tale
figures? The pedagogues continued to tell me how often they observed children
talking about figures and stories they saw on TV and how little they as pedagogues
knew about these figures and stories. They also found out how little they listened
to the children when they talked about such figures. Often they said to the children,
‘wo don’t talk about that here’, or ‘we’ll talk about thai another time'. They
thought it would be interesting for the children to work with a project on modern
fairy tale figures, and as is common in Reggio, the pedagogues began the project
by getting more knowledge themselves through watching the programmes the
children also were watching. They interviewed the children too about their know-
ledge and ideas. To their surprise they found one boy could mention more than 25
characters from these programmes, not only their names, but also what kind of role
many of them had. As a start for the project the children were asked to bring all
kinds of modern fairy tale figures to the preschool and the project moved out from
the children’s experiences, stories and ideas. !

Returning home from Reggio, I reflected on this experience and how we in
the early childhood institutions in Sweden had always forbidden toys like this. 1
also remembered how I had quarrelled with my son in the mornings when he
wanted to bring his He-Man figures to his centre. He had often hidden them in his
pockets, and I had to feel ashamed in front of the staff, In the early 80s we also had
a discussion in educational journals, where the message was that children should
be allowed to bring their most precious things with them to the preschool, as they
were seen, from a psycho-analytical perspective, as transitional objects. As a result
children in many preschools were allowed to bring these figures with them — if
they lefi them in the entrance hall.

I also remembered how often when out shopping with my son, 1 tried to avoid
passing the windows of the toy shop. One day we were anyway in front of the toy
shop window and he said to me in a setious tone: “Mum, now I really have to have
a He-Man figure.” I answered very seriously. “Haven’t I told you, you won’t get
another one?” Then he looked at me even more seriously and said, “Mum, you
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haven’t understood anything.” Then I asked, “What haven’t 1 understood?” “You
haven’t even understood that He-Man is good.”

Later T thought, what an opportunity as an adult to take children’s theories;:
hypotheses, dreams and fantasies seriously, instead of seeming not to have heard:
anything or telling children that they should not talk about these things. Children.
do embody the world, corrupt or not, like us as adults, and as adults we need to.
take responsibiity to listen to them at the same time as we also have to give therﬂ-

TR Y Constructing Early Childhood

nemselves knowledgeable on those they. consider know nothing® (Freire, 1985:

We view this concept of pedagogy as lecated within, and produced by, condi-
15 of modernity because it is part of an Enlightenment narrative which tells of
ation as a site for transmission of scientific knowledge to produce autonomous
.ats who are supposedly made frec by the information they receive. This narrat-
45 not only understood education in a particular way, as the transmission of

counter-images, but not in any simple way. (Dahlberg, 1997)

constituted knowledge to empty vessels, but freedom also, as the individual
iansformed by knowledge into an autonomous subject, self-sufficient and inde-
Jdent of obligation — Man at the centre. This narrative further speaks of educa-
a linear process that ‘transforms children who are, by definition, dependent
adults, into independent beings, free citizens’ {Readings, 1996: 158). This
stive, therefore, values children primanly for what they will become, for the
of education is to transform the ‘poor’ and dependent child into the ‘rich’,
+onomous and mature adult subject. Early education is understood in foundational
s, equipping young children for what will follow, to be judged in terms of
‘y.term outcomes. In this outcome-driven approach, ‘events and experiences hold
gnificance only if our parratives of education and child development name them
stepping stones on the paths towards positive or negative developmental
outcomes . . . [and we] value activities that we believe will have a long-term payoff
the expense of activities that seem frivolous or pointless because they are not
cortelated with success later in life’ (Tobin, 1997: 13-14).
‘Tn this pedagogy, the pedagogue has a privileged voice of authority, and
cominitment to the ideals of autonomy and truth puts an end to real questioning.
stead, a typical pedagogical practice is the pattern of question—answer, in which
pedagogue poses questions to the children — but questions which actually are
real questions as the pedagogue already knows the ‘true’ answers and only
tens for these answers. This method of work is often associated with the tradition
in schools, but not in early childhood institutions. However, studies show that it
s appear in the practice of these institutions, especially during more pedagogically-
tiented moments such as ‘morning sessions’ or ‘circle times® (Haug, 1992;
edenqvist, 1987; Rubenstein Reich, 1993). The following episode, from a mormn-
o session at a Swedish early childhood institution, vividly illustrates the power of
e question—answer pattern {(Hedenqvist, 1987). Siv, who is the pedagogue, sits
ith the children, including Bosse and Alvar, in a circle on the floor.

Thls construction of the young child has profound implications for the co
structmp of motherhood. Mothers, together with fathers, continue to have the ma
responsﬁ‘)ility for their children, and the home and family provide an environme
an.d relationships of vital and unique importance to the young child. But the you
child does not require exclusive maternal (or parental) care in the family hom
Il_ldei‘jd, exc_lusive parental care constrains the young child’s opportunities for incl
sion in spcmty, the exercise of citizenship, and of fulfilment from interaction wi
oth'er children and other adults, interaction which has a vital role to play in_' :
active child’s co-construction of knowledge, identity and culture. o
. Understanding the young child as a co-constructor and active participant, wa
Ing and Fesponding to a wide range of relationships, in the home and outside, with
other f:hl]dren and adults, we can move away from the restrictive, dualistic think.i'
to ‘,Vh“fh the belief in exclusive maternal care has given rise: either maternal car
which is good, or non-maternal care, which is bad or, at least, an inferior substitute
Instead, we can open up the possibility of a childhood of many relationships an
Opportunities, in which both the home and the early childhood institution ha
Important, complementary but different parts to play. This possibility has be
recognized by the children in Reggio Emilia, '

who understood sooner than expected that their adventures in life could flow
bet}veen two places. [Through carly childhood institutions] they could express
their previously overlooked desire to be with their peers and find in them points of '
reference, understanding, surprises, affective ties and merriment that could dispel
shadows and uneasiness. For the children and their families there now opened up
the' possibility of a very long and continuous peried of [children] living together
[with each other], 5 ot 6 years of reciprocal trust and work. (Malaguzzi, 1993b: 55)

There is something that does not exist in the air in the wintertime. They
are in the air now. Some birds are eating them . . . something that flies in
the ajr . . . that we talked about last week and that has come back now . ..
What? )

Yes, what is flying around in the air now . . . a lot of them . ..

Birds! Bees! Bumble-bees!

Childhood and Pedagogy in Condifions of Modernity Stv:

We I}ave argued that constructions of childhood and children are productive o
practice; in (.)ther words, pedagogical work is the product of who we think th
young child is. The construction of the young child as an empty vessel and repro

Rosse:
Siv:
Bosse:

ducer gi‘:’\‘{s rise_to.an idea of pedagogy or education as a means of transmitting to St Yes, 'm thinking of a very small insect. You saida. ..

or dePOS}tmg within, the child a predetermined and unquestionable body of know Bosse: A bumble-bee,

ledge, with a prefabricated meaning. Pedagogy is the administration of knowledge Siv:  Yes, (hesitating) and what other kinds of small insects are there?
Bosse: Bees!

2 banking concept in which ‘knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who conside

52 53



Beyond Quality in Early Childhood Education . s Constructing Early Childiiood ™

sonstruct yourself. As Melucci (1989) and others have observed, a postindustrial
society is characterized by a high degree of reflexivity.

.. But even more fundamental, living in postmodern conditions calls for a new
way of understanding knowledge, requiring us, first and foremost,

Stv: HEm, there are some more insects . . . those which come and bite you. Do
you know which they are, Atvar? The ones which bite us in the summer
and then it itches?

Ahlvar: Abee...?

Siv: Yes, but . . . (imitating a buzzing sound),

Bosse: A wasp!

Siy: I'm thinking of mosquitos.

Bosse: What. ..

Siv: Mosquitos

to abandon the ‘grand narrative’ of a theoretical unity of knowledge, and to be

" content with more local and practical aims. This means abandoning one of the
"deepest assumptions (and hopes) of Enlightenment thought; that what is ‘really’
available for perception ‘out there’ is an orderly and systematic world, (poten-
tially) the same for all of us — such that, if we really persist in our investigations
"and arguments, we will ultimately secure universal agreement about its nature,
{Shotter, 1992: 69)

This small excerpt shows children busy trying to grasp the code of what is
expected of them from the teacher in a game of what one could call ‘Guess what
am thinking of?’ It shows how the question—answer pattern is embodied in the
pedagogue and the children. It shows how, in this type of exchange, very poor and
helpless a child appears, a child seen as an object without his or her own resources
and potentials, a child to be filled with knowledge but not challenged. :

The postmodern perspective, therefore, questions the Enlighteniment idea and hope
that there is objective, or innocent, knowledge, through the accumulation of which
& can get nearer the truth that will tell us how the world is, who we are and how
to act in the world in ways that are universal and just. Instead it offers a quite
ifferent understanding: knowledge as perspectival and ambiguous, contextualized
‘4nd localized, incomplete and paradoxical, and produced in diverse ways: ‘there is
‘change in emphasis from confrontation with nature to a conversation between
-persons, from correspondence with an objective reality to negotiation of meaning’
(Kvale, 1992: 51).

- There is much discussion about ‘constructivist’ and “social constructivist’ teach-
g, and the different approaches and concepts covered by these termis {cf.
Richardson, 1997). From our perspective, it is different undetstandings of know-
.dge that distinguish our postmodern social constructionist perspective from the
onstructivist movement which has had a revival in educational reforms in recent
ears. Both view the child as active and flexible and expect the pedagogue to start
tom the child’s everyday understanding and construction of the surrounding world.
But from a constructivist perspective knowledge seems to be seen as something
bsolute and unchangeable, as facts to be transmitted to the child, and thus as
eparate from the child, independent of experience and existing in a cultural, insti-
ational and historical vacuum. Constructivism eschews the socially constructed
ature of knowledge, and its rules of reason inscribe a fixed world of school
ubjects that children internalize through flexible strategies of problem solving
(Popkewitz, 1993).

.. By contrast, a pedagogue working with a social constructionist perspective
ould give the child the possibility to produce alternative constructions before
encountering scientifically accepted constructions. The child can then place con-
structions in relation to scientific constructions, and make choices and meanings
- (Lenz Taguchi, 1997). This is understood to be a Jearning process not only for the
child but also for the pedagogue, if he or she is able to encounter the child’s ideas,
 theories and hypotheses with respect, curiosity and wonder.

So, both perspectives see an active and problem-solving child. But unlike the
social constructionist perspective, the constructivist perspective sees that child
xisting within a context of standardized, stable and objective concepts. Popkewitz

Childhood and Pedagogy in Postmodern Conditions

The potential of the child is stunted when the endpoint of their learning is formu-
lated in advance. (Rinaldi, 1993: 104) .

The transgressive foree of teaching does not lie so much in matters of content as in
the way pedagogy can hold open the temporality of questioning so as to resist
being characterized as a transaction that can be conchuded, either with the giving of
grades or the granting of degrees. (Readings, 1996: 19) B

We have argued that we are living through a period of great change, in which wha
“thight be called postmodern conditions are emerging, If we view childhood as a
social phenomenon located in a particular context, then it seems to us that the child
as co-constructor, rather than reproducer, of knowledge, identity and culture can be.
understood to be living a postmodern childhood. What does this mean? What -
characterizes a postmodern childhood? What are the implications for the functiot
and construction of early childhood pedagogy?
To live in a society that is characterized by postmodern conditions means that
individual children have to adjust to a high degree of complexity and diversity, as’
well as to continuous changes. In a more stable society the children’s biography:
and knowledge were almost predetermined (Asplund, 1983), much the same as
their parents. In such conditions, the function of early childhood pedagogy can be:
understood as enabling children to assume their true identity, their essential iden-
tity, and the reproduction of knowledge and cultural values, predetermined earlier.
by religion and later by a supposedly value-free, objective science and reason.
But in a society of rapid change, the demands and requirements that the future

will hold for children can be difficult to anticipate. If the past no longer provides
guarantees for the future, if traditional reference points, such as the church, political
party and class, weaken, then life increasingly becomes a project that you have to
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H"::-".r..has called ‘extraordinary learning processes’ (1989), processes which are neither
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(1993), for example, has argued that educational reforms which have been influ
enced by the constructivist revival have focused on how learning occurs in class=
room interaction so that children acquire subject matter. The consequence isa
valuing of children’s thoughts and values as right or wrong according to whethe -
they agree with a predetermined definition of knowledge and a pedagogy whic!
never gives children the chance to explore their own theories. _

Taking a postmodern perspective means that we can no longer fall back o
knowledge as universal, unchanging and absolute, but must take responsibility fo
our own learning and meaning making. The same goes for making moral choices
We must take responsibility for making moral choices, no longer being able o
abandon this responsibility in favour of conformity to universal rules and absolut
truths, reproduced in children through processes of cultural transmission. Postmodern
ethics means each of us, from childhood, must take responsibility for makin,
difficult decisions. We are our own moral agents, beating responsibility for makin
— constructing — moral choices: there is no truth ‘whose name might be invoke
to save us from the responsibility for our actions’ (Readings, 1996: 168).

This places increasing requirements on children to form and shape thei
own understanding of the world, knowledge, as well as identity and lifestyle. This:
process of individualization means having a high degree of self-control or self: "
government of your own choices and actions, individually and collectively. This
calls for a trust in your own ability to make choices and argue for your standpoints
Tt also means that children gain an increased responsibility for themselves and for.
realizing their own possibilities. :

These changes are often analysed negatively, as a threat to security and a
source of alienation. But they can be understood as opening up tremendous possib
ilities — which are not always desirable — but can be. Realization of thes
possibilities requires highly developed capacities for learning, self-reflection and.
¢ommunication, and open and questioning relationships. It presupposes what Zich

As we have discussed in the previous chapter, postmodern thinkers like Derrida and
Foucault and many feminists have questioned the idea of a unified and stable sub-
ect, a fixed entity or essence of the individual, an inner self that the individual can
discover and know truly through introspection, transparency and consciousness.
dentity, both across groups and within individuals, is understood as complex and
tultiple, fragmented and ambiguous, contradictory and contextualized:

we are seen to live in webs of multiple representations of class, race, gender,
language and social relations; meanings vary even within one individual. Self-
identity is constituted and reconstituted relationally, its boundaries repeatedly
remapped and renegotiated . . . Identities are continually displaced/replaced. The
subject is neither unified nor fixed. (Lather, 1992: 101)

Tn this context, the issue of taking difference seriously, treating it as an opportunity
father than a threat and finding ways to relate to others, without making them the
same assumes great importance.

If Man was at the centre of the Age of Enlightenment, in a postmodern age
man and woman are decentred, and the individual subject ‘is dissolved into linguistic
structures and ensembles of relations’ {Gergen, 1992: 40). Inherent to the modernist
concept of the free and self-determining individual is a static and essentialized self.
But postmodernity’s focus on the fundamentally relational nature of identity results
in the historically constituted and shifting self (Lather, 1992).

Identity therefore is no longer understood, from a postmodern perspective, as
takmg on predetermined, rigid and universal forms through processes of socialization
and reproduction. Rather, as a relational and relative concept, identities are con-
structed and reconstructed within specific contexts — contexis which are always
open for change and where the meaning of what children are, could be and should
be cannot be established once and for all. Postmodern children are inscribed in
multiple and overlapping identities, in whose construction they are active particip-
ants. We can see how children and young people co-construct these multiple and
ovcriappmg identities in a dynamic and fluid fashion through the example of the
increasing numbers of children and young people who have one parent who is
‘white’ and one parent who is ‘black’. There is a long history of the construction of
so-called ‘mixed parentage’ as necessarily problematic partly as a result of an
acceptance that there are clearly differentiated ‘races’” which are, in essence, neces-
sarily polarized. People with one black and one white parent have usually been
classified as black, but they have also been identified as separate from black and
white people and classified using terms which tend to pathologize them for not
fitting into a racialized binary opposition, for example ‘half-caste’, ‘mixed race’,
“biracial’, ‘maroon’ and ‘mulatto’. In this way, an arbitrary division is constructed
between those of mixed parentage and others, even though the populations of the
world are, in reality, intermixed (Phoenix and Owen, 1996).

But in the diversity of today’s societies, there is movement away from the idea
that racial identity is given or reproduced, towards the idea that ‘people of mixed-
parentage must be allowed fo assert their racialized identities in whichever ways

linear nor isolated, and which give children opportunities to use their curiosity and:
creativity, to experiment and take responsibility, to make choices concerning the
life and future. .

Living in postmodern conditions therefore puts considerable demands on the*
process of pedagogy. The challenge is to provide a space where new possibilities:
can be explored and realized through enlarging the reflexive and critical ways o :
knowing, through construction rather than reproduction of knowledge, through:
enabling children to work creatively to realize the possibilities and handle anxiety:’
It can contribute to the emergence of a pluralistic patchwork quilt of co-existing:
wortld views and life expetiments.

But it is not just a matter of children constructing knowledge in changing
times. They also construct identity. The project of modernity, believing in a know-
able world of universal truths and universal properties, has sought a universal
human nature and an identity of the subject that is coherent and unified, stable and
knowable, to be assumed or realized. By so doing, it has threatened to reduce dif-
ference in identity, replacing complexity and contradiction with unity and coherence.
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this happens in practice, with young people of mixed parentage proving active i
resisting external pressures and in constructing their own shifting, multiple and
contextualized identities.

It was not uncommon for the young people to explain how they described them-
selves in different ways at different times and in different contexts. In this they
appeared to have a range of ways in which they could individually express their
racialized identities which could be said to be congruent with notions of postmodern
plurality and flexibility. In expressing these identities, some seemed to accept, and

- others to reject, the dualism inherent in the treatment of ‘black’ and ‘white’ as
oppositional categories . . . Most of the young people were clear that they made
their own decisions about whether to accept or reject the constructions their par-
ents, teachers and friends attempted to persuade them to use. (Phoenix and Owen,
1996: 131-2)

heirloom to be handed down and taken up from generation to generation. Instead,
culture is also increasingly understood as complex, fluid and contextualized, co
constructed by individuals in relations with others. '

The appropriation of cultural tradition becomes more dependent upon the creative
hermeneutic of contemporary interpreters. Tradition in the modern world loses its
legitimacy of simply being valid because it is the way of the past. The logitimacy
of tradition rests now with resourceful and creative appropriations of it in view of
the problems of meaning in the present - . . [Tlhe reflective effort and contribution
of individuals becomes crucial. (Benhabib, 1992: 104)

il Postmodem conditions bring processes of individualization. But they also fore-
ground relationships. Knowledge, identity and culture are constituted and reconsti-
tuted in relation to others — they are co-constructed. Relational concepts abound:

is no longer viewed as an accurmmulation and reproduction of facts, but as perspectival
and open-ended, then knowledge can be viewed as an open-ended conversation

this reason, as well as the importance attached to the ethics of an encounter, ped-
agogy for postmodern conditions is based on relationships, encounters and dialogue,
with other co-constructors, both adults and children,

actively engaged in co-constructing their own and others” knowledge and identities,
has been described by Loris Malaguzzi in writing about Reggio Emilia:

Children leamn by interacting with their environment and actively transforming
their relationships with the world of adults, things, events and, in original ways,
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they feel are most appropriate . . . [and] conceptualising identitics as “both/and”’
(Phoenix and Owen, 1996: 129-30). A British study of social identities shows how

There is a similar movement away from understanding culture as a given, an:

dialogue, conversation, negotiation, encounter, confrontation, conflict. If knowledge

privileging no party and seeking neither consensus nor a final truth. Constructing -
identity not in essentialistic but pluralistic terms implies that a child is connected to
many different groups of shifting ethnic, religious, cultural and social character, For

This ‘pedagogy of relationships’, in which children are understood to be

" Constructing Eéz%lj Childhood

their peers. In a sense children participate in constructing their identity and the
identity of others. Interaction among children is a fundamental experience during
the fitst years of life. Interaction is a need, a desire, a vital necessity that each child
carries within . . . Children’s self-learning and co-learning (construction of know-
ledge by self and co-construction of knowledge with others), supporied by inter-
" active experiences constructed with the help of adults, determine the selection and
" prganization of processes and strategies that are part of and coherent with the
“* gverall goals of early childhood education . . . Constructive conflicts [resulting from
the exchange of different actions, expectations and ideas] transform the indi-
vidual’s cognitive experience and promoie learning and development. Placing
children in smail groups facilitates this process because among children there are
not strong relationships of authority or dependence; therefore, such conflicts are
. more attractive and advantageous . . . If we accept that every problem produces
cognitive conflicts, then we believe that cognitive contflicis initiate a process of co-
construction and cooperation. (Malaguzzi, 1993a: 11-12)

So important are relationships to the thinking and work in Reggio that they do
not talk of being ‘child-centred’, with its implication of the child as an autonomous,
isolated and decontextualized being. Rather they would say that relationships —
between children, parents, pedagogues and society — are at the centre of every-
thing they do, viewing the early childhood institation as ‘an integral living organ-
ism, a place of shared lives and relationships among many adults and very many
children’ (Malaguzzi, 1993b: 56). For nothing and no-one exists outside of context
and relationships.

. Nor is the idea of a pedagogy of relationships confined to early childhood. In
his discussion of the university — how it has been, is and might be — Readings
argues passionately for this understanding of pedagogy: ‘1 want to insist pedagogy
is a relation, a network of obligation . . . (in which} the condition of pedagogical
practice is an infinite attention to the other’ (1996: 158).

When the human encounter — relationships — is the basis for pedagogy,
communication is seen as the key to children’s learning. In Reggio, they view the
child as a communicative individual from the start, from the very first moment of
life. They want to have a child who is an active interacter, not a passive receiver.
Pedagogy and the pedagogical milieu have to stimulate childrén’s own activity and

- their possibilities for communicating their own experiences; they want to find many
“'ways for children to communicate, to use ‘the hundred languages of childheod’.
“ Through commmumication, children can establish belongingness and participation,

laying the ground for taking different perspectives; view their own expetiences in
the light of others’; discuss, make choices, argue for one’s choices — stand up for

- them, and handle new sitnations. To cite Loris Malaguzzi again:

When children are bormn they are washed by an ocean of words, by signs, and they
learn the art of speech itself, the art of listening, the art of reading, and to give
signs meaning. I mean that upbringing implies the finding of a solution to an
increasing competence as far as communication is concerned. Actually, in commun-
ication the child’s whole life is contained, man’s whole life: the logical tools of
thought, communication as a base for socialization, and the feelings and emotions
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sthings with satisfaction. This questions, for example, the tight time governa
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which pass through communication. To learn how one can speak and listen are.
some of the big questions of life. (Malaguzzi, 1993b: 57)

s scientific enquiry. Working through pedagogical tools such as documentation, it

sought a learning culture characterized by participation, reflection, solidarity,
P_iea"_s_ure and wonderment. What has made this possible is not only the establish-
ent and support of a network of early childhood institutions, but a construction of
om as forums in civil society, where children and adults can engage together in
acts of social, cultural, economic and political significance. We consider this
sruction of the early childhood institution further in the next chapter.

Foregrounding relationships and communication, also produces a ‘pedago
of listening’, an ‘approach based on listening rather than speaking’ (Rinaldi, 1993
104). This means listening to the ideas, questions and answers of children; an
struggling to make meaning from what is said, without preconceived ideas of wh
is correct or valid. ‘Good’ listening distinguishes dialogue between human bei'ﬁg
which expresses and constitutes a relationship to a concrete Other, from mong
logue, which seeks to transmit a body of knowledge and through so doing make th
Other into the same. Again taking up the same theme, but in relation to universiti
Readings (1996) aiso argues for the importance of ‘listening to thought’ in pedag
gical work, which he distinguishes from the production of an autonomous subje
or an autonomous body of knowledge: : '

Nete

Childhood’ is a stage in the life course, and a permanent phenomenon in society.
Children live through childhood.

Rather it is to think besides each other and ourselves to explore an open network of -
obligation that keeps the question of meaning open as a locus for debate . . . Doing
justice to thought means trying to hear that which cannot be said but which tries to;
make itself heard — and this is a process incompatible with the production of even ;'
relatively stable and exchangeable knowledge. (1996: 165)

One other feature of the pedagogical work of Reggio should be mentio
here: a refusal to be time governed. Most children attend early childhood insti
tions for at least a full school day, and for at least three years, often longer. Tim
not organized by the clock, but according to children’s own sense of time, ‘the
personal thythms and what they need for the projects on which they are workin
All this gives children time to get engaged, time not to have to hurry, time ta

""Gf British ‘nursery education’, where attendance is normally confined to a sh
morning or afternoon session on the grounds either that this is all the time yo
children can manage or that no better outcomes can be secured by longer atten
ance. More generally, it questions a reduction of education to what Readings ¢
‘a logic of accounting’, which is concerned increasingly with ever faster progr
up the ladder, acquiring a predetermined body of knowledge ever more rapidly an
cost-effectively.

From our understanding, and a theme we take up again in Chapter 6, th
pedagogical work in Reggio Emilia can be said to anticipate various themes'(
postmodernity. It has turned away from the modernist idea of unity, and recognize
the enormous power of forces which insist on system, structure, centralizatior
hierarchy, coherence and normalization. It has turned towards the postmodern ide
of complexity and contradiction, and has recognized the great opportunities th
arise from recognizing difference, plurality, otherness and unpredictability. Ov
the years, Reggio has struggled to find a pedagogical practice of multiple languages
and co-construction, of relationships and dialogue, rich in paradox and irony, valt
ing both cooperation and confrontation, welcoming doubt and amazement as muc
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Chapter 4

TUORSFUCTIRE the Harty CTRIARUDR IS Iittue.

. elementary and secondary levels of education.. . . factories are designed to transform
_raw material into prespecified products by treating it to a sequence of prespecified

Constructing the Early Childhood
Institution: What Do We Think
They Are For?

Introduction

From 2 social constructionist perspective [early childhoed institutions], as well as
our images of what a child is, can be and should be, must be seen as the social
construction of a community of human agents, originating through our active
interaction with other people and with society . . . [Early childhood] institutions
and pedagogical practises for children are constituted by dominant discourses in
our society and embody thoughts, conceptions and ethics which prevail at a given
moment in a given society. (Dahlberg, 1997)

Early childhood institations are socially constructed. They have no inherent fea

tures, no essential qualities, no necessary purposes. What they are for, the question

of their role and purpose, is not self-evident. They are what we, ‘as a community o
human agents’, make them. This chapter is an exploration of a few of the man
different constrictions of the early childhood institution; it is by no means exhaust;

ive; These constructions are constituted by and in turn constitute constructions of

‘i‘%"e‘hg young child, linking to our discussion of early childhood in the previous chap
ter. They are also productive of pedagogical practice. What we think these institu
tions are determines what they do, what goes on within them,

The chapter falls into two main parts. The first examines some constructions.
of the early childhood institution that are dominant in many parts of the Minority:
World today — the early childhood institution as preducer of child cutcomes or as:
a substitute home or as a business. In the second part we examine an alternative and:

less common construction of the early childhood institution — as a forum in civi

society where children and adults engage in projects of social, cultural, political and-

economic significance.

Dominant Constructions of the Early Childhood Institution
Producer and Business

It seems to me that early childhood programmes are increasingly in danger
of being modeled on the corporate/industrial or factory model so pervasive in
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standard processes. (Kalz, 1993: 33-4)

Three major, often conflicting purposes for child care create the child care di-
- lemma we [the United States] as a society suffer today. First, child care supports
maternal employment . . . Second, child care serves children’s development, which
. can be enhanced by high quality early childhood programs, whether or not their
. mothers are employed. Third, child care has been used throughout this century
to intervene with economically disadvantaged and ethnic minority children and
socialize them to the cultural mainstream. (Scarr, 1998: 98)

- The Key Note Market Report on Childcare {in the UK] has observed that wealthy
companies are becoming increasingly attracted to the childcare market . . . [Nord-
Anglia Education, the second largest company] was floated on the stock market
last year. It has opened four purpose-built nurseries, NS nUTsery units in each of
. its 20 independent schools and bought the Princess Charlotte nanny college earlier
this year. (Report headed ‘Big business sees profit in childcare’ in Nursery World,
27 August 1998)

The dominant construction of the early childhood institution is as a producer of
care and of standardized and predetermined child outcomes. Linked to the modern-
i constructions of the young child discussed in Chapter 3, in particular as repro-
cer of knowledge, identity and culture, the broad and increasingly important task
these institutions as producers is to fill the empty vessel that the young child has
fien been understood to be. This task is mainly to be achieved through education,
aw recognized as a central concern not only in nursery education but also in child
are and day care: ‘due to this emphasis [in American policy on the relationship
stween early childhood and later educational achievement] more and more Amer-
ans are realizing that /! programs for young children are about education’ (Kagan
Fal., 1996: 13). ‘

Some of the more specific outcomes that the early childhood institution 1is
pected to produce are now widely recognized in early childhood policy and
terature, in particular enhancing children’s development and preparation for com-
tilsory schooling which includes starting school ‘ready to learn’. Other outcomes
fe more implicit, although nonetheless real, in particular the reproduction of cul-
tute, including values. For example, early childhood institutions help to reproduce
ultural values concerning gender; the highly gendered nature of the workforce in
ly childhood institutions and the lack of gender awareness in most pedagogical
jork produces a powerful discourse, for children and itdeed adults, about appro-
riate gender roles and relationships (Jensen, 1996).

- As parental employment grows, so increasing importance is attached to early
hildhood institutions producing child care for parents and employers. In an attempt
& resolve the contradiction between a still dominant construction of motherhood,
which asserts that exclusive matemnal care is the best way to bring up very young
‘hildren (discussed in more detail in the previous chapter), and an economic reality
n which an increasing number of mothers are wnable or unwilling to provide such

1
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copcerning the social and the public . . . [B]inding symbols and representations of
the people, the interests of the nation and the home together was a technique that
‘made the world on the one hand intelligible and on the other hand manageable a
‘an object of intervention” (Dahlberg, 1998: 5). ’
.. More recently, Sweden has entered a period of uncertainty about the role of
‘the state and public intervention. The metaphor of the Folkhemmet, to describe th
:_feiationship between the state and the individual, has been probleme:tized and fadede
‘However, the construction of early childhood institutions as producers of substitute:
‘home care has gained further legitimation. Concerns have developed about the
impersonal and bureauctatic character of both schools and early childhood institu-
ons, and about the need to protect early childhood institutions from becomin
_more schoql—like. One response to these concerns has been a new emphasis on earlg
hildhood ms.titutions as substitute homes, through privatizing public instimtionz
and encouraging greater closeness between children and adults in a quasi-parental
relationship.

The recent history of early childhood institutions in Sweden is also a reminder
at the outputs that these institutions are understood to produce are not confined to
__ dividual development or conditions for economic success; they can be framed in
tel.rms of social progress, with cutputs of benefit to society as a whole. Throughout
this century, the expansion of early childhood institutions in Sweden has been
: mo‘f.i\./ated by a succession of social outcomes, connected by ‘modernist visions and
_v1su')ns.o-f building a progressively better society, an improved human race and
‘freer mdw@uais’ (Dahlberg, 1998: 1). Thus, the kindergarten movement of the
early twentieth century envisaged early childhood institutions as a means both to
berate ch.ildren from the constraints of tradition and to re-establish moral order
msfomng the poor family into the moral family) and the spirit of community
adly disrupted by industrialization and urbanization (Hultqvist, 1990). The disj
urse-of a comprehensive carly childhood pedagogy, which opened up in the
930s in the context of developing a broad welfare state, took forward the idea of
early childhood institutions contributing to the production of a spirit of community.
and added other social outcomes — freedom, emancipation, gender equality anci
lidarity between different social groups. -

The production of social outputs, but of a more targeted variety, also consti-
tes one o'f the purposes of early childhood institutions in Britain and the United
ates: social contro] through processes of normalization. Within the American
.qqntext,l Sandra Scarr refers to one output, social cohesion through ‘socializing’
onomically disadvantaged and minority ethnic children into mainstream culture
bot.h cguqtries, a strong motive for increasing public investment in early child-.
.od institutions is their role in “welfare to work’ prograrnmes, intended to reduce
elfare payments and to reverse the perceived social and moral damage caused by
zofonged depen(‘iency on these payments, by establishing labour market participa-
on as a normative expectation of all adults. A third output is the prevention or
ductmn.of later problems or disorders in schooling, employment and adult life
_..d the high costs they impose on society. The most quoted example is the High/”
Scope Perry Pre-school Project, an intervention with 123 poor black children in a

exclusive care, the objective is often a very particular concept of care: to provide a -
substitute home reproducing, as closely as possible, the model of maternal care.
This is sought either through individualized forms of care (for example, family day -
carers ot nannies); or through the organization of early childhood institutions and:
the structuring of relationships between children and staff in these institutions, with '
importance attached to high ratios of staff to children and the need for close and:
intimate relationships between staff and children. This idea -— that mother care is’
needed for secure development and that, in its absence, non-maternal care requires.
to be modelled on a dyadic mother—child relationship — has been termed ‘attach-
ment pedagogy’ by Singer (1993), who argues that it has had a powerful influence;
on ideas about children’s upbringing, both in the home and in institutions.
The individualistic approach taken to working with children in many early.
childhood institutions in Britain and the United States can be explained, in part at
least, by this construction of these institutions as substitute homes. A compariso
between nurseries in Britain, Spain and Italy illustrates how the staffing structure i
the British nurseries encouraged staff to see themselves as individuals rather than,
as in Spain and Italy, also as part of a group, sharing and working towards commo; '_
objectives (Penn, 1997b). This was reflected in how the staff perceived and worked

with the children.

There was little sense of the children as a group able to influence or to help each
other, and in general the organizational format of the murseries would make it .
difficult to achieve, even if it were considered a worthwhile objective. The overall
objective was instead the surveillance and monitoring of individual children to
make sure they did not come to harm . . . {I]n so far as any theoretical assumptions
underpinned the approach to children in the UK nurseries, it was that of
Bowlby . .. [which] holds that emotional security, and therefore learning, only °
takes place in a one to one adult-child relationship, and-all other sitvations are
irrelevant. The contribution of the peer group is completely disregarded. (1997b:

52, 53}

This construction of the early childhood institution as producer of 2 particular
form of home-like care has perhaps been most matked in Britain and the Unit
States, with their strong ideological commitment to maternal care, their high val
ation of individuality and their ambivalence to more collective relationships an
ways of working (New, 1993). But it has also been productive in other countries.
The development of a comprehensive system of early childhood institutions:
Sweden, starting from the 1930s, was strongly influenced by a discourse of t
home; centres for children up to the age of 7 years have been represented.as
‘professional homes’, have been called daghem (*day home’), and have organized
children into syskongrupper (‘sibling groups’). This discourse of the early child-
hood institution as home can in turn be related to a construction of Swedish society
as a large community, represented by the metaphor of Follkhemmet (the ‘People’s
Home”). But it was also a means of shaping the encounter between the private
the public, the individual and the state: ‘it can be seen as an active incorporati
and blending of discourses connecting the family and the private into discour
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air children and a growing number of employers who want to offer ‘child care’
upport as part of their package of employee benefits. But the concept has also
ken hold in public services, for example, in early childhood institutions in Sweden
"];lere, in the context of a shift towards a more market-oriented social welfare
ystem, ‘the work being carried out in child care centres is often comipared with the
jork carried out in private business’ (Dahlberg and Asén, 1994: 161),

“ These constructions of the early childhood institution produce matching con-
structions of the early childhood worker. First, she is a fechnician, whose task is to
asiire the efficient production of the institution’s outcomes, however framed, for
iainple, transmitting a predetermined body of knowledge to the child or support-
g the child’s development to ensure that each milestone is reached at the correct
- The technology she administers incorporates a range of norms or standards:
tiere the child should be at his or her current stage of development and the
chievable goal; what activities are appropriate to the child’s stage of development;
ihat the answers are to the questions she puts to the child, and so on. The outcomes
known and prescribed, even though the child may be allowed some choice and
sedom in how he or she achieves them. From a Foucauldian perspective, she is
effect of disciplinary power, but also exercises power in her work with children
nd parents, embodying the discourse of developmental psychology which pro-
uces understandings of the child and shapes practice with him or her.

. Second, she is a substitute parent providing a close, intimate relationship with
& children in her charge. ‘She’ is significant. Because of the gendered nature of
arenting, with mothers still viewed as primarily responsible for actual caring, the
ubstitute parent is expected to be a substitute mother. This in turn contributes to
e production of a highly gendered workforce.

- Finally, she is an entrepreneur. She must successfully market and sell her
roduct. She must manage the institution to ensure high productivity and conform-
ty-to standards, in short ensuring an efficient production process.

town in Michigan in the United States, which concluded that for every $1 of public
funds invested $7 was later saved, mainly through reduced criminatity (Schweinhart,
Barnes and Weikart, 1993).

In all these instances, the early childhood institution is understood as a means
of social intervention, capable of protecting society against the effects of poverly,
inequality, insecurity and marginalization. It offers a quasi-medical treatment;
form of social immunization or medication which will reduce current social ills oz
protect against future infection. In all cases, the early chiidhood institution
embedded in a construction of the young child as weak, dependent and ‘in nee:
‘the poor child — the deficit [child] or the child at risk, with limited capacities ar
in need of protection’ (Dahlberg, 1995: 14), yet also potentially threatenmg and
antisocial.

Whatever the cutcome and whoever the beneficiaries envisaged for early clnl
hood institutions, this construction of these institutions as producers has a commny
theme. Like most other institutions for children, early childhood institutions
provided primarily to serve adult interests (Mayall, 1996), or to protect children
from adults. They constitute places where children are acted upon to produce pre-
determined, desirable outcomes, places where children are developed, educate
cared for, socialized, and are cotupensated. If these institutions are proposed in
interests of children and childhood, as places for children and childhood, rathi
than places where children are acted upon, adults (or af least those with the pow
to make decisions) remain, as Sharon Kagan and her colleagues observe, ‘largely
uninterested’.

This construction of the early childhood institution as producer of outputs
brings to mind, as Lilian Katz observes in the quotation at the beginning of th
section, the metaphor of the factory, a place where young children (‘the raw mat
ial’) are processed, to reproduce a body of knowledge and dominant cultural valu
{“prespecified products’) that will equip them to become adults adapted to the eco-
nomic and social needs of society, and/or to protect society from the consequences
of social, familial and individual dysfunction. Just as the factory seeks to adopt
standardized methods for efficient production anywhere, so the search is on in early
childhood institutions for effective methods of processing that can be exported and
reproduced anywhere, irrespective of context, and expressed in the Ianguage 0]
‘models’ or ‘programmes’, and the question ‘what works?’

There is one other construction of the early childhood institution whlch 1§
increasingly prominent: as a business. Early childhood institutions are still under;
stood to be producers, but they are additionally understood as businesses competing
in a market to sell their product(s) — for example, developmental outcomes, school
readiness, care in a substitute home, prevention of later delinquency — to cus:
tomers or consumers, invariably adults, never children (who lack the means to be
consumers), most often parents but alse employers or public agencies.

This development is again most apparent in Britain and the United States. In
recent years, these countries have witnessed a huge expansion of private markets i i
‘child care services’ (day nurseries, family day care, nannies and so on) competing
for the business of a growing number of parents who want care and education for

The Early Childhood Institution, the Nation State and Capitalism

iewed from the perspective of the project of modernity, early childhood institu-
ons have been increasingly considered a necessary technology for progress. Many
onstructions of the early childhood institution, as indeed of other institutions for
hildren such as schools, embody an idea of social redemption through the applica-
ion of science to children, an ideal which has strongly influenced modern life
{Popkewitz, 1998b). Such institutions have come to be seen not only as places for
he transmission of knowledge, but also as places where social and psychological
roblems can be solved with the careful application of behavioural and social
ciences,

This emerging reliance on science and technology, coupled with a romantic view
of the purity and perfectability of the child, led to the perception that children are
appropriate vehicles for solving problems in society. The notion was that if we can
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n. this scenario, early childhood institutions are a necessary means for ensur-
¢ labour supply, providing care for the children of today’s labour force and, it is
gued, enhancing the performance of tomorrow’s fabour force. While the domin-
e of the economic over the political, of transnational capitalism over the nation
¢; is further reflected in the language of business, management and consumerism
ch more and more permeates carly childhood institutions, their purposes and
ac'ﬁce. In this context, as already noted, early childhood institutions are increas-
gy seen as businesses, whether operating as autonomous for-prefit ‘service
«oviders” within a private market, as in much of the English-speaking world, or
hin a publicly financed and managed systern, as in Sweden.

~However, things are not quite as simple as this outline may suggest. Many
fferent discourses are interacting, as we can see if we take the case of Sweden.
ecently, eatly childhood institutions in Sweden have been integrated into the
arional educational system (previously being within the social welfare system),
and have got their first national curriculum, which might suggest even closer asso-
ciation with the nation state. At the same time, however, we can observe how local
horities, who are actually in charge of these institutions, are abandoning the
stification of these institutions as vehicles for national culture and goals. In effect,
_pfocess of redefinition has begun where early childhood institutions, even if still
nanced by the state, are changing from a very close ideological relation to the
e to being bureaucratically organized, relatively autonomous and consumer-
ofiehted; the same transformation is occurring among local authorities themselves,
hich behave increasingly as autonomous consumer-oriented organizations, rather
than political and cultural centres related to the nation state. From being closely
nniected to the common good, both institutions and authorities are more and more
turned into business enterprises (Dahlberg, 1998; Dahlberg and Asén, 1994).

. In this process parents and children will be constructed and think of them-
Ives less and less as members of a community and more and more as consumers
‘services, something which is also obvious in the rhetoric. Even if profit is not yet
1 the agenda, the language of economic management and free choice is introduced
d- words such as parents are exchanged for words such as comsumers, This
iange in language symbolizes a shift in which early childhood institutions are no
longer seen as essentially ideological and tied to the self-reproduction of the nation
te. They become a human resource for the market place instead of a means for
the development of a national culture. In this process, where the early childhood
system turns from being an institution connected to the nation state into a business
organization serving the needs of business, knowledge has itself become commodified
as: mformation and as a good that can be sold on a market (Bemnstein, 1990;
Dahiberg, 1998).

In a situation like this it is easy to become nostalgic or enter into cymical
despair when the lost mission of liberal education becomes visible. This is also how
we can understand the struggle that we can see today for going back to the Enlight-
enment project, and the relationship it posits between educational institutions and
the nation state, national culture and national identity. But given the complexity of

somehow intervene in the lives of children, then poverty, racism, crime, drog
abuse and any number of social iils can be erased. Children became instruments o
society’s need to improve itself, and childhood became a time during which social
problems were either solved or determined to be unsolvable. (Hatch, 1995: 118-9) .

This redemptive theme runs through the history of early childhood institutions;
to the present day. But we can also see changes in the influences shaping é;r
childhood institutions and their purposes. Readings (1996) argues that, faced by
related changes in capitalism and the power of the nation state discussed in Chap
1, universities are transforming themselves from being the ideological arm of 'ﬂlé
nation state, striving together to recognize the idea of a national culture and ide
tity, to bureaucratically organized and relatively consumer-oriented corporations at
the service of transnational capitalism.

Global fusion and national fission go hand in hand and work together to efface the
linking of the nation state and symbolic life that has constituted the idea of
‘national culture’ since the eighteenth century. It is now pointless to seek the
destiny of the university in its capacity to realize the essence of a nation state
and its people. .. Contemporary students are consumers rather than nafional
subjects . . . Consumerism is a sign the individual is no longer a political entity, not
subject to the nation state. (1996: 51, 53)

Although it is not as clear as for the university, we can still see how these economi
and political changes have also affected early childhood institutions. We ha
already noted how the development of early childhood institutions in Sweden ki
been closely related to the development of a vision of Swedish society and th
formation of a modern, industrialized nation state, Similarly in France, the écol
maternelles, or nursety schools, have been closely connected to the nation stat
.; being viewed as a means of introducing the young French child into citizenship and

~.civic values. As another example, the British government expanded nursery pro
vision rapidly during the Second World War in the interests of the nation state,
ensure a supply of female labour for war industries (then tan down this provisio
when war ended and it was decided that the national priority was employment fo
men demobilized from the armed forces).

But the more recent growth of eatly childhood institutions, over the last thre
decades or so, can be seen as related to the weakening of the nation state and th
growth of deregulated global capitalism discussed in Chapter 1. In 2 world in whic
the economic is no longer subjugated to the political and capitalism ‘swallows up
the notion of the nation state, increasingly powerless nation states become increas
ingly managerial (Readings, 1996), seeking to entice transnational corporations by
providing conditions for profitable investment. Amongst the conditions is the assur-
ance of a ready supply of competitive labour, which means sufficient numbers o
women and men in their ‘prime working years’ (i.e. between 25 and 50 years old);.
with the skills required in the modern workplace and prepared to work ‘flexibly’
and intensively. :
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viewed as a society of individuals integrated only through their economic relations.
The state is differentiated from sociat life and should restrict its intervention in the
civil society to protecting individual rights, in particular the right to property. In
conirast republican theory, going back to ancient Greek society, distinguishes the
state from the household, and regards the state as the only form of public sphere
and the only possibility for social life; there is no distinction between political and
- ¢ivil society. As in liberal theory, the state does not deal with economic matters, but
unlike liberal theory should be engaged with the realization of the good life.
Our understanding of ¢ivil society is somewhat different again. It has much in
common with the definition of civil society ‘as a sphere of social interaction
hetween economy and state, composed above all of the intimate sphere (especially
thie family), the sphere of associations (especially voluntary associations), social
movements and forms of public communication’ (Cohen and Arato, 1992: ix). We
would however view the ‘intimate sphere’ as a distinct and fourth area, apart from
but in relationship with the state, the economy and civil society. Civil society can
therefore be seen as being between and in relationship with these other three areas
aad their institutions (for example, government at different levels; the market, work
organizations and trade unions; households and families). Civil society is ‘the space
“yncoerced human association” where individuals can come together to engage
in activities of common interest, which may be of many kinds -— cultural, social,
onomic and political,
~ Among the defining features of civil society, Cohen and Arato refer to social
movements and associations. Since the 1960s, there has been a strong emergence of
hat Melucei {1989) calls new social movements. These have been analysed in
lation to economic change and the continuing evolution of capitalism, gaining
ground against older political movements such as mass political parties and trade
nions, which were built around komogeneous and stable class identities produced
uring the period of ‘organized capitalism’ and industrialism. New social move-
ents reflect weakening and fragmentation of these identities in increasingly com-
plex post-industrial societies and a new phase of what has been called “disorganized
_c__z_upitalism’. They have also been analysed from a postmodern perspective, embody-
g the ‘death of metanarratives’ and a new ‘politics of difference’ which draws
tp‘.en*;ion to the particularities of group, place, community and history (Kumar,
095).
New social movements can be seen therefore as one expression of what has
en called a radical and plural democracy, responsive to the complexity, fluidity
nd ambiguity of identity and in which ‘différance is construed as the condition of
ossibility of being’ (Mouife, 1996b: 246). Rather than an essentialist notion of
roups with given, stable and coherent interests and identities, new social move-
énts can be seen to open up possibilities for shifting forms of alliances which
ognize multiple interests and identities. From this perspective, consensus is a
angerous utopia, threatening to absorb otherness into a smothering and oppressive
neness and harmony, while ‘recognition of undecidability is the condition of exist-
nee of democratic politics’ (Mouffe, 1996b: 254). Conflict and confrontation, far
m being signs of imperfection, indicate a democracy that is alive and inhabited

the space in which early childhood institutions are presently located, we no longer
think that it is fruitful to do this.

Looking back, we do not want to give up the hope that these institutions can.
still be connected to the broader social, political and cultural tasks of the nation
state. However, through working more closely into the postmodem critique of the
modernist project we are now more aware of the difficulties attached to realizin
this hope. We cannot any longer position early childhood institutions by appealin;
to values of reason as the predetermined goal to strive for, nor values such a
autonomy and culture. For these values have been constituted through the meta:
partatives of modernity, and as such have functioned as a means of unification
normalization and totalization. How then to take a stand against consumerism
before early childhood care and education embarks irrevocably upon the path o
becoming bureaucratic businesses dedicated to the service of global capitalism? :

The Construction of the Early Childheod Institution as a
Forum in Civil Seciety

Civil Society

The words ‘civil society’ name the space of uncoerced human association and also
the set of relational networks — formed for the sake of family, faith, interest and
ideology — that fill up that space. (Walzer, 1992: 92)

Participation is not scen as an activity that is only and most truly possible in a
narrowly defined political realm, but as an activity that can be realized in the social
and cultural spheres as well . . . This conception of participation, which emphas-
izes the determination of norms of action through the practical debate of all affected -
by them, has the distinctive advantage that it articulates a vision of the political
true to the realities of complex, modern societies, (Benhabib, 1992: 104-5)

The increasing numbers of earty childhood institutions in most Minority Wor.
countries are part of a recent shift of ‘reproduction’, including the care and educ
tion of young children, away from the private domain of the household and t
extended family (although these remain very important). But when this happens,:
where is ‘reproduction’ shifted? In the case of early childhood institutions, there a
choices. Where these institutions are located has implications for the social co
struction of the early childhood institution: what we think they are, how we und
stand their purposes. In many cases, early childhood institutions have been situat
either within the domain of the state (i.e. provided by central or local government)
or within the economic domain (i.e. provided by the workplace or as businesses
operating within a private market). But early childhood institutions can be situa
in a different domain — civil society.

Civil society has several contradictory meanings. For example, liberal theor
of democracy, whose origins lie in Locke’s development of Hobbes’ theory, ha
seen society as constituted of two spheres: the state and civil society, the la
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by pluralism: ‘that is why, in Derrida’s words, democracy will always be
come”, traversed by undecidability and for ever keeping open its clement of pr
ise’ (Mouffe, 1996a: 11). . o

Of particular importance to our subject, Melucci sees social movement
social constructions, in which a collective identity is constructed through
interactional process. They are systems of action, complex networks conne"g i
many different elements, which through communication, negotiation and confra
tion between the actors involved produce meaning, decisions and collective act
Without the challenges these new movements pose, Melucci argues, complex s
eties would not be capable of posing questions about meaning, and could
challenge the accepted wisdom or dominant discourse.

Some social scientists today, including many feminists, consider that rej
a universal and essentialist perspective jeopardizes the democratic ideal of
Enlightenment, It seems to us, however, that it opens up the possibility for a
understanding of democracy in postmodern times, which seeks to avoid the op
sion of reducing our identity to one single and constant position — be it class; ra
gender or whatever. This new understanding of democracy calls for new forrig
collective action and the proliferation of public spaces or forums in which colle
ive action can take place. Melucci finds in new social movements a potentia
new societal forms of collective action and thus an enlargement of democracy
complex societies. Collective action need no longer be channelled only through
established state and economic institotions (patliament, trade unions, ete.) bu
also be expressed through democratic institutions situated in the framework of
society; it is not a matter of ‘cither/or’ but of ‘and/also’. 3

Cohen and Arato also emphasize the democratic potential of civil soci
through :

jal capital’ — trust, reciprocity, respect and other features of social organiza-
‘which are an important condition for the econemic and political success of
society. Networks of civic associations constitute ‘an essential form of social
pl_tai’, ingtilling in their members habits of cooperation, solidarity and public-
ritedness; ‘the denser such networks in a community, the more likely that its
izens will be able to cooperate for mutual benefit” (1993: 173).

Forums in Civil Society

y. childhood institutions can be understood as public forums situated in civil
ety in which children and adults participate fogether in prajects of social,
Jural, political and economic significance. Before considering these projects in
e detail, we need to examine the concept of a ‘forum’.

Forums are an important feature of civil society. If civil society is where
viduals — children, young people and adults — can come together to particip-
d engage in activities or projects of common interest and collective action,
orums are places where this coming together, this meeting, occurs. They have
I in common with Putnam’s concept of ‘civil association’, and also with the
ncept of ‘public space’, described below by Henri Giroux in relation to the

e school is best understood as a polity, as a locus for citizenship . . . To bring
chools closer to the concept of polity, it is necessary to define them as public
paces that seek to recapture the idea of critical democracy and community . . . By
public space’ I mean, as Hannah Arendt did, a concrete set of learning conditions
here people come together to speak, to engage in dialogue, to share their storics
nd to struggle together within social relations that strengihen rather than weaken
a notion of self-limiting democratizing movements seeking to expand and protec ossibilities for active citizenship. (1989: 201)
spaces for both negative liberty and positive freedom . . . [TThe rights to com: : : '
munication, assembly and association, among others, constitute the public an
associational spheres of civil society as spheres of positive ﬁeedom within whic :
agents can collectively debate issues of commen concern, act in concert, assett:
new tights, and exercise influence on political (and potentially economic) society,
(1992: 17, 23, original emphasis)

Forums provide a locus for active citizenship through participation in collect-
action and the practice of democracy. A strong and vibrant civil society
uires this type of engagement by active citizens in forums — and out of such
vity may come new social movements. Forums can therefore be understood as
ocratic institutions, operating beyond ‘a narrowly defined political realm’ in
;ial and cultural spheres’. But this does not mean they are substitutes for polit-
nstitutions. They are complementary, representing a new autonomous political
‘alongside more institutionalized arenas (such as the state and the market) and
ffering an enlarged sphere for the operation of politics. Political institutions can
port the idea and promote the availability of forums; while forums provide
rtunities within civil society for politicians (as representatives from the state’s
tical institutions) and others to meet together to engage in matters of common
est. To do this effectively — for forums to engage politicians and others in
logue — requires decentralization of political authority to the most local level
sible for the subjects of engagement, such as pedagogy for younger and older
100l age) children and personal social services.

Association is an important feature of civil society. In his study of Tta
regional government, the American political scientist Robert Putnam (199
describes civic associations as networks of civic engagement, which ‘represen
intense horizontal interaction’, citing as examples ‘neighbourhood associatic
choral societies, cooperatives, sports clubs, mass-based parties and the like’:
argues that civic associations make a major contribution to the effectiveness of b
economic life and democratic government, demonstrating that Italian regions \
successful economies and regional governments (in particular, the region of En
Romagha, in which Reggio Emilia is located) also have the greatest numbe:
| civic associations. The key to understanding this relationship is what Putnamca
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operate purely as businesses within the private market or for the employees of
-particular employers are situated in the economic sphere; they cannaot also be
forums within civil society. To be so, early childhood institutions should be largely or
wholly publicly resourced (but not necessarily publicly managed) and available as
£ right to all local children, as such being not only forums, but also community
istitutions. To this end, employers can make an important contribution, by paying
ar equitable share of taxation from which early childhood institutions open to all
children can be adequately resourced. They can also contribute by engaging in the
rums constituted by the early childhood institution, alongside other adults and
hildren.

- For some years now there has been a widespread decline in the vitality of
iiblic life, marked by falling participation rates in various activities and a widely-
smarked turn to private life and pursuits (Kumar, 1995; Putnam, 1995). Many
ypes of civic association or forum which flourished in industrial society are in
ng-term decline, for example, colliery brass bands or working men’s clubs in
artain British communities where their significance has reduced with the contrac-
on of mining and heavy industry, Early childhood institutions are increasing every-
here. They offer the possibility of forming part of a new generation of forums and
ivic associations, embedded in and attuned to the world we live in today, which
ould tevitalize the public sphere through a rich variety of projects.

- Nor is this wishful thinking. The early childhood institutions of Reggio Emilia
an be seen as vivid examples of early childhood institutions as forums in civil
society. Influenced by systems theory, they see themselves as systems of relation-
hips and communication located within and inextricably part of the larger system
society, closely linked to their local community, including families and local
overnment. Nor is Reggio alone: there are many examples, from many countries,
f early childhood institutions beginning to assume this role and explore the oppor-
mities it affords.

The operation of the forum as a locus of participation and dialogue, enabling
politicians and others to engage actively and productively, to deepen their unde
standing, also requires procedures and conditions that support this function. Soine
procedures have been developed specifically in early childhood institutions, and
might have wider applicability. These include documentation, which in Reggio ha;
been seen as ‘a democratic process to inform the public about the contents of the
[early childhood institutions]’ (Rinaldi, 1993: 122); and the participation of ‘Wigs
helpers’, such as pedagogista or pedagogical advisers and philosophers, anoth
feature of Reggio. Both are discussed in more detail in Chapters 6 and 7. :

They also require “the conditions of universal moral respect and egalitarian
reciprocity’ (Benhabib, 1992: 105). The principle of universal moral respect co
cerns ‘the right of all beings capable of speech and action to participate in the mo
conversation’, which implies the participation of children. While the principle:
egalitarian reciprocity requires each participant having the same rights ‘to vario
speech acts, to initiate new topics, to ask for reflection about the presuppositions:g
the conversation’. The cultivation of moral and cognitive abilities is also importar
for example, the capacity ‘to reverse perspectives, that is, the willingness to reasor
from the Others’ point of view, and the sensitivity to hear their voice’; and'th
ability to see the Other as equal but different. These procedures and conditions no
only contribute to democratic participation and practice in forums, but also to
ethics of an encounter. '

However, it is important to recognize that the comprehensive and perf:
application of such procedures and conditions is unlikely. They are extremiel;
demanding and may not even be universally agreed. Consensus may be neithe
required nor desired, and conflict or confrontation may be considered a health
element of dialogue, but disagrecment can become destructive. There are issues ¢
power which can reduce possibilities for participation and dialogue. In many w
we are offering an ideal construction, how we would like things to be, but i
practice things are unpredictable, we cannot be certain which way they will go. Th
forum in civil society is a possibility worthy of struggle, not a certainty guarantee
of success if only instructions are followed. :

The Projects of the Early Childhood Institution

I early childhood institutions can constitute forums in civil society where children
and adults may participate together in projects of social, cultural, political and
conomic significance, what are these projects? There can be no final, definitive
genda. Determining these projects — answering the basic question ‘what are early
hildhood institutions for?” — is one of the political projects of the institution as
orum as well as for the wider society; it is an issue for continuous dialogue
etween children and adults, including local and national politicians. The only
eneralization that can be made is that the early childhood institution viewed as
orum in civil society is a place for children to live their childhoods. It is a perman-
nt feature of the community offering many opportunities and possibilities, not
_}Ways knowable from the start, not an intervention of fixed duration, known pur-
0ses and predetermined outcomes.

The Early Childhood Institution as a Forum in Civil Society

Tt seems to us that early childhood institutions have the pessibility of being forum:
in civil society. But this is a choice to be made and an aspiration to be worked {0
they are not inherently so. To be forums, early childhood institutions must cth'
to understand themselves as such and actively assume the task. They must loca
themselves within civil society, rather than within the state or the economy, beif
in relationship with both of these spheres but remaining separate.

Eatly childhood institutions which wish to be forums in civil society need
be open to all families with young children — both children and adults — and:
the wotld, Access should not be constrained either by cost ot by admission critert
for example, the employment status of parents. Barly childhood institutions which;
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T Constructing the BEarly Childnood IRSTITHIIORN

Emilia] honour the first; the aim of teaching is to provide conditions for leaming,
(Malaguzzi, 1993b: 72-3, 77)

Despite not knowing for sure what the projects of the early childhood instify
tion should or will be, we can suggest four possibilities by way of illustration, Pirg
and foremost is the praoject of pedagogical work or learning. We have argued
Chapter 3, from a postmodern perspective, that knowledge and identity are co
structed and that construction occurs not from young children being taught but fro
what children do themselves, as a consequence of their activities, relationships-aﬁ
the resources available to them — by being in relation and dialogue with the wor]
When the human encounter is the basis for pedagogy, as well as for ethical relatio
ships, then to facilitate and accomplish these encounters becomes the ‘true’ role.
eatly childhood institutions. Viewed in this way, the early childhood institution
provides a space for activities and relationships, enabling the co-construction
knowledge and identity. A similar idea of creating public spaces for dialogic learn
ing inspired Paulo Freire’s work in Brazil, in this case in adult education projec

‘As we have already discussed in the previous chapter, this ideal of pedag:o-
a1 work presupposes early childhood institutiqns which are permeated Wlf-:h
active participation and a reflective culture, and which are open to, _and engaged in
i ogue with, the surrounding world. It assumes an active mtere_st in the times we
e in, such as questions concerning our env1ronme°:nt., peace, Justice anfi human
eﬁ{istence, and new debates and achievements w1thlp science and ph}losopl.ly.
/ati Hakkola, a Finnish pedagogue, has expr'essgd this idea in a very evocative
way in relation to her own carly childhood insnrcutu_m in Helsinki: ‘1 want our pre-
-ihool to be a preschool without walls, and which is placed on a pubhc square.

* The second important project, already introduced in the preceding discussion
forums, is to promote an informed, participatory and critical local democm._:}.;_
Early childhood institutions have the potential to be places where patents, politi-
ans and others (including employers, trade unions and -the general citizenry) can
come together with pedagogues and children to engage in dialogue on a range of
subjects. There is no closed and definitive agenda of subjects, but several subjects
iight be suggested. o o .

First and foremost, early childhood institutions as forums in civil socm.ty pro-
de an opportunity for constructing a new public disc'o‘urse aba_ut earl}j childhood
itself, an important part of what might be called a ‘pohh‘cs gf chﬂ-dhood'. For early
childhood institutions are one obvious place for the public discussion of issues S'jwh
1§ pedagogical work and of questions such as: How .do we undgrstand eaﬂ}lr chﬂc.i-
hood? What is our construction of the young Chll(%? What is thf:‘, relationship
Between young children and society? As we shall dISCUS\'S further in Ck‘la‘pter 7,
Which is about pedagogical documentation, this first tequires prob'lcmatizmg thf:
dominant discursive regimes in pedagogical practice as well as n social apd l.aeh'aw-
tural sciences, including the constructions of the child, early childhood m'sututxons
and the work of these institutions that they produce. Doinglthis, thg way is opened
ip to reconstruct alternative images of the child, early childhood institutions and
early childhood pedagogy. _

Understood in this way, working with parents does not mean pedagogues
giving to parents uncontextualized and unprol?lematized injforr‘natior,l abou{: what
they (the pedagogues) are doing, nor ‘educating’ parqnts in *good’ practice jby
transmitting a simplified version of a technology of child development 'and-chﬂd
rearing. Rather it means both parents and pedagogues {and others). entering into a
reflective and analytic relationship involving deepening unde;stgndmg‘agd the pos-
sibility of making judgments about the pedagogical work (w1th1p the dlscourse. of
meaning making’ discussed in Chapter 5), and in which pedagogacgl@oc_um}eptaﬂqn
(discussed in Chapter 7) plays an important part. ‘Parental participation’ in this
context is a description of democratic practice rather than a means of social control
or technological transfer. ‘

Another subject for a politics of childhood may be called its'sues of the‘ ‘good
life’. In the case of early childhood institutions, * good life’ questions might include

[Cultural centers] were large spaces that housed cultural circles, rotating libraries,
theatrical presentations, recreational activities and sports events. The cultural circles
were spaces where teaching and learning took place in a dialogic fashion. They _:'
were spaces for knowledge, for knowing, not for knowledge transference; places
where knowledge was produced, not simply presented to or imposed on the learner.

They were spaces where new hypotheses for reading the world were created,
(Freire, 1996: 121}

More specifically, early childhood institutions provide children with tools and:
resources for exploring and problem solving, negotiation and meaning making.
These include: thematic project work based on everyday experience, giving chil:
dren the possibility to express themselves in many languages; the support and:
inspiration of reflective practitioners; and opportunities for small groups of childre
to work together in exploring and interpreting the surrounding world, and, by doing
80, to take responsibility for their own learning or knowledge construction. Th
carly childhood institution offers a pedagogy based on relationships and dialogue
and the ethics of an encounter. This pedagogy recognizes that the child is co-
constructing knowledge, not being taught an existing corpus of knowledge; and thai’
producing knowledge, making meaning, is done in relationship with other co-:
constructors, both adults and children, who must not only take the young child’s:
ideas and theories seriously, but be ready to confront and challenge them.

This pedagogical project of early childhood institutions, in which children are.
understood to be actively engaged in co-constructing their own and others’ know-’

ledge, has been described by Loris Malaguzzi, referring to the pedagogical work in
Reggio Emilia:

The wider the range of possibilities we offer children, the more intense will be
their motivations and the richer their experiences . . . All people end by discover-
ing the surprising and extraordinary strengths and capabilities of children linked
with an inexhaustible need for expression . . . Children are autonomously capable
of making meaning from experiences — the adulis’ role is to activate the meaning-
making competencies of children . . . Between learning and teaching, we [in Reggio
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“What do we want for our children?’ and ‘What is a good childhood?’. By using:th
term good life we do not assume that there is one true good life to be discover
and lived, one conception of the good life that will prove equally acceptable
all. There may well be many conceptions in a plural democracy. The poiné
however, that the early childhood institution as forum provides opportunitics
enter into dialogue with others about good life issues, and the possibility of sear
ing for some measure of agreement without any guarantee of or need for find
agreement.

mocrahc practice addressing important subjects — and we understand early child-
d.and pedagogical work to be very important subjects — have the potential to
miribute to the enlargement of democracy in complex postindustrial societies.
e specifically, they can form part of a reconstruction of democracy at local
vel based on new relationships between elected represeniatives from established
itical institutions (local authorities, municipalities, communes, regional govern-
ents) and new democratic forums. We can also see in the pedagogical work in
egglo Fmilia, and in the way it has inspired pedagogical work in many other
aces (the subject of Chapter 6), that early childhood institutions have the potential
enerate new social movements.

. The preceding projects — pedagogical work as co-construction of knowledge
d identity and opening up new possibilities for democracy — can be viewed as
ntributing to the exercise of freedom, understood in a Foucauldian sense as being
¢ to think critically — to think opposition, to promote ‘reflective indocility’ -
by so doing to take more control of our lives, through questioning the way we
ow the world and increasing our ability to shape our own subjectivity. Thinking
tically makes it possible to unmask and free ourselves from existing discourses,
: cepts and constructions, and to move on by producing different ones. It is

It may very well be that discourses will not yield conceptions of the good life”
equally acceptable to all . . . [But] it is crucial that we view our conceptions of the
good life as matiers about which intersubjective debate is possible, even if:
intersubjective consensus, let alone legislation, in these areas remains undesirable.
However, only through such argumentative processes can we . . . render our con-
ception of the good life accessible to moral reflection and moral transformation.
{Benhabib, 1990: 349-50) '

A third possible subject area concerns the relationship between employmen
and caring for children. At the same time that they provide care and enable pare
to participate in the labour market, carly childhood institutions can also provid
opportunities for the relationship between employment and caring for children tob
problematized and debated, through children and adults — including parents, pol
ticians, employers and trade unionists — engaging in critical dialogue based
actugl practice and experience. In this way, the early childhood institution ca
avoid uncritical collusion with the demands of the labour market, however unsym:
pathetic to parenting these demands may be, and resist the mechanistic role
simply ensuring an adequate supply of labour (fhus being reduced to serving thi
same function as a company car park or works canteen), Instead, it can become.
space for democratic debate and deepening understanding about the important sub
ject of the relationship between production and reproduction and, more generafl
between capitalism and society, leading in turn to the possibility of challenge an
action.

The democratic project of the early childhood institution can also be emb0d1e
in the pedagogical work itself, as it has been in Scandinavia where ideas of com;
mon good and democracy have always been influential. For example, the Danis
system of early childhood institutions pays great attention to democratic values, i
government guidelines that emphasize that children must be listened to, in th
training of pedagogues and in the everyday life of the institutions themselve
Democracy is understood to involve ‘the child’s right to play an active and creativ:
part in his/her own life — from the very early years onwards’; experiencing dem
cracy in early childhood institutions ‘will lead to [the child gaining] an understand-
ing of and insight into modern democracy’ (Lauridsen, 1995: 3).

This vision of a democratic project for the early childhood institution can b
related to our earlier discussion of new societal forms of democracy situated in civil:
society. Early childhood institutions operating as forums in which there is active

-a matter of flushing out . . . thought and trying to change it: to show that things are
‘not as self-evident as one believed, to see that that which is accepted as self-
evident will no longer be accepted as such. Practising criticism is a matter of
-making facile gestures difficult ... As soon as one no longer thinks things as one
formerly thought them, transformation becomes very urgent, very difficuit and
quite possible. (Foucault, 1988: 155)

nderstood in this way, exercising freedom is not some revolutionary activity.
ather it is the ‘art of not being governed so much’ by power (Foucault, 1990). It
2 *practice to dislodge the ordering principles’ and make ‘the forms of reasoning
1id rules for “telling the truth” potentially contingent, historical and susceptible to
titigue” and by doing so creating a greater range of possibilities for the subject to
“aet (Popkewitz, 1998b).

-+ Bxercising freedom does not mean or require absence of doubt, through estab-
shing some unchallengeable body of facts on the basis of which we can say that
/e now know the world. In his book Fear of Freedom, the psychoanalyst Erich
romm (1942) contrasts this ‘compulsive quest for certainty’, with what he terms
positive freedom’, the freedom to act spontancously and to think for ourselves, a
freedom which does not, however, eliminate what he calls ‘rational doubt’, For the
erson, adult or child, who experiences positive freedom is not only free to ques-
on, but also welcomes uncertainty. Freedom may therefore mean feeling free to
not know’ and resisting pressures to foreclose by teaching definitive positions.

.. The third project of the early childhood institution arises from its potential for
e establishment and strengthening of social networks of relationships, between
hildren, between adults (both parents and other adults engaged in the institution)
nd between children and adults, The carly childhood institution as ‘a place of
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o childhood institutions of Reggio Emilia or Stockholm, ‘child care’ need no long

Beyond Quality in Early Childhood Education Constricting the Early Childhood Institution

children and adults, in civil society; creating opportunities for the exercise of
mbémcy and freedom, through learning, dialogue and crifical thinking; offering
e-ranging and flexible forms of social support for parents, both in and out of the
yur matket; and providing a mechanism of redistribution of resources fowards
hﬂ&ren as a social group.

For us the question has been how to re-vision early childhood institutions and
'agogy, transgressing ideas of them primarily as ideological apparatus of the
on state or as bureaucratic organizations commitied to consumerism and
snational capitalism. This is not to say that they can be divorced entirely from
er; it would be misleading to pretend that early childhood institutions are not
articipants in both the nation state and the capitalist system. What is at stake is
ow they participate in and confribute to both, and whether and how they may find
her purposes in other spheres.

. We have tried to explore one possibility, of early childhood institations as
wums in civil society. We have seen them as contributing to pedagogy, welfare
4 community, conceptualizing them as community institutions for promoting
tming, democracy, social solidarity and economic well-being, but also with many
ther possibilities. Rather than being places for finding truth through transmitting
i autonomous body of knowledge, for prioritizing the establishment of consensus
snd unity, for forming a unified identity or for applying techniques of normaliza-
on, we see forums as places that are always open for discussion and questioning.
ur ideal of early childhood institutions as forums is that they are places which
ncourage ‘indocility’ and confrontation, keep questions of meaning open, value
istening to thought: in short that they serve as “loci of debate and dissensus’, and
s ‘sites of obligation, loci of ethical practices’ (Readings, 1996: 154). Instead of
iewing early childhood institutions as ideal communities, with ideal children and
deal parents and pedagogues, we sec them more as places where the question of
eing together is posed, in which it is recognized that communication is neither
transparent, nor grounded upon and reinforced by a common cultural identity.

shared lives and relationships, among many adults and very many childy
(Malaguzzi, 1993b: 56) can help to counter the ‘loneliness, the indifference and :
v1ole.nce that more and more characterize modern life’ (Malaguzzi, 1993a: 10);
provide sources of social support. They can contribute to the cohesion of i
communities and, more generally, civil society. They can provide opportunities
what‘: Putnam (1993) refers to as ‘intense horizontal interaction’, and the incres
‘social capital’ by fostering reciprocity and trust, cooperation and solidarity

‘ A fourth possible project of early childhood institutions, and the lz;st-
discuss in detail here, concemns the care they provide for children which endb‘l
parents fo participate in the labour market. This child-care task supports gend
equa.hty in the labour market and employed parents in their struggle to manage":t}i -
relationship between employment and family life. It is also of economic signifi -
ance, making an important confribution to an efficient use of labour and to'{
su(.:cessful performance of both private and public sectors in the economy, It is sel
evident that in societies where most parents are emnployed, provision must be i
to ensure the care of children while parents are at work. In our view, however, cliild
care should never be the only or dominating purpose of early childhood instit’utm :
as forums in civil society; indeed such a focus is incompatible with this constril
Flon. of the early childhood institution. As we have already argued, early childhoo
institutions as forums should be open to all children whether or not their paren
h'fwe employment, and they should house a variety of projects, including pedag,
gical work that is important to all children, irrespective of their parents’ emplo;
mept status. Child care becomes a major, often dominating, concern in socicties
wh‘xcl.n have neglected to make adequate provision for this requirement (such as: ;
Britain, where faced by growing parental employment and past political indiffe
ence, the Labour Govermment elected in 1996 gave high priority to what it termé
a ‘national child-care strategy’). Where adequate provision is made, as in the early

be a dominating concern and aitention can focus on a range of other projects suc
as pedagogical work.

The early childhood institution, operating as a forum in civil society an
undertaking the sort of projects outlined above, has an important contribution o
make not only to the reconstruction of local democracy, but also to a reconstruction
Qf the welfare state. As we have already suggested, the early childhood institution
is one of a range of new or transformed community institutions of social solidarity.
tha.t have the potential to foster and support new relationships of cooperation and
solidarity in changing societies distinguished by increasing diversity, complexity
.and individualism. As such, they can help to give meaning to ‘community’. These
institotions of a reconstructed welfare state are open to all — children and adults;
whether within or without the labour market, irrespective of income or class. The;i
are committed to equality — but an equality that recognizes the Other as different
— and to a democratic practice that replaces earlier welfare state institutions
located within large, top-down bureaucratic systems with a commitment to equality:
as sameness. Reflecting the broad aims of a reconstructed welfare state, early child-
hood institutions as forums can serve muitiple purposes: as a means of inclusion,’

Forums, not Substitute Homes

t will be apparent from our construction of the early childhood institution as a
“forum in civil society that we do not envision it as part of the state or the economy.
- But neither indeed do we see it as part of the private domain of the household. It is
not to be understood as a substitute home. Young children — both under and over
3 years of age — are seen as able to manage, and indeed to desire and thrive on,
- relationships with small groups of other children and adults, without risking either
" their own well-being or their relationship with their parents. Not only is there no
' need to try in some way to provide a substitute home, but the benefit from attending
- an early childhood institution comes from it not being a home. It offers something
- quite different, but quite complementary, so the child gets, so to speak, the best of
¢ two environments.
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Our construction of what the early childhood institution can be foregrounds
hildhood as an important life stage in its own right and the early childhood
ation as a place for the young child and for the life she lives, here and now.
an it also be for the future, for the older child, the young person and the adult
the young chitd will become? An initial hesitancy in answering arises from
shing to avoid any implication that consideration of the future must be at the
sense of the present, that we must choose between being and becoming. But if
an be confident in our constructions of the child and early childhood institu-
n; then it seems 10 us that the answer should be yes, that early childhood institu-
s can be concerned both with the present and also the future, in that they enable
ildren to relate to and participate in the wider society, in which they live today
will live tomotrow — at school, at college, in work, in families. The questions

a6, however, what type of society and what type of relationship?

‘We have discussed in Chapter 3 how the pedagogy of the early childhood
stitation can be made relevant to living in postmodern conditions. The early
i1dhood institution we have talked about also presumes an information and life-
ng learning society, as well as a democratic and welfare society. By understand-
g young children as active co-constructors of their own knowledge, as critical and

imaginative thinkers and as the possessors of many languages, the earty childhood
institution enables young children to acquire a range of complex abilities that active

jarticipation in such societies calls for and which will equip them for further

learning, future employment and continued citizenship: to adapt to new situations;
to take a crifical stand; to make choices; to integrate different experiences into a
common understanding; to take on board the perspective of others; 10 articulate
‘their own position and to communicate effectively; and to take initiatives and to be

self-assertive (Denzik, 1997).

The language here is particularly difficult. The concept of early childhood

education as a foundation for lifelong learning or the view that the early childhood
institution contributes to children being ready fo Jearn by the time they start school,
produces a ‘poor’ child in need of preparation before they can be expected to learn,
rather than a ‘rich’ child capable of learning from birth, whose learning during

carly childhood is one part of a continuous process of lifelong learning, no more
not less valid and important than other parts. The language of school readiness is
also problematic from our perspective. Rather than making the child ready for
school, it seems to us that the issue is whether the school is prepared for the child
who has been in the questioning and co-constructive milieu of the early childhood
institution constructed and operating in the way we have outlined above.

Indeed, our discussion of early childhood and early childhood institutions
inevitably raises important and challenging questions about schooling and employ-
ment. What is the purpose of education? Are schools simply reproducess of know-
ledge, institutions where the individual is supposed to acquire a specific body of
knowledge sanctioned by society, or are they institutions where children co-
construct knowledge and their understanding of the world? Are schools also to be
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tate. The early childhood institution ag a forum opens up many oppottunitics and
_ossibilities, and many things can and do happen in this space. :
In this context, the children are not attending an eatly childhood institution
because they are classified as in some way disabled or otherwise in need, or be-
sause their families are classified as unable to meet their needs, but because the
arly childhood institution is a place for ail children, a recognized part of early
childhood. Moreover, as we discuss later, following the pedagogical wotk in Reggio,
ir idea of the early childhood institution is a place of close relationships between
children, parents and pedagogues, where the work is always the subject of rigorous
and public pedagogical documentation and one of the critical questions is ‘do we
e the child?’ In these circumstances, children (or parents) who may need addi-
{ional resources Of other support will be apparent and the necessary resources or
5"s'upport assured. In these circumstances, ensuring children’s rights to learn and to
elationships and recognizing the potential and capabilities of all children are
oregrounded, rather than targeted intervention and meeting needs. Pedagogues
‘work together with parents to mutually deepen their understanding of the child and
e pedagogical work, rather than applying technologies of normalization to chil-
dren and parents.
Given our understanding of the early childhood institution as a complex and

- multi-faceted organism embedded in civil society, located in a particular context,
“engaged in co-constructive pedagogical work, fostering solidarity and cooperation
_and a site for democratic and emancipatory practice, the question, ‘Does it work?’
seems simplistic and normalizing. Instead, we need to find ways of deepening our
understanding of what is going on in the institution, which may suggest new of
modified forms of organization or ways of working. What this might entail and how
“it might be done are major themes of the next three chapters.
The carly childhood institution as a forum in civil society opens up many
“possibilities for the inclusion of the young child in civil society and placing early
childhood and early childhood pedagogy high on the agenda of that society. It
~engages young children with adults; beyond the private domain of the home, and
. makes young children audible and visible to the wider community. As such, it
- contributes to giving meaning to the idea of the child as citizen.
In many parts of the Minority World, there has been much debate about the
* relationship between care and education in early childhood services. Should these
services be limited to one function or the ofher? Should they, in some way, attempt
. to combine these functions? It seems to us, however, that these are not very product-
ive questions. Today, most children need some non-parental care, for one reason or
another, most often because they have parents in the labour market; early childhood
. institations, as we have already made clear, need to be geared to provide such child
care. Far more productive are questions arising from the subject of this chapter,
how we constract early childhood institutions. Who do we think these institutions
are for? What do we think they are for? What are their projects? Where do we
sitnate them — in the state, the economic domain or civil society? How do we
understand their relationship to democracy and the welfare state?

cons'tructed as forums in civil society, and if so i i :
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loc ain of the family. Early childhood instituti i
te d . titutions co
play when the family is understood as bei o e eome
eing unable to manage the ideal
sort of defanit arrangement: when ot is nesdod: whet
: parents work and substitut i ; '
teachers can better educate childr i oo o e ook
: en over 3; when children are d d i
or families in need of intervention. No i o e ot
: . Not only does this approach constru ¢
e inte . . ) ct the “poor’
zllll}tl;ir,i ;t a11111:11:0duce:s ﬁiwldmg I])II:CUCCS which classify children according to cgrtain
even allocate children in many cases to diff; instituti
according to these criteria (in Britain, fi Icron olonid s moodivn
: : , for example, children classified i
child care are directed towards pri i ’ it by socie
private nurseries, many children identi i
workers as in need will be referr ’ R Aoy
: i ed to so-called family centres, while chi :
needing education mostly go to classes in primary schools). , © ot
CitiZeWe, however, see .the child as located in civil society as well as the home, a™
o Snte:)s n\:f:ll(leaglﬁ famﬂ}; n;lember, requiring relationships with other children a’nd
use of their tremendous capabilities for leamni i
good childhood. We see the earl i instituti e i
. y childhood institution as a righ it] i
means of inclusion in civil society, a i inbphui
! , a pedagogical opportuni :
o - i ity, but also as part of
e infrastructure that is needed for a strong civil society, democracy and £elfa:e'

v

&4
83




" Beyond Quality in Early Childhood Education

. trTiI-]e;e are profound cho@ces to be made here, and these choices are

utrai; they are permeated with values. They always catry social implicati
zzgseguences. They say a lot about the role and position we give to youn (;?11

and :a ;31;': cl;:ﬁ);h \ngdegv1filg1§‘ our democracies, welfare states and societif;gs overal}

mstitntions carry great symbolic i '

ments about how we, as adults i nd ity selatioe i

\ , understand childhood and its i ip. to

state, the economy, civil society and the private domain relationship

Chapter 5

Beyond the Discourse of Quality to the
Discourse of Meaning Making

Introduction

~ Taxonomy, classification, inventory, catalogue and statistics are the paramount
strategies of modern practice. Modern mastery is the power to divide, classify and
allocate — in thought, in practice, in the practice of thought and in the thought of
practice . . . It is for this reason that ambivalence is the main affliction of modern-
" ity and the most worrying of its concerns. (Bauman, 1991: 15)

- e age of quality is upon us. But ‘quality’ itself is not a neutral word. It is a
cially constructed concept, with very particular meanings, produced through what
ve refer to as ‘the discourse of quality’. In this chapter, we deconstruct this dis-
arse, look for its origins and analyse its application to the early childhood field
where it has become a dominant discursive regime.

- It seems to us that the discourse of quality can be understood as a product of
Enlightenment thinking, and modernity’s zest for order and mastery. As such, it
views the world through a modemist lens, and complements moedernist construc-
ions of the young child and early childhood institution. The language of quality is
also the language of the early childhood institution as producer of pre-specified
outcomes and the child as empty vessel, to be prepared to learn and for school, and
to be helped on his or her journey of development. '

. Butlooking through the lens of postmodernity brings new ways of understand-
ing the world, including young children and their institutions, As we become accus-
tomed to looking through this lens, a new discourse comes into focus. What we call
the ‘discourse of meaning making’ foregrounds deepening understanding of the
pedagogical work and other projects of the institution, leading to the possibility of
making a judgment of value about these projects. If the ‘discourse of quality’ can
“be seen as part of a wider movement of quantification and objectivity intended to
" reduce or exclude the role of personal judgment, with its attendant problems of
partiality and prejudice, self-interest and inconsistency, the ‘discourse of meaning
_making’ can be seen as reclaiming the idea of judgment — but understood now to
' be a discursive act, always made in relationship with others.
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The Discourse of Quality sans to impose order and for the exercise of disciplinary power. Tt represents the

"'plication of uniquely rational procedures to the search for Cfart‘ainFy, unity and
foundations, shedding the shacldes of time and place apd the lmn-tatlonls of ]udg—
ent. Yet, as Adorno and Horkheimer (1944, 1997 edition) argue in their ana1y§1s
f the destructive potential of Enlightenment thinking, l‘trust in numbers’ carties
-eat risks: ‘It makes the dissimilar comparable by reducing it to abstract quantities
° that which does not reduce to numbers, and ultimately to tht? one, bgcomes
fusion . . . what cannot be made to agree, indissolubility and irrationality, is con-
erted by means of mathematical theorems . . . it confo-unds thought and mathem‘at—
5" (7, 24-5). In laying down the foundations of certainty, meaning may be buried

nd lost.

Enlightenment Thinking and Trust in Numbers

Since 1945, and especially since the early 1980s, quality has moved to the topc
the agenda in private business and public services. But to fully understand ¢
emergence of a dominant ‘discourse of quality’, it is necessary to adopt a long"
time frame. In the pre-industrial world, where most communication was local'i
nature, every region, sometimes even different towns, had their own measures: ‘th
was at least an inconvenience, if not an obstacle, to the growth of large-scal
trading networks, and the expansion of capitalism was one important source of th
impetus to unify and simplify measures’ (Porter, 1995: 25). By contrast, quantifics
tion, based on standardization of measurement, is a technology of distance, Al
such, it has been a necessary condition for increasing globalization — of trade an
science — in which communication increasingly went beyond the boundaries:
locality and community: ‘reliance on numbers and quantitative manipulation min:
imizes the need for knowledge and personal trust’. :

The pre-industrial world privileged personal judgment over objectivity. B
contrast, the modern world privileges objectivity, the withdrawal of human agenc
and its replacement by impartial uniformity, what Porter calls ‘trust in numbers
Quantification has become the preat aid to achieving objectivity, acquiring &
increasing role not only in economic relationships and in various fields of scienc
but also in democratic government. Science and democracy have been closel
linked in this project, and in both cases the United States has taken a leading rof
Following the overwhelming success of quantification in the social, behaviour
and medical sciences in the postwar period, there was a major effort to introdiice
quantitative criteria into public decision making in the 1960s and 1970s: :

The Emergence of the Discourse of Quality

..he growing importance of quality in the field of early childhood in_stitutions can
e understood in relation to the modernist search for order and c.ertamty groundgd
n objectivity and quantification. It can be located as part of a wider movement it
which the ‘discourse of quality’ bas become increasingly central to economic and
olitical life, a movement which began in the business world and the prodgctnon .of
rivate goods and services. The world of business is therefore a gpod starting point
or seeking to understand the ‘discourse of quality’, and the meaning of the concept
of quality within that discourse. ‘

" The concepts of quality control and quality assurance were created in ﬂ?e
1920s (Mintysaari, 1997). But the ‘discourse of qualityl’ gained new mon{lentum in
the immediate post-war years, not at first in North America or Europe, but in a.I apan
that was rebuilding its economy devastated by war and seeking to re-estabhsl} its
position in the world trading order. An important 'mﬂu;nce was the American
quality expett W. Edwards Deming, who first presented hIS~ rpethods to a Japancse
audience in 1950. Faced by increasingly successful competition from inpan, based
on a reputation for high-quality goods, American and E_uropean compatiies began to
take a heightened interest in quality: ‘the Total Quality Managemept bandwfaxgon
started to roll in the early 1980s (and) by the end of the décade, guahty was w1delg:
recognised as one of the most important factors of success in global markets

(Dickson, 1995: 196). . -

Bank (1992) gives definitions of quality offered by some of the gurus in the
field. Edwards Deming emphasized that quality was about reliability, dependability,

It is no accident that the move towards the almost universal quantification of social
and applied disciplines was led by the United States and succeeded most fully
there. The push for tigor in the disciplines derived in part from the same. distrust of
unarticulated expert knowledge and the same suspicion of arbitrariness and discre-

tion that shaped political culture so profoundly in the same period. (Porter, 1995:
199}

It has provided a means to replace personal judgments, which have increasingly
come to be regarded as undemocratic: ‘objectivity means the rule of law, not of .
men; it implies the subordination of personal interests and prejudices to public predictability and consistency — “if I had to reduce my message to managers to just
standards’ {1995; 74). : a few words, I'd say it all had to do with reducing variation’; Joseph Iu:ran‘ talks
This growing ‘trust in numbers’ and the developing technology of quantifica~ about quality as “fitness for use or purpose’; Philip Crosby refers to quality asf
tion that held out the possibility of reducing the world in its complexity and divers- conformance to requirements; while William Conway defines quality in terms o
ity to standardized, comparable, objective, measurable categories can be understood consistent, low-cost products and services that customers want anfl need. T_he
not only as a response to economic change and political imperatives. It is an American Society for Quality Control, which “is conslc-iere.d the leading a‘uthorlti
integral part of the project of modernity and Enlightenment thinking. It is a neces- on quality in the world” recognizes that quality is ‘a subjective t?nn for Whllch cac
sary technology for practices of dividing, classifying and allocating and, as such, a person has his or her own definition’; but goes on to state that “in technical usage,
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guahty can have two meanings: {1) the characteristics of a good service that bes
its al.nht)_r to satisfy stated or implied needs; and (2) a good or service fre
deficiencies’ (quoted in Bedeian, 1993: 656-7). More recently, however deﬁmt3
of quality have begun to emphasize the satisfaction of the cu’stomer: ,

Gaining Control and Coping with Uncertainty

have already alluded to several of the influences which have driven the ‘dis-
urse of quality’ to its present dominant position: modernity and Enlightenment
hinking; the need for ‘technologies of distance’ in market economies operating on
41 expanding scale; growing global economic competition; the increasing domin-
ce in human services of business culture and market economics, with concepts
¢ ‘quality’ petmiiting the “integration of all activities into a generalized market’
sadings, 1996: 32);and 2 democratic desire for impartial and transparent methods
4ssessment to replace personal judgments. But still other influences can be seen

"I‘raditionaily quality has been defined as ‘conformance to requirements’. Howe

in the 1980s, quality came to be symbolized by customer satisfaction _ the ; i
fty movement in the 1980s assumed a customer focus . . . The ultimate ai:lna £
improved quality is total customer satisfaction. (1993: 56, 656) >

work.
As well as growing global competition and the resurgence of market forces,

the 1980s saw the start of a strong movement, among companies and governments,
to decentralize. But as companies and governments decentralized, some sought to
“stain control through the application and evaluation of quality critetia.

The discourse of quality has spread not onl i ..
. y globally, but from indusi
industry (Bank, 1992), It has also spread from the private to the public se;ztrry'

The concept of qualify has been wholeheartedly embraced [in the 1980s] by those
:?eekjng to rationalise and shake up the public sector in the UK ... because it ;
includes notions of efficiency, competition, value for money and cmpé:wering the
f:ustomer. More traditional supperters of a strong public sector have adopted qual
ity to show that equal opportunities and other people-centred issues are me)?txic—

ably Hnked to good outcomes; that welfare services can justify their cost in terms ;‘ ;
tangible benefits and measurable efficiency; and that the empowerment of servicc:e :
users and staff is the best way to remove the dead hand of old-fashioned burean- .

c{ratif: public control. Quality has thus become part of the mainstream of UK public .
life in many sectors. (Williams, 1994: 5) -

In the context of the economic and fiscal crisis and efforts to change the public
welfare system in Sweden (and in many other western countries) decentralization,
goal-seiting and evaluation have become new ‘prestige” words . . . Goal governing
has become a new way fo direct and control services. The main idea of goal
governing is that rules and relatively detailed plans are replaced by clear goals —
‘management by objectives’ — and strategies for evaluation of goal attainment.
With increased decentralization and deregulation, evaluation of the quality of eatly
childhood education and care programmes will grow in importance as an instru-

Quality management and assurance in ‘human services’ have spread from thy meat for governing. (Dahiberg & Sstr, 1% e

United States to Eurcpe, especially in the current decade and in the context o

articular economic iti imate: ' ' i .
.p and political climate: Quality and its evaluation can thus become an integral part of a new control system,

| ssuming a policing function (Lundgren, 1990; Popkewitz, 1990), so that ‘the power
under the influence of massive privatisation programmes and the search for cuts in hat decentralization gives away with one hand, evaluation may take back with the
soclal- welfare budgets, a particular discourse on quality has becoms increasingly
prominent, one which relies very much on a business-based approach . . [Tihe
concepts coming from the market sector clearly prevail . .. in line with t]'m fact
that the global ideological trends have shifted towards an increaging impact from
market liberalism. (Bvers, 1997: 1, 10, emphasis added)

But the increasing prominence of quality can also be understood at a more
personal level. As the world becomes more complex and demanding, each of us
becomes involved with and dependent on ever moie services, organizations and
technologies. We are subjected to increasing quantities of information, much of it
intended to cnable us to be good consumers and much of which is meaningless
without further investment of time and effort. Time pressures mMount, particularly
for women and men in their ‘prime working years’ (between 25 and 50), as child
rearing inereasingly coincides with peak participation in the labour market. At the
same time, the rapid pace of change means that former soutces of authority — for
example, kin or religious codes of behaviour — may no longet be able to reassure
or offer relevant guidance in making decisions.

Overwhelmed by information and choices, pressed for time and lacking a
_presumed expertise, unable to rely on traditional sources of authority or to trust the
self-interested claims of producers, it is unsurprising if, to help us make sense of
the world and to make decisions, we come {0 rely increasingly on ‘expert gystems

'_I‘his process involves, once again, a shift from more individual and ‘professional
judgments, to more quantifiable, objective and open methods of assessment,.:‘a
move away from purely connoisseurial evaluation and towards much clearer ’and
more specific definitions of quality” (Pollitt, 1997: 35). i

The spread of the ‘discourse of quality’ from business to public services hés--
had anotlller effect. It has involved a new emphasis: ‘business approaches are coﬁ:-
cemefi with consumer quality (or ‘user quality”), that is services which are tailored
to satisfy consumer requirements and expectations’ (1997: 34). But as we shall see
the expansion of the discourse of quality into the public sector has raised issues tha;:-'
contribute to the problematization of the concept of quality. :
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ame as the named) — rather than being a symbol whose meaning can only be
rived at by critical reflection and judgement.

.., of technical accomplishment or professional expertise that organise large areas
of material and social environments . . . [and which] remove social relations from
the immediacies of context and provide “guarantees” of expectations across dis.
tanciated time-space’ (Giddens, 1991: 27). Methods of quantification, including
measures of quality, are one feature of these expert systems, minimizing, as:wi
have already seen, the need for knowledge and personal trust. r

So in the field of eatly childhood, we can see a growing body of experts :
researchers, consultants, inspectors, evaluators and so on -— whose job it is-to
define and measure quality. Increasingly, we rely on this expert system to m:ik
judgments for us about the services we want or need for ourselves and our childr
We look to these experts to tell us that what we are getting is good ‘quality’,
Increasingly overlpaded, we seek reassurance rather than understanding, we want
the guarantee of expert assessment instead of the uncertainty of making our own
judgments. X

This search for reassurance goes beyond simply needing guidance for deciéibn
making. Tt is also about coping with the uncertainty, complexity and increased ri
that chatacterize living in the world today, which Giddens (1991) has likened to
ﬁding a ‘juggernaut’ — a powerful and disturbing image which evokes an explos
ive mix of unpredictability and uncontrollability, dangers and opportunities. Ong
response to these conditions is to seek shelter in the reduction of complexity
simple certainties.

What all these developments and movements have in common is a search for
certainty and trust in authority, based on rigour, objectivity and impartiality- People
look to experts to provide these. But, paradoxically, experts themselves increas-
ingly lack security and public trust, either because they represent newer discipline
or because public confidence in previously trusted disciplines has diminished (for
example, as the gains from various physical sciences and technologies come to

Pvershadowed by the risks they are found to produce (Beck, 1992}). Where expefﬁ
"judgment is no longer sufficient, if it ever was, experts have to build, or rebuild;
trust through the development of quantifiable methods. In this context, quantific )
tion can be understood as a response to conditions of mistrust and exposure to
outsiders (Porter, 1995). :

The ‘discourse of quality’ has an obvious appeal as part of a search for clear,
simple and certain answers underwritten by academic, professional or other authoi-
ity. Part of us may know we need to learn to live with uncertainty - but another
part of us may still desire objectivity and a ‘quest for stable criteria of rationality’:-
Secure in modernity’s belief that facts can be split from values, we hope to trea
definitions and choices as technical issues and leave them to expert technicians,
without the need to question how and why they are arrived at. The ‘discourse o
quality’ offers us confidence and reassurance by holding out the prospect that ¢
certain score or just the very use of the word quality means that something is to be
trusted, that it really is good. Indeed, one of the wonders of a cynical age is the trus
and credibility accorded to numbers or other forms of rating, as if numbers or star
or whatever symbol is used must, by their very existence, represent reality (just a
we may end up believing the map is the same as what is mapped, the name th

Constructing the Concept of Quality

[Logical positivism is based on a] firm conviction that the social-political world
[is] simply ‘out there’ waiting to be discovered and described . . . that it [is] only
by means of applying logical (and empirical) criteria that we are able to distinguish
genuine, objective knowledge from mere belief . . . Research, according to a posit-
jvist account, is a systematic and methodical process for acquiring genuine, posit-
jve scientific knowledge. . . .

Given the influence of positivist epistemology, we have come to equate being
rational in social science with being procedural and criteriological: To be a rational
social enquirer is to observe and apply rules and criteria for knowing . . . to be
rational is not to engage in moral and political speculation, critique, interpretation,
dialogue, or judgement. (Schwandt, 1996a: 58, 59, 60, 61)

[In the gquantitative paradigm in evaluation literature} the research enterprise re-
sembles a search for a single and objective truth. As far as the social researcher is
concerned there is a social reality which is amenable to quantitative measurement
... The quantitative paradigm assumes that it is possible to separate the researcher
from the researched. The investigator is seen to be able to adopt an objective,
value-neutral position with regards to the subject matter under investigation. This
scientific detachment is made possible by the use of research tools and methodolo-
gies . . . which serve to limit the personal contact between researcher and researched
and provide a safe guard against bias. (Clarke, 1995: 7-8)

. The discourse of quality is firmly embedded in the tradition and epistemology
of logical positivism, whose main features ate described above by Thomas Schwandt
and Alan Clarke, which itself is deeply embedded in the project of modemity. The
noept of quality is primarily about defining, through the specification of criteria,
4 generalizable standard against which a product can be judged with certainty. The
ocess of specification of criteria, and their systematic and methodical application,
is intended to enable us to know whether or not something — be it a manufactured
‘or service product — achieves the standard. Central to the construction of quality is
the assumption that there is an entity or essence of quality, which is a knowable,
‘objective and certain truth waiting ‘out there’ to be discovered and described.

. The discourse of quality values and seeks certainty through the application of
‘scientific method that is systematic, rational and objective. At the heart of this
iscourse is a striving for universality and stability, normalization and standardiza-
‘tion, through what has been termed ‘criteriology’, ‘the quest for permanent or
stable criteria of rationality founded in the desire for objectivism and the belief that
‘we must somehow transcend the limitations to knowing that are the inevitable
consequence of our sociotemporal perspective as knowers’ (Schwandt, 1996a: 58).
_ How is the essential quality of a product to be defined? How is ‘the quest for
- permanent and stable criteria of rationality” to be conducted? The specification of
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criteria of quality is undertaken by a particular group whose authority to specifj
comes from various sources, including expert status or political, bureaucratic. ot
managerial position. Production of criteria is a process of construction, permeated
by social, cultural, political and moral influences. Typically, though, the definition
of criteria is treated as a technical process based on the application of dlsmphnary
knowledge and practical experience (or alternatively political, managerial or othep
types of authority), free of values. In line with the positivist distrust of phllOSOphy
(Schwandt, 1996a), the question ‘on what philosophical basis has quality been
defined?’ is almost entirely absent. The discourse of quality eschews the first pes
son proposition ‘we mean’ or ‘it seems to us’, for the third person assertion ‘it is

Because definition of quality is regarded as a process of identifying and apply-
ing ‘objective” and indisputable knowledge, the process itself receives relatively
little attention, analysis or further justification (except perhaps some rationale which.
explains the linkage between the knowledge base and the specified standard). D
fining ‘quality’ therefore is an inherently exclusive, didactic process, undertaken b
a particular group whose power and claims to legitimacy enable them to determing
what is to be understood as true or false; it is not a dialogic and negotiated process
between all interested parties. Once defined, criteria are then offered fo others and
applied to the process or product under consideration. Quality is presented as a
universal truth that is value and culture free and applicable equally anywhere in the
field under consideration: in short, quality is a decontextualized concept.

As the definition of quality is taken for granted and treated as a given, the
main focus of the ‘discourse of quality’ is the achievement and evaluation of this:
expert-defined specification, rather than the construction (or deconstruction) of the
specification. The discourse places more emphasis on the question ‘how do we';:
identify quality?” than on the preceding questions ‘what do we mean by quality an
why?” and ‘how and by whom has quality been defined?” This in turn prioritize

methods, especially methods of measurement: within the positivist perspective ‘many
“ social scientists believe that method offers a kind of clarity on the path to truth that
- philosophy does not . . . method has become a sacred prescription’ (Schwandt, 1996a;
60). Because the essence of quality is its absolute and universal nature, it is particus:
larly tmportant to remove any clement of personal speculation, interpretation o
judgement, any whiff of subjectivity. These suspect behaviours must be replaced by
methods of measurement that are reliable and open to scrutiny and undertaken by
disinterested measurers who are clearly separated from the subject of their meas::
urement: objectivity rules. Not only does the discourse assume a reality, a thing:
called guality; it assumes that this reality can be perfectly captured, given adequat i

and carefully controlled means.

The overriding aim is to reduce the complexity and diversity of the products.
measured and the contexts within which they exist and operate to a limited number:
of basic measurable criteria which can then be encapsulated in a series of numerical:
ratings -— the dream of modernity. Typically, this encapsulation involves processes:
of representation and normalization. Rather than engaging with what is actually:
going on, with all its complexity and contradictions, the discourse of quality seeks’
to depict or map in relation to certain criteria held to represent the essence of
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guality for the product under consideration. The purpose is to assess the conformity
of the product — for example, an early childhood institution —- to the criteria, and
he norms that underlie these criteria, rather than seek understanding of the subject.
The contrast between the complexity of the everyday life of the early child-
- hood institution and the simplification involved in the process of representation is
discussed below by a Danish pedagogue, who struggles with the apparent contra-
diction that two very different approaches can both be called ‘quality” (the contra-
diction disappears when we see that he is describing different ways of understanding
he world, within the projecis of modernity and postmodernity):

In the past, ‘quality” was generally used to provide a brief reference point in
describing an experience and as a way of expressing in shorthand a complexity
which was hard to define otherwise without using thousands of words — and if
thousands of words were used, the feeling remaining would often be that the
description had only scratched the surface of what had actually been experienced.

" The concept of quality is used differently today, especially in Danish business

life . . . Quality charts, certificates, points and grades are being produced at a furi-
ous rate by business, a sort of “quality inflation’. And after all many things can be
weighed and measured or recorded in a table, formula or graph . . . My fear is that
if this approach to quality, with its emphasis on weighing and measurement, comes
to dominate the discussion in services for children then it will spoil more than it
improves. A society with clearly defined ideas of how to measure art will be
regarded as authoritarian and narrow-minded: true quality, like true art, cannot be
reduced to simple statements. (Jensen, 1994: 156)

Quality, Customer Satisfaction and Public Services

Our argument has been that the discourse of quality is essentially about the quest
for an absolute standard for products, objective and generalizable, defined in terms
of criteria. But how does this relate to the other definition of quality, etnanating
from the business world - customer satisfaction? In some ways, it is quite compat-
ble. Customer satisfaction, expressed through surveys or some other means, can be
treated as one of the relevant criteria for determining quality, one indicator of
“product performance. Alternatively, and more complex, the customer, or the cus-
omer’s requirements, can determine the criteria that define standards, what has
been called a ‘constructivist’ approach to quality definition, “where services’ users
< play a major role in defining and valuing the dimensions along which quality will
be sought, measured and assessed’ (Priestley, 1995: 15). In other words, the par-
icular group specifying criteria in this case are the customers, and it is being
customers that gives them authority.
The idea of customer satisfaction is, however, problematic, in particular when
it proves necessary to move beyond the simple notion of the individual customer
* secking personal satisfaction from a product purchased within a private market, to
-a wider recognition of the social and political significance of many institutions and
- services, especially those that are provided in the public sector. Matters then become



ast; when democracy comes into play, matters become messy if diversity is to be
ken into account:

complex and multi-dimensional, and business approaches to quality ‘do no
sometimes cannot grasp some of the peculiarities of the area of personal go
services’ (Evers, 1997: 11). There may be problems in some cases with theic
tomer expressing themselves about the services they receive or are entitled
receive. In the context of personal social services, many users are frightened, glj
ated and/or disabled, members of weak and vulnerable groups (Evers, 1997; Polj
1997). If young children are regarded as the customers for early childhood ing
tions, they too are unlikely to be able to act as customers according to the theory
market relations. At the very least, to make the idea of customer and custom
satisfaction meaningful requires considerable further thought and ingenuity. -
To assume a simple customer—provider relationship begs many questiong
‘the question of the customer is a complicated one’ (Méntysaari, 1997: 59y
growing enthusiasm for consumerism in public services ‘bypasses some importan

prior questions about the whole character of [that] consumerism’ — in partic : . . ) . . .
The preceding discussion draws largely on work in the personal social services

who is the consumer? (Pollitt, 1988). There is the person currently using the servi e . . . :
(although whether in the case of services for children the user is the child, th d. By questioning the private market concept of the isolated and decontextualized

parents or both is not discussed). But, there are also potential users and firiy nsumer of customer and by infroducing a political and social context which takes
users, and other members of the community who may also be affected by unt of societal relationships and democratic goals, it seems to us that many

provision of public services and the taxpayer., Moreover, consumers of. publ writers about quality in the personal social services are problematizing the concept
services are also citizens. quality as constructed within the discourse of quality. Much of this work raises

Hambleton and Hoggart (1990) similarly question the appropriatencss of ; any of t}}e i.ssutes conc?rni_ng quality that have been raised in reI'ation to early
model of the individual consumer, emphasized in the private market, applied lldhood institutions (quite independently, since there seems to be Little commun-

quality of public services because it fails to address important issues including the tion .between pe rsonal soc1.al Services and carly childhood when it comes to
wider collective responsibility and accountability of the public sector. Gaster su'g. d;g_cusswn ,Of quah.ty), and Whlc_h led us in Chapter 1to gonclude that there was a
gests that ‘a further dimension to the question “What is quality?” must be the roblem with quality. Can the discourse of quality recognize context and the pecu-
democratic element both through representative democracy and participato tanities of dlfff.:re]_lt contexis? Can it recogn e agd live with t_h © yalues and judg-
democracy . .. If a quality service is one that meets as nearly as possible the nee gﬂQnFal uncertainfics tl}at suffuse any set of mdlclators or crlteria? Who deﬁnes
of consumers and the wider community, it follows that the definition of quali ality and how can this process cope with the multiple perspectives of a genuinely

needs to emerge from a dialogue with that community’ (1991; 260, 261). Polhit MOCTatic process?
(1988) similarly makes the case for developing inclusive and dialogic approach
to quality in public services, ‘guided by a normative model of a (potentially) acti
participative citizen-consumer, concerned with a range of values of which-effi
ciericy is only one’ and a recognition that ‘every set of performance indicator
however “hard” the measures, is thoroughly suffused with vatues and Jjudgement
uncertainties’ (1988: 86). i

This work in the personal social services demonstrates the impossihility
limiting discussions of quality to a discreet and decontextualized consumer and hi
or her satisfaction. Because many of these services are public goods, other peopt
— beyond the ‘customer-provider’ dyad — have to be brought into account, as wé
as other considerations that go beyond whether or not the customer is satisfied
“providers have to design their services according to specific social-policy criteri
of distributional justice, which are non-existent or far less relevant than in privafi
business’; and public services have to adopt standards of professionalism whic
*are not only agreed with direct recipients of the service, but with a broader public
as represented by administrators and legislators’ (Evers, 1997: 20). Last but no

In many countries, PSS [personal social services) units or parts of them are inter-
‘twined with local communities, subcaltures and networks; they are finely tuned
vith demands arising from there, as well as by their respective values and
aspirations . . . Preserving a dimension of localism in PSS can be a very controver-
“sial issue. Taking a position which does not want to abolish it but prefers to
“develop it further as part of a rich and diversified landscape of care and PSS
roviders, will have consequences when assessing QA [quality assurance] con-
‘cepts. Because for this specific local and moral economy, the takeover of models
‘of standard-setting and control coming from the big hierarchical systems will be
‘problematic. The challenge would be to develap methods for quality improvement
-which respect the peculiarities of this local economy. (Evers, 1997: 19)

The Discourse of Quality in Early Childhood

ince its emergence on the scene in the early 1980s, the. discourse of quality has
en applied to the field of early childhood institutions in a number of ways,
icluding research, measures, standards and guidelines on good practice. These
have all involved, in various forms, the development and application of criteria, to
enable evaluation of the standards or performance of early childhood institutions.
These criteria mainly fall into three groupings: structure, process and outcome.

+ Structural criteria (sometime referred to as ‘input’ criteria) refer to resource
and organizational dimensions of institutions, such as group size, levels of staff
aining, adult to child ratios and the presence and content of & curriculum. Process
riteria refer to what happens in the institution, in particular the activities of chil-
dren, the behaviour of staff and interactions between children and adults. This
ategory can be extended to cover relationships between the institution and parents.
utcome criteria have mainly been defined in terms of certain aspects of child
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The ECERS is an observation schedule comprising 37 individual items, with
he scores from subsets of these items aggregated to provide 7 scale scores, in-
tended to provide an overall picture of the surroundings that have been created for
© children and adults who share the setting that is being rated. The development
£ the measure involved an initial formulation by the authors, which was validated
gainst the views of American experts in the early childhood field. Seven ‘nation-
ly recognized experts’ were asked to rate each item on the scale in terms of its
itnportance to early childhood programmes. Subsequenily, the scale was tested by
ompating its ability to distinguish between classrooms of ‘varying quality’ as
udged by early childhood trainers in the US. The ECERS is not explicit about its
alues (Brophy and Statham, 1994), although the authors refer to ‘the lack of
universally acceptable norms for early childhood environments’ (Harms and Clifford,
19%0: 38).

The discourse of quality has generated another field of activity, the develop-
inent of standards and good practice guidelines for various forms of early childhood
srovision, which although not framed as measures or evaluation methods in effect
provide definitions of quality. In the UK, for example, ‘“many agencies with par-
ticular interests .. .have produced explicit standards and recommendations for
practice. These specifications of quality standards have been fundamental to the
development and assessment of services aimed at providing a good experience for
the child’ (Williams, 1994: 3). One of the best known examples from the United
States is Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood Programs, the
first edition of which was published in 1987 by the American National Association
for the Bducation of Young Children (Bredekamp, 1987}. Founded on ‘child devel-
opment knowledge’, it produces guidelines that ‘define a “yniversal” child rearing
practice to foster this development by distinguishing between appropriate and in-
appropriate practises, a dualism that makes it difficult to consider other options’
‘(Lubeck, 1996: 151). This decontextualized approach, ‘premised on modernist
‘assumptions’, ‘serves to foster the development of an isolated being . .. with the
end goal being the autonomous individual’ (1996: 156).!

‘As in other fields, the discourse of quality in early childhood has been consti-
‘tuted by a search for objective, rational and universal standards, defined by experts
“on 2 basis of indisputable knowledge and measured in ways that reduce the com-
plexities of early childhood institutions to ‘stable criteria of rationality’. Method
has been emphasized at the expense of philosophy, the “how’ tather than the ‘why’
prioritized. Consequently, the discussion of quality in early childhood institutions
rarely starts by secking important and productive questions — about children,
childhood or early childhood institutions — and offering some answers, however

partial and uncertain.

dev.elopment, assumed to be desirable, but also to young children’s later sch;
social and economic performance sometimes stretching as far as adulthood. Anoth;
outcome is also receiving some attention (although less than in many otht.:r fi olds
cystomer.satisfaction with parents the assumed consumers of early childhoog
ches. This emerging emphasis on parental satisfaction, it has been argued, reﬂ's
a broadened conception of child care quality that takes the interests and (,:on' ‘_3?
of parents into account’ (Larner and Phillips, 1994: 47). =
A reviewer of the different approaches to quality in carly childhood ser\;i'
concludes that every approach ‘can be analysed in terms of its Input, Process 5
Outcome’ although he adds that ‘some methodologies are stronger c;n one as -
than another’ (Williams, 1994: 17). In particular, outcome criteria are less 011)’?
evaluated, mainly because there are difficulties, financial and methodolo ical':“m1
collecting and interpreting data about children’s development and perfom%an
a way lthat enables it to be neatly related to the performance of early chjld;z' d
u}stitutmns. For example, in the messy real world children may attend a numbf:r"0
different institutions during their early childhood making it difficult to tease out th
outcomes from attending any one particular institution; and a child’s developm
needs to be tested both before starting to attend an institution and after Ieain}n'
get a clear idea of the impact of that particular institution. Consequently structlg;;r
and process criteria have been used as a proxy for outcomes, so that reseat,rchers ar
others often ‘identify “quality” with characteristics of care facilities that correla
with favourable scores on developmental tests’ (Singer, 1993: 438). :
The discourse of quality has influenced the early childhood research field ov
the.last ZQ years or so. It has generated many studies, mainly American, although
an increasing number are coming from other countries, indicating the spr,ead of tg"
d1§course of quality in the early childhood field. One of the main consequences"
thls res‘.earch has been to establish relationships between some structural and pri
- cess criteria on the one hand, and some outcome criteria: “research in child deve?o
o ment znd eariy childhood education has identified several clear indicators of quali
g;;?ihp:fjnlegi én ;;Ts of their predictive significance for children’s developmen
Another product of this research work within the discourse of quality has been
the ‘development of measures which have come to be used by many researchers as
a tried and tested means of assessing quality. The best known and most widely used
example is the Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS). The ECERS
was developed by two American early childhoed specialists, Thelma Harms and:
RJch.ard Clifford, in the early 1980s, and has been describeci by its authors as ‘a:
relatively ghort and efficient means of looking seriousty at the guality of the {e:arlyi
years] environment . . . [covering] the basic aspects of all early childhood facilities”
(Hams and Clifford, 1980: iv). Designed for use in a variety of forms of early
ch11d'hood institution in the United States, a couniry with a very particular ecos—(:
nomic, social, cultural and political context, it has nevertheless been used increas-
ingly in other countries across the world by both researchers and practitioners and
seems set to become a global standard and the basis for an increasing body of
cross-national comparisons of early childhood institutions, ¢ :

Developmental Psychology and the Discourse of Quality

The 1930s opened up a discourse (in Sweden) of a comprehensive early childhood
pedagogy — a discourse that became an important part of the choreography of a
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n sum, both discourses — quality and child development — are: strongly
dernist, positivistic in approach and commiited to the importance of generating
cctive forms of knowledge. Both have adopted the assumptions of the natural

say that from now on developmental psychology and child-centered orices — with their emphasis on the universal and rational -—— rather than the
ssumptions of the cultural/historical sciences -— with their emphasis on the con-

became a form of ‘discursive repi
. gime of truth® which
import i : governed what was ssu
y Olz:’gh:“;n;ﬂs :iz :Ila pl;ac}tﬁe, but alse what could be thought and said aieguna structed and local nature of both problems and answers (Cole, 1996).
out children. (Dahiberg, 1995; 3, 4) " 1In these circumstances, it is not surprising that developmental psychologists
¢ played 2 leading role in work on guality in early childhood institutions — as

xpért authorities for defining quality criteria, as producers of methods of measure-
nt and as researchers into quality and its determinants, It would be unfair,
owever, to imply that this dominance is simply the result of imperialistic tenden-
"'s; developmental psychology has been given a clear run because other discip-
es have not been interested (Mayall, 1996). In particular, until recently sociology
. tended to ignore children and childhood, regarding them as the province of
;sj}chology and accepting psychology’s definition of children as cognitively incom-
ent and therefore essentially passive: ‘psychologists’ designation of children as
{eveloping non-people and as socialization projects has allowed sociologists to
write children out of their scripts” (Mayall, 1996: 19). But whatever the reason, the
field of early childhood has been the poorer for its dependency on one discipline
ad its neglect by others. These ‘absent’ disciplines might have felt more ill at ease
with the positivist assumptions underlying the ‘discourse of quality’. Had they been
actively engaged, it is possible that the ‘discourse of quality’ in the field of early
childhood would have been problematized sooner.
. History provides one example of the potential benefits of alternative discip-
inary perspectives. Even a cursory examination of the history of early childhood
institutions shows how ideas about these institutions — their purposes, the nature
of pedagogical work, their understanding of the young child — are the subject of
tecurring construction and reconstruction (cf. the discussion of the recent bistory of
carly childhood institutions in Sweden in Chapter 4; of nursery education in Britain
from Robert Owen to the present day in Moss and Penn, 1996; and of the North
American infant school movement of the 1820s and its relationship to contempor-
ary early childhood dynamics in the United States and Canada in Pence, 1989).
More broadly, many historians have a fundamentally different understanding of

children and childhood than developmental psychologists.

gzl‘x;:;lc(;al I:lzm:nlahty holding moderm:st visions and revisions of a better society .
De Chﬂl; " Zua %syfihtolci)gy Was an important instrument in this strategy, in which'
the child pposed to bring her(him)self into agreement with social normativi

ersality and the principle of reason. To use a concept from Foucault, one (:::11(1

Developmental psychology based on positivi :
. . ) positivist and nniversali i io
Iogfcf'ﬂ basis has dominated theorizing about children a.ndsa;;'ogoiills “'qth 2 .b.lo
policies towards them. (Mayall, 1996 19) profoundly influenice

leave us in a mindless limbo’ (Lubeck,

gi l(giu?slﬁclzlssge.ten }:aken up so readily, and unquestioningly, in the eatly childho,
fodis 1t shares so many of the perspectives and methods of this domin;

‘ pline. Both are products of the project of modernity — ‘devel Om’lll__
qual'lrtg, 3(.;6 quintessentially modernist concepts T

e iscipline of developmental psycholog‘y and the di

:gi:i ;h;giljhm[),q hqve fitted like I}anfi in glove. Child developﬁiﬁisﬁazfoﬁig:;d -:
cortain an e;} Je?tlve truth, t!le ,mdwidual’s progress through universal devel’s
FrS— i 11:111 graljid narramte that has done much to produce the constructions
wll a it for dofntions of quaty e s S4cr chaptrs, 2

- child development and of quality adopt a d‘::ieozzzzﬁggrzls' phaduiarey
o pie of ed approach =
i'*7?.5?;f;{:$§)é otﬁ E;;lf context’ in as an explanatory variable, divorci}x)lg the chci.;;l ::1(;) Et:li
in:lportance om fuc;liicreteBexpene]{ce,- everyday life, the complexitics of culture th
Tportance of sit on. Both are finven. by the demand to produce technologies o
(Burman, 1994: 3), including systems of classification which atitemn

Historians take for granted and indeed know in their bones: that human behaviour
is invariably contingent and that social action is crucially conditioned by context
... [But] can the developmentalists abandon the positivist presumption of homo-
gencity and give up the positivist goal of universality? Can they authentically
accept radical contingency and indeterminancy and come to terms with situation-
specific particularity? Are they about to quit the quest for unchanging childhood on
which their field was founded? Can they surrender the conviction that the child
is .. . a natural kind rather than a social and historical kind? . . .

Operating on notions of the child as a natural kind and notions of themselves
as natural scientists, studying predictable processes of that natural kind, develop-
mentalists have been disinclined to struggle with portents of the relativity they are

whi g s ons as “independent pregiven obj :

ind;(\}rtildgggﬁi :ﬁlk‘; dg;icgveﬂi; éHennques et al., 1984: 1013) Bothjszfsh?lg)gg
, >ntation, the discourse of quality focusi g :

comes and relationships, while the discourse of chﬂ;y develomg on individual out

come ' : : pment believes ‘i :
1vidual and self-contained child . . . the idea that the child is a social co‘;esstrli::ltit(l:; .3

and a confinuing social constructi
i 10N Seems une i iri ican
culture and child psychology® (Kessen, 1983: 3;)1-13311131 10 the Spit of American
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""Beyond Quality in Early Childhood Education - To the Discourse of Meaning Making

nonetheless feted to face . . . [While historians’] extended experience with [relati
ity} doubtless conditions our receptivity — to the proliferation of perspectives tha
attended the emergence of the new social history. , . . We recognise that we canny
pronounce reliable regularities on which to base predlctlons because we canng
countermand the inexorable contingency of the human condition. (Zuckexma'
1993: 231, 235, 239--40)

trepiece of enquiry; the strong normalizing tendency; its implication in pro-
ses of regulation and control; the very concept of ‘development’ itself.
Both developmental psychology and the discousse of quality can be said to be
risis, based as they both are on a positivistic programme of ‘establishing perman-
“ériteria and uncovering an indisputable foundation for knowledge [that has]
ved to be unattainable’ (Schwandt, 1996a: 59). It is difficult to find today phile-
gp}iers who subscribe to this programme (Shadish, 1995). Positivism has been
is splaced and ‘the programme of making everything knowable through the sup-
edly impersonal norms and procedures of “science” has been radically questioned’
pple, 1991).
' n some respects, none of this should cause concern. We have already argued
risis can be viewed optimistically, opening up new possibilities and horizons,
1ternat1ve enquiries and solutions, and opportunities for new understandings: “the
ritique that has amassed over the last 20 years or so regarding the inadequacies of
itivist assumptions in the face of human complexity has opened up a sense of
ossfblh’aes in the human sciences’ (Lather, 1991: 2). Moreover, there is no need to
prescriptive, to insist on either/or; those who choose to understand the world
ough the modernist perspective are free to do so.
' In practice, however, there are causes for concern. For despite the intellectual
reakdown of positivism, it still remains influential in publication, funding, pro-
tion and tenure in many academic fields (Fishman, 1995), while the Cartesian
dream of certainty lingers on and motivates a continuing search for definitive and
iversal criteria (Schwandt, 1996a) as in the discourse of quality, Developmental
sychology and quality are still dominant discursive regimes, which continue to
overn people’s understanding of early childhood and early childhood institutions.
Many policy-makers and practitioners in the field of eatly childhood are unaware
at developmental psychology has ‘suffered a beating’: they continue to rely on it
o provide them with a “true’ account of childhood and a foundation for policy and
ractice. Not only do alternative approaches and perspectives go unexplored, but
arly childhood programmes, measurements of quality and constructions of “nor-
inial’ child development are exported from the United States, the heartland of the
ositivistic discourses of quality and child development, to be applied unquestion-
ngly in other countries throughout the world. The project of modernity may be
nereasingly questioned; but its belief in progress and universal truth continues to
sxert a powerful and problematic global influence, which we shall consider in more
detail in Chapter 8.

Developmental Psychology and Quality in Crisis

The project of developmental psychology as the presentation of a general md;
which depicts development as umitary, irrespective of culture, class, gender
history means that difference can be recognised only in terms of aberration:
deviations and relative progress on a linear scale ... The notion of ‘progress
whether of societies or through the ‘life span’, implies linear movement acros
history and between cultures. Comparison within these terms is now being recog
nised as increasingly untenable. In particular, the implication that there is a
detached, disinterested set of devices and techniques for this purpose, such a
developmental psycholoegy iflustrates the extent to which we have come to beliew
in the abstract, disembodied psychological subject and dismiss all it fails &
address as merely supplementary or inappropriate . . . The issue is to bring to ligh
and acknowledge the invesiment and hidden subjectivity that lie beneath the clan:us :
to disinterested and true knowledge. (Burman, 1994: 185, 188)

Though developmentalism and fanctional medels of socialization theory have suf
fered a beating in the last 20 years, they remain remarkably powerful . . . Whilst::
the critiques of established child development theories have come from many '
quatters, over a considerable time, not only do these theories have very consider
able resilience in policy and practice fields concerned with child health, welfare.
and education, but the construction of a more wide-ranging child psychology para '
digm has also proved difficult. (Mayall, 1996: 52, 55)

In Chapter 1, we described how the concept of quality in early childhood has bee
problematized during the 1990s. Developmental psychology, the discipline that h
been so closely associated with the application of the discourse of quality in t
early childhood field, has been going through a similar, but more exhaustive an
extended, process of problematization and deconstruction, both from withnut._fh_
discipline but also from within and including some of the most well-known name
in the discipline (cf. Bronfenbrenner et al., 1986; Burman, 1994; Cole, 1996; Elde
et al., 1993; Henriques et al., 1984; Kessen, 1979, 1983; Lubeck, 1996; Mayall
1996; Morss, 1996; Prout and James, 1990). The features of developmental psycho;
logy which are being problematized are similar to those bemg problematized in th
discowrse of quality in early childhood (not surprising since both are so deepls
embedded in the project of modernity): the positivist approach and its methods
including the reduction of complexity to simplified and quantifiable representatioﬁé
and its suspicion, even rejection, of subjectivity and philosophy; a belief in genera
laws and universal truths, personified by the decontextualized view of developmen
as a biologically-determined sequence of stages; a focus on the individual as the

Beyond Quality to Meaning Making

What can be done about the ‘problem with quality’? Can quality be reconceptualized
o accommodate diversity, subjectivity, multiple perspectives and temporal and spatial
context? For example, can an item ‘context’ be added as a variable to the study of
quality, leading to statistical calculations of the effect of this item on the variance
of scores produced from measurements of quality? Can we qualify definitions of
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fragmented, multiple and contradictory both across groups and within individuals’
(Father, 1991: xvi). In any case this discussion begs the question of whether con-
nsus 18 viewed as desirable or problematic (Karlsson, 1995),

Finally, few people are comfortable with the idea of unqualified ‘anything
goes’ relativism, especially when its consequences affect a relatively powerless
oup such as young children. We address the issue of relativism in more detail
Tater in this chapter (pages 116—19), locating our discussion within a wider ethical
mtext.
% It seems to us that the underlying problem is with the concept of quality itself,
it an empty vessel which we can fill and refill with different meanings? Orisita
illed vessel, with a very particular and immutable content of meaning? It seems to
s that the concept of quality does have a very particular meaning, that of a univer-
knowable and objective standard, and that it is situated within a particular
modermst understanding of the world. Quality is a technology of distance’, a
eans of excluding individual judgment and for crossing group and community
horders. Quality cannot be reconceptualized to accommedate complexity, values,
iversity, subjectivity, multiple perspectives, and other features of a world under-
stood to be both uncertain and diverse.

. The ‘problem with quality’ cannot be addressed by struggling to reconstruct
the concept in ways it was never intended to go. If we try to make an accommoda-
tion with, for example, subjectivity or multiple perspectives, then an increasingly
desperate search for quality will prove to be a wild goose chase. For the concept of
quality in relation to early childhood institutions is irretrievably modemist, it is part
of the Cartesian dream of certainty and the Enlightenment’s ambition for Progress
and Truth. It is about a search for definitive and universal criteria, certainty and
order — or it is about nothing. Working with complexity, values, diversity, subject-
ivity, multiple perspectives and temporal and spatial context means taking another
position which understands the world in a different postmodern way and which will
be productive of new discourses, concepts and guestions — not struggling to recon-
struct quality. The problem with quality is not really a problem once we recognize
that it is not a neutral concept, but that it is a concept which we can choose to take
or leave.

quality to indicate to which society or culfure they specifically refer and app
ending up with, for example, Swedish or British or Canadian variants of some
standard of quality? If more stakeholders were to be consulted, and if they were
be better informed, could a more inclusive and consensuval definition of qualj
constructed based on a shared understanding? Should quality be left to every ing
vidual centre or community to define, in isolation and according to its own mtere"
values and understandings, assuming all definitions to be equally valid?

It seems to us that none of these questions leads very far. The idea that con
can be separated out and its effect independently measured requires a corés
tualization of context as ‘that which surrounds’. But this conceptualization has.
problematized as a reductionist simplification. An alternative conceptualizatic
‘context as that which weaves together’, precludes the possibility of separa
context out as an independent variable (Cole, 1996). For some psychologists
has meant, for example, a move from looking at culture as an independent variab
affecting cognition, to regarding cognitive processes as inherently cultural (Ro ¢
and Chavajay, 1995). Applied to the study of early childhood institutions; th;
perspective would mean recognizing that these institutions are similarly inhereiy
cultural — inextricably interwoven with culture as well as the other strands th
make up context.

The view that early childhood institutions are inherently cultural might suggy
that the notion of, for example, ‘Swedish quality” or ‘British quality” or ‘Canai;
quality’, could prove productive. Yet the very words, this qualification of qualit
seem rather strange, almost absurd, not least because we never see them in oth
settings, for example, in adverts for cars or other products where ‘quality’ is nevi
qualified in this way but always assumed to be a universal yardstick, a ‘technolo
of distance’. The problem is a basic contradiction: the notion that understanding
quality in early childhood institutions might be societally or culturally specifi
incompatible with the concept of quality being a universal and objective norm
Once you allow for some diversity and recognize the possibility of multiple pe

-spectives, where do you draw the line? Are you not forced to accept that you
looking at different understandings of what is going on or what people would Tik
to be going on? As the possibility of standardization fades in the face of diversi
and complexity, why not seek an understanding of how the institution real}
rather than evaluating its conformity to an increasingly problematic norm?

Stakeholders, even if consulted and better informed, might still disagree an
arrive at different understandings on quality. Unless, of course, we assume that
there is a single right answer, probably based on expert knowledge, which wi
enable conflicts of definition to be eventually reconciled ~— an assumption whic
takes us back to the idea of quality as a universal, knowable truth. Even membet
of one particular stakeholder, cultural or other group, while sharing much in com
mon, may still differ amongst themselves on many important issues or fortn su
groups and sub-sub-groups. Indeed it would be surprising, and perhaps worrying
members of such broadly defined groups were in complete agreement, sinc
stakeholder (or other groups) do not consist of uniform clones, but individuals wit
many differences: ‘as but one example, upon close inspection, “women” becott

ko

The Discourse of Meaning Making

In place of talk about programs and projects, we prefer to talk about conjectures
and images and contradictions and ambiguities that accompany ideas that we value
when we choose our way of life and society. We believe that we will never fully
understand and nail down these ideas because their meanings will continue to shift
and drift. These are not reasons for despair. It is just the way things are, as we
understand them, when we cope with education, society and living. (Cherryholmes,
1994: 205)

Even at the core of 20th-century physics, idiosyncrasies of persons and cultures
cannot be eliminated . . . Within 2 humanized Modemity, the decontextualization
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of pmblems so typical of High Modemity is no fonger a serious optlon ‘To'é
every human problem’ [said the commentator Walter Lippmann], ‘there is a solu
tion that is simple, neat, and wrong’; and that is as true of intellectual as it is of
practical problems. (Toulmin, 1990: 201)

ined and how can it be carried out. However, the two discourses have' very
icular and different understandings: of what it means to make sense and to
nquire into good work, using very particular and different methods. For instance,
1thm postmodernity geod is not understood as an inherent, substantial and univer-
:category, an idea in which the Enlightenment believed and which it tried to
Jegitimate. Rather good is understood as the product of discursive practice, and is
jways contextualized (specific to time and place), often subject to disagreement
ad inevitably subject to negotiation. While recognizing the possibility of some
steement, the ‘discourse of meaning making’ does not require or even seek con-
enisus and unapimity, for ‘it is in the graveyard of universal consensus that respons-
ility and freedom and the individual exhale their last sigh’ (Bauman, 1997: 202).
for can answers to what goed work in early childhood institutions is, can be and
ould be stand in isolation from understandings of early childhood, early child-
ood institutions and early childhood pedagogy, the sorts of issues we have dis-
ussed in the preceding chapters.

. Each discourse involves the making of choices, or judgments. But whereas
e discourse of quality speaks of value-free technical choices, the discourse of
ieaning making calls for explicitly ethical and philosophical choices, judgments
f value, made in relation to the wider questions of what we want for our children
¢re and now and in the future — questions which must be posed over and over
gain and which need to be related to even larger questions about ‘what is the good
fe?’ and ‘what does it mean fo be a human being?” The answers we give tell a lot
bout how we understand the position of the young child in society, as well as our
yrms of democracy.

‘Making sense of what is going on’ within postmodernity is about the
onstruction or making of meaning. We do this, each of us, acting as agents — but
ways in relation to others, understanding us to be situated in a particular spatial
-and temporal context and to be ‘finite, embodied and fragile creatures, and not
isembodied cogito or abstract unities’ (Benhabib, 1992: 5). ‘Making sense’ involves
processes of dialogue and crifical reflection, drawing on ‘concrete human experi-
ence’, rather than exercises in abstracting, categorizing and mapping.

= The discourse of meaning making therefore not only adopts a social con-
structionist perspective, but relates to an understanding of leaming (discussed in
‘Chapter 3) as a process of co-construction, by which in relationship with others we
make meaning of the world. It assumes that each person co-constructs his or her
‘own understanding of what is going on. In contrast, the discourse of quality relates
to an understanding of learning as reproducing a predetermined body of knowledge,
'with the expert technician acting as the transmitter of this knowledge. In short, the
two discourses can be seen as about different ways of learning about what is going
'on in early childhood institutions.

' The ability to make meaning and deepen understanding — what we would call
‘wisdom — is neither equally spread nor unsusceptible to change; some are wiser
than others and wisdom can be cultivated. Nor does rejecting the search for cer-
tainty that figures so highly on the modernist agenda mean rejecting rigour and
‘openness, trust and fairness. The discourse of meaning making must seek to avoid

We have argued that the modernist discourse of quality in early childhood instj
tions (or any other settings) involves the decontextualized quest for certainty thmu
the detached and objective application of universal and timeless criteria. The inte
tion is to assess how far the institution conforms to some preordained idés
performance. Because it is situated within the project of modernity, the discouis
guality ‘is inadequate for understanding a world of multiple cause and effe
interacting in complex and non-linear ways all of which are rooted in a limitlg
array of historical and cultural specificities” (Lather, 1991: 21). It seems to us'th
such understanding requires a different discourse situated within the projec
postmodernity, which is at home with diversity, complexity, subjectivity and nq
tiple perspectives, and which, as part of an emancipatory practice, enables us to :
as agents, to ‘produce rather than reflect meaning’ (1991: 37). =
‘We term the postmodern discourse, the discourse of meaning making. 1t sh
much in common with the sceptical approach adopted by sixteenth-century huma
ists (overtaken in the seventeenth century by the Cartesian dream of certain
which in recent decades has made its reappearance in philosophy (Toulmin, 199()
This discourse is also situated within the ethical position we have outlined prey
ously, the ethics of an encounter, foregrounding the importance of meaning makir
in dialogue with others. These requirements distinguish this approach both from
concept of personal or expert judgment, dependent on the individual seeking:
discover truth in isolation from others; or from the concept of quality, involving the
application or reproduction of standardized and quantified criteria which replac
reliance on individual judgment, however expert, with trust in numbers and obje
~ tive scientific methods.
" In the field of early childhood, the discourse of ‘meaning making speaks ﬁr
“and foremost about constructing and deepening understanding of the early ch;l_
hood instiftion and its projects, in particular the pedagogical work — to mg
meaning of what is going on. From constructing these understandings, people m
choose to continue by attempting to make Judgments about the work, a proce
involving the application of values to understanding {o make a judgment of valu
Finally, people may further choose to seck some agreement with others about thes
judgmenis — to struggle to agree, to some extent, about what is going on and 1ts
value. However, the discourse does not assume that all three stages must be followe,
Indeed, it may be considered sufficient to confine making sense to deepening unde
standing, without going on to judge or to seek some agreement.
There are continuities between the discourse of quality and the dascourse of
meaning making. In particular, a desire to make sense of what is going on can
said to motivate both the modernist discourse of quality and its postmodern coun:
terpart. We could even say that the different discourses both seek answers to the
questions of what is good work in our early childhood institutions, how can it be
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‘the danger of rampant subjectivity where one finds only what one is predisposed
Jook for, an outcome that parallels the “pointless precision” of objectivism’ (Lath
1991: 52). The discourse of meaning making foregrounds the need for democ:
and public accountability, for example, of the work of early childhood institutio;
but at the same time ‘refuses to equate accountability with accounting’ (Reading;
1996: 131). i
Meaning making requires very precise, demanding and public conditions: th:
create an interactive and dialogic process in which prejudices, self-interest :
unacknowledged assumptions, with the distortions and limited vision that.f
produce, will be confronted and challenged. In the context of the early childh
institution, these conditions include: :

. situating meaning making of pedagogical work and other projects of ear
childhood institutions within a wider, continuous and critical enquiry:
‘good life” issues (such as, What do we want for our children? What:is
good childhood?), constructions of early childhood and early childhoo
institutions, and pedagogical philosophy; i

+ the application of critical and reflexive thinking, including problematizati
and deconstruction; i

+ pedagogical documentation as a tool to assist critical and reflexive thinking
and understanding of pedagogical work, by enabling us ‘to submit praét_gice
to strict, methodological and rigorous questioning” (Freire, 1996: 10!
Because of its importance, we devote Chapter 7 to exploring what we m
by pedagogical documentation and what it involves; g

« the importance of encountets and dialogue, applying to them the principle
of universal moral respect and egalitarian reciprocity, and cultivating mo ;
and cognitive abilities such as the sensitivity to hear others’ voices;: th
ability to see the Other as equal but different and the capacify to reve
petspectives (Benhabib, 1992). This capacity to reverse perspectives present:
particular challenges in the early childhood institution, since it involves no
only other adults, but also young children. As we shall see, the process
documentation provides one means to enable adults not only to see the yo
child but also to gain understanding of the perspective of the young chily

« the participation of facilitators, or wise people, drawn from a range
backgrounds and experience, including pedagogical work and phitosophy
in the next chapter we present the example from Italy of the pedagogistd
Such facilitation can also be a role for evaluators, where enabling people
deepen their understanding and o cultivate the ability to make judgments
—_ what Schwandt below calls ‘practical wisdom’ — is acknowledged:
the ethical aim of evaluation (other ethical aims for evaluation inclu
enlightenment and emancipation, and each assumes a different role for the
evaluator): L

Evaluation practices that aim to cultivate an ethic of practical wisdom =
decenter the place of social enquiry in social life. At best, social scientific
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partjcular place and time — is th
aking. Schwandt emphasizes this p
aking *practical wisdom’ as the ethical aim of evaluation:

We have so far been at pains to emphasize th
making, and to specify procedures 1o promote this rigour. But we do not expect,

ments or complements our ordinary struggles to understand ourselves and .
to do good. In a phrase, social scientific inquiry is secondary or ancillary
to praxis . . . The task of evaluation here is to help clients cultivaie this
capacity {to make judgments of the qualitative worth of different ends in
practice] . . . The evaluators use their special knowledge about what it
means to evaluate and how to come to warranted conchusions of the worth
of evaluands to add to the conversation about practice that clients and
stakeholders routinely conduct. But such knowledge is used in a com-
plementary or supplemeniary manner. It is not knowledge in the form of
a pronouncement from an allegedly detached, objective and disinterested
observer who enlightens practitionets . .. [Tlhere is no knowledge that
the evaluator ‘transmits’ to parties in the evaluation. (Schwandi, 1996b:
17, 18)

One reason why the discourse of meaning making is so rigorous is that it is
contrary, it is very concrete; it is about what is going on in

the institution is or how ‘normal’

Contextualization —

[In theoties of evalnation practice aiming at cultivating practical wisdom] human
practices are essentially characterized by their mutability, indeterminacy and par-
ticularity that makes judging their goodness inaceessible tp systems of general
rules and principles. Good judgment thus requires cultivating perceptual awarencss
of concrete particulars. At the same time, human practices are constructed around
standing commitments to what is good and right; they are orienled towards agreed-
upon social aims. Right action — in this case, the activity of judging the worth of
a practice — is not however dictated by these general principles. We cannot
engage in some (relatively simple) process of weighing alternative goals, values,
criteria and the like that reduces judgment of what constitutes good practice to
calculation. Rather, we must engage in strong evaluation judging the qualitative
worth of different ends or aims of our practices. (1996b: 18)

enquity serves as but one source of insight or self-awareness that supple=

not
the

through various forms

locating the work of the early childhood institution within
erefore critical to the discourse of meaning
oint in his discussion of the implications of
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ow we understand young children, the nature of early childhood, the position of
gung children and early childhood institutions in society and democratic process
nd the projects of early childhood institutions.

indeed want, simple answers, certain conclusions, in short to establish mastery an
control. Pedagogical work is embedded in life and the world we live in. It is .
some decontextualized abstraction that can be readily measured and categorizeg
Simple and neat solutions are also likely to be wrong solutions. Instead, maklj;
meaning, deepening understanding, or attempting then to make judgments, will 1,
a struggle, full of ‘contradictions and ambiguities’ (Cherryholmes, 1994: 205)',-"'5
‘the unavoidable complexities of concrete human experience’ (Toulmin, 1990 20
It can offer no certainties and no guarantees, only judgments to be made, always
relationship with the Other, for which each one of us must take responsibility.
will also be a continuous struggle. There are no endings, only beginnings, for ©
will never fully understand and nail down these ideas because their meanin
continue to shift and drift’ (Cherryholmes, 1994: 205). The endeavour is inhereni
messy, and like Cherryholmes, we accept that these are ‘not reasons for desp
[because] it is just the way things are® (ibid). >
- Meaning making is messy in another way. The discourse of meaning malkin,
is, first and foremost, about producing meaning, deepening understanding. But in 5
world of diversity and multiple perspectives, in an activity fhat is unavoidab
subjective, the result will be multiple and diverse understandings. Again, this is
cause for despait: ‘tolerating the resulting plurality, ambiguity, or the lack of ¢
tainty is no error’, being in Stephen Toulmin’s memorable phrase ‘the price thai w
inevitably pay for being human beings and not gods® (1990: 30).

But there is also no reason for not seeking some agreement about what
going on, in the sense of some degree of shared understanding and judgme;
about the work of the early childhood institution. This undertaking does not requi
complete agreement. Indeed, consensus may be undesirable. The process of dialogii
and seeking agreement may be as important as the outcome in terms of agreeme
Of consensus:

Evaluation and the Discourse of Meaning Making

valuation will be associated in many people’s minds with the discourse of quality
nd with the aspiration of the modemnist project to discover the truth about the
‘orld — or at least that part of the world that is to be evaluated. Yet, evaluation, or
_at least one part of the field, is engaged in a process of reflection, debate and
econstruction that is specifically located in the context of the shift from the project
£ modernity to the project of postmodernity. We have found much in that process
ﬁat resonates with, indeed illuminates, our own attempt to better understand the
roblem with quality. :

 In an extended review of Denzin and Lincoln’s Handbook of Qualitative
esearch, Daniel Fishman (1995) describes the book as ‘a major publishing event
[which serves] as a broad historical framework and conceptual umbrella for
ostmodernism as a large scale inteliectual movement, both within program evalu-
tion and across the social science field generally . .. and which should have an
mpact upon all program evaluators and other social science researchers in laying
ut alternatives to traditional, positivist, quantitative studies” (1995: 301, 307). He
oncludes:

The Handbook makes clear that from the perspective of the postmodemn critique of
the positivist and post-positivist foundations of objective knowledge, there is no
justification for ‘pure’ research whose goal is to discover truth about the world,
Rather, postmodernism argues that in place of objective truth, there are simply
aliernative constructions and perspectives on particular, socioculturally and historic-
ally situated events and things . . . An implication of the postmodern idea that “afl
meaningful research is applied’ is that all research is “political’, that is, the human

.. When we shift the burden of the moral test in communicative ethics from con-
“ sensus to the idea of an ongoing moral conversation, we begin to ask not what all

ot totiner hiscourse of Meaning Making T

would or could agree to as a result of practical discourses to be morally permiss-
ible or impermissible, but what would be ailowed and pethaps even necessary from

the standpoint of continuing and sustaining the practice of the moral conversation’

among us. The emphasis now is less on rational agreement, but more on sustain-
ing those normative practices and moral relationships within which reasoned agree-
ment as a way of life can flourish and continue . . . [I}t is the process of fmoral}
dialogue, conversation, and mutual understanding, and not consensus, which is our
gaol. (Benhabib, 1990: 346, 358)

goals and purposes to which research is linked always take place within political
contexts . . . Of course, to paraphrase Mark Twain, ‘reports of the death of positivism
and postpositivism’s subsequent hegemony are greatly exaggerated’ . . . However,
the trend certainly seems very clear: [critical theory and constructivism] are gaining
strength, and there is general support for them as the general culture moves from
modernism to postmodernism . . . All this gives us as individual program evaluators
much to think about. (1995: 307)

Thomas Schwandt, another American evaluator and critic of the modemist
-agenda in the field of evaluation, has similarly problematized situating evaluation
~within the modernist project, with its epistemology of logical positivism, belief in
“criteriology, its assumption of the disinterested social scientist and its distaste for
-philosophy and moral issues (Schwandt, 1996a).

Seyla Benhabib is here talking about moral conversations and moral judgments. 1
‘_this relevant though to making sense of what is going on in the early childhoo
institution? It seems to us that it is entirely relevant. Seeking to understand what is:
going on in these institutions, and making judgments, involves moral issues that
each of us have to confront and struggle with. It is not just about the application of |
supposedly value-free and morally neutral technical expertise. Making sense requires’.
each of us making value-based, and therefore moral and political, choices about

In the West and particularly in the United States, evaluation (as well as other
professions involved in social policy, pregramming and administration) is heavily

110 111



;. on human actors, intended primarily to enable practitioners ‘to refine the rationalit

“Béyond Quality tn Early Childhood Education 1o the Discourse of Meaning Making:

sntext, a context that must be acknowledged’ (1996: 133). Readings argues that
aluation produces a judgment of value; he is therefore critical of methods of
aluation which rely on the completion of standardized forms and the application -
Fstatistical calculation since they ‘presume that evaluations can be ditectly deduced
om descriptive statements, [which is to confuse] statements of fact with statements
“value’ (p. 131). Bringing issues of value into the reckoning means ‘recognizing
at there exists no homogeneous standard of value that might unite all poles of the
Pedagogncal scene so as to produce a single scale of evaluation’ (p. 165), and that
“pyaluation can become a social question, not a device of measurement’ (p. 124).
.. Judgments should be delivered not as a statement of fact but precisely as a
dgment and be judged by others in turn. In other words, the judge must take
' pon51b111ty for his or her judgment, ‘rather than hide behind statistical pretension
bjectivity” (p. 133), and taking responsibility for a judgment as a discursive act
fvokes an accountability that is radically at odds with the determinate logic of
ccounting . . . which only serves to prop up the logic of consumerism’ (p. 134).
Readings is at great pains to emphasize the provisionality of evalvation as judg-
ent, the importance of keeping the issues open and subject fo continuing discus-
on rather than seeking foreclosure, since the ‘question of evaluation is finally both
nanswetrable and essential” (p. 133).

It seems to us that these discussions from the field of evaluation bear close
lationship to what we have described as the discourse of meaning making,
yregrounding the socially constructed nature of knowledge; the emphasis on con-
tructing and deepening understanding of what is going on (i.e. practice or praxis),
bing so by engaging with and being in dialogue with others, in particular practi-
oners, and through reflective analysis; recognizing that the process is value-based
a¢ therefore political and moral; and being comfortable with uncertainty and
rovisionality. Understood in these ways, evaluation can readily be part of the
ocabulary of the discourse of meaning making.

influenced by the tradition of value-free social science. In this theory of science;:
the ethical register or domain is predefined as irrational, subjective, emotive and
attitudinal . . . This is compounded by a second problem, As many commentator
have noted, the modem self siruggles with the grip of an epistemology of disen
gagement from and control of the social world. This way of knowing squeezes ouf
the realm of the personal, the infuitive, the perceptual and the emotive, all charac-
teristics of moral engagements. It is reflected in the modernist tendency in socia]
science and management practice to convert what ‘are essentially moral and et]nca
problems to technical and administrative ones, (1996b: 3)

The critique is leading to new ideas emerging about evaluation and so'
enquiry, with two central themes:

[First] the object of social science inquiry is both a social and linguistic construc-
tion, and hence, because this object is represented in social scientific discourse, it
is partially constituted by this discourse . . . Second, as we abandon the modem:
attempts to model our practice on the natural sciences, we turn to social practice
and practical philosophy . .. [which] means (a) that conceptions of the aim of
social inquiry are now being shaped not by the demand for a ‘neutral, objectifying
science of human life and action’ or for episteme but by the search for a better
understanding of praxis; (b) that the kind of investigation required here must
attend to both ethical and political concerns (ethical because praxis [action] is
defined by habits, modes of thought, customs and mores and political because
action is public and is concerned with our lives in the polisy;, and (c) that the
rationality of everyday life (and the rationality of social scientific practice itself) is
regarded as intrinsically dialogic and communicative. (Schwandt, 1996a: 62) -

‘This analysis leads Schwandt (1996a) to argue that social inquiry, such as é’v_
ation, should be reconceptualized as “practical philosophy’, inquiry with rather th

of a particular practice for themselves’. Features of this approach include: mqu]r
seeking to establish a dialogic relationship of openness with participants in. the
inquiry; inquirers viewing the participants in an enquiry as themselves engaged
performing a practical art, in which decisions are both cognitive and emotional aj
always contextualized; the aim being a reflective examination of practice, in whi
the inquirers encourage practitioners to reflect critically on and reappraise thi
commonsense knowledge. Overall, Schwandt concludes that saying farewell to t
‘bankrupt’ project of criteriology ‘means not that we have resolved this gues
criteria but that we have gotten over it or beyond it . . . What once was the critical
problem of the correct criteria becomes the problem of how to cultivate practic
reasoning’ (1996a:; 70). .
Bill Readings has addressed the issue of evaluation in relation to universitics

in the context of a critique of what he calls ‘the discourse of excellence’, ‘exe
lence’ having become the watchword for universities in the same way that “‘quali
has for early childhood institutions, While critical of the discourse of ‘excellenc
he recognizes the impottance of evaluation, but understood by him to involve:
act of judgement and self-questioning ‘embedded within a discursive or pragmati

Questioning the Disconrse of Meaning Making
Conditions and Frameworks

¢ have put forward an alternative discourse for making sense of what goes on in
‘early childhood institutions. Located within postmodernity, it is a discourse that
peaks of personal agency and responsibility to produce or construct meaning and
3deepen understanding about pedagogical work and other projects, foregrounding
ractice and context, always in relationship with others and following rigorous
rocedures. It assumes multiple perspectives and voices and the possibility of find-
g some areas of agreement with others, while being wary of total agreement or
onsensus; uncertainty and indeterminacy are viewed as unavoidable.
: This discourse of meaning making will be subject to many questions and
‘objections. Some are the inevitable response to problematizing a dominant discursive
regime which is assumed to be a permanent and unguestionable feature of the
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at do early childhood institutions require for their projects?’, “What do we need
the pedagogical work and the process of meaning making?’

. We have attempted to delineate two alternative discourses and concepts —
ality and meaning making — and we have argued that each is located within a
ry different philosophical position and premised therefore on very different
ssumptions and perspectives. It makes no sense to compare them in terms of which
better and which worse. Furthermore, even if the discourse of meaning making
ve to be more widely adopted, it will co-exist alongside the discourse of quality
he foreseeable fiture. For even though there may be a profound transformation
derway, with a widespread feeling that we are moving either into postmodernity
ot at the very least, a distinctive phase of late modernity, it is also still the case that
: are ltving in the age of quality.

Individual institutions will almost always be working within regional or
tional frameworks which attempt to set certain common conditions or requirements
.what might be called ‘frameworks of normalization’. These frameworks may
take various forms: legal rights for children; standards or regulations for the run-
ing of institutions; curriculum guidance; systems of inspection and quality assur-
ce; and so on, Working within the discourse of meaning making does not preclude
operating such frameworks of normalization, if required: it is not a case of having
‘choose between one and the other.

However, it is necessary to understand the limitations of these frameworks.
ameworks of normalization ate themselves socially constructed, therefore value-
aden, not revelations of inherent and value-free truth. For example, the concept of
tandards’ begs many questions: “What possibilities do we want to ensure or avert
etting standards?’; “Why these p0551b1htles and not others?’; “Whose interests
being taken into account?’; “What is the trade-off between these interesis?’
ice constructed, frameworks are still likely to be in constant need of interpreta-
tion. Unless we close our eyes very tight, we cannot avoid subjectivity and multiple
rspectives. The more tightly frameworks are defined, to avoid local interpreta-
n, the more likely they are to be accused of rigidity and irrelevance to local
cumstances and so risk being ignored or side-stepped.

Frameworks are problematic in other ways. They can readily becore normat-
, deadening innovation and aspiration. They focus our attention on the map,
ather than the actual terrain. More generally, they can lead to a false sense of
curity, by seeming to offer certainties and guarantees. Ultimately, we must face
he realization that there are no certain answers, no guarantees. We may decide to
adopt 2 modemist perspective and the discourse of quality in the hope of reassur-
ance and certainty of performance, hoping that ‘there must be someone, some-
where, who knows how {o set apart the right decision from the wrong one — a
grandmaster . . . a supreme practitioner and/or a supreme theorist of the right choice’
(Bauman, 1997: 202). But, it seems to us that all that this achieves is to get one
erspective, one understanding of what is going on. And since everyone can learn
what that perspective is, we risk a circular and self-defeating process in which insti-

utions gear themselves to delivering the criteria that frameworks of normalization
rmd their sfHendant inenertare determiine  en that targete are mof not Becranee thew

landscape and that governs us through having become embodied. To suggest
the very concept of quality is problematic, that it is located within a partic
philosophical position, that it is the product of power and saturated with valys
be so challenging that the suggestion is simply not heard or, if heard, igup
Others arise from the need to make our so far abstract discussion more cong
which we begin to do in the following chapters — although we also recogmze th
there is much work to be done.

Some may say that working within a discourse of meaning making, as well
enabling early childhood institutions to operate as forums in civil society
cussed in the previous chapter, is not possible without demanding conditions b
in place: adequate numbers of trained and experienced staff. the availabili
atelierista to support the hundred languages of children and the productic
documentation in those different languages;’® the availability of pedagogista
other facilitators and of adequate time to enable staff and others to engag
meaning making; motivation of all concerned to undertake challengin
demanding work; organization that integrates care and learning into a single
childhood service; sufficient public resourcing to enable early childhood ing
tions to operate as forums in civil society; long-term political commitment: an
mvolvement and so on.

We agree. Structure and resources, together with political commitmer
necessary. There is no magic formula for a cheap and painless way to achies
complex and demanding response to a complex and demanding issue.
coincidence that two of the main examples we give of work within the discours
meaning making have emerged in parts of Europe — northern Italy and Sweden

B mcluding sufficient tax-based resources, and an integrated approach to organ:
tion. (The third main example — from the First Nations in Canada —- has arise
a context of cultural suppression where commumtles have begun to question: d
inant regimes of truth.)

It seems to us that, as in the case of these ltalian and Swedish examples, ¢
childhood institutions should and need to operate within a publicly supported sy
tem (although the actual management of services may be by either public or p
organizations), representing a political and community commitment to early chil
hood and early childhood institutions. But again, it is not inevitable that a public
supported system will construct early childhood institutions in the way we:h
proposed (as forums in civil society) or adopt the discourse of meaning making
we have offered in place of the discourse of quality. Publicly supported systi
may just as easily choose modemist constructions of young children and eat
childhood institutions, and go down the road of standards and quality criteria.’

Adopting the discourse of meaning making, rather than quality, is not a re:
for neglect and indifference, for ‘low cost’ or ‘cut price’ solutions. Combined wi
our understanding of the importance of early childhood and early childhood instit
tions, it is a recipe for a system of well-organized and well-resourced early chil
hood institutions. It scems to us, however, that the way to achieve that system isn

tn actahlich o 1miwvarcal kit ctofir aodb mE Cotrrimtrtmml et fosie ? Tarad don evels serm o g



To the Discourse of Meaning Making

second about the capability of people to live in a world without foundational
4ndards and the opportunities opened up by this world.

Relativism’ is used as a charge by people who adopt a modernist perspective
qinst those who take a postmodern perspective. Indeed, ‘relativism is a concept
-another discourse [to postmodernism], a discourse of foundations that posits
ounds for certainty outside of context’ (Lather, 1991: 116). Relativism is an
ue, therefore, if a foundational structure is held to exist and is then ignored
herryholmes, 1988), if there are universal and unshakeably founded laws and
codes, if there is absolute knowledge. But from a postmodern perspective there are
10 foundations, no universal laws and codes, no external position of certainty, no
pniversal understanding that is beyond history and society — and therefore no
heolute truth against which other positions can be objectively judged: ‘we just
thought otherwise, believing in gods and kings and, more recently, the “objectivity”
f scientists’ (Lather, 1991: 117).

:, Postmodernism is ‘modernity without illusions . . . the illusions in question
oiling down to the belief that the “messiness” of the human world is but a tempor-
m-y and repairable state, sooner or later to be replaced by the orderly and systematic
rule of reason’ (Bawman, 1993: 32). Rather than ‘relativism’, we choose to speak of
partial, locatable, critical knowledges’ (Lather, 1991: 117) and of difference — of
ontext and position, of perspectives and understandings. But recognition of differ-
noe is not just about taking account of the way the world is, its diversity and
messiness: it also opens up possibilities and opportunities. For if there are foundations
— principles, rules, codes, laws of universal validity — then all that is asked of us
i'is to conform to them: fo stick to the rules, to learn the codes, to ingest knowledge,
o implement the standards. But if there are no foundations, then there is space for
. personal agency and responsibility, for making meaning and taking decisions —
‘while at the same time recognizing the complexity and uncerfainty that are an
 inevitable consequence of being human beings and not gods.

Zygmunt Bauman, in his study of postmodern ethics, discusses the heightened
moral demands on the individual in postmodernity, but his comments could be
applied more broadly to the situation of people struggling to make sense of the
work of early childhood institutions:

tice. Moreover, by calling in the grandmasters, we opt out

for something f; i . L
ihet liven g for which we should be taking responsibility

If we can envisage situati ;
_ - ons where early chil instituti '
with the discourse of meaning making, but witlzjn ﬁih;](;?:omsnmuons e

it h : tks of normalizati;
becomes an issue. How many general rules, regulations and con(;?

tld cc ' in Chapter 8), ‘many professi
to sitnplify what is complex and to standardize what 1'sydli)veresswnals e

42), and there is a histo se” (Chambers 199
, ry of top-down attempts ¢ ionshins
local level. What emerges from this history Ii)s th(z)u:n aee complex re]ﬂllonshl_p_ :
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av1otfr ... The key is to minimijze central controls, and t -
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The probable truth is that moral choices are indeed choices and dilemimas are
indeed dilemmas — not the temporary and rectifiable effects of human weakness,
ignorance or blunders. Issues have no predetermined solutions nor have the cross-
roads intrinsically preferable directions. There are no hard and fast principles
which one can learn, mermorize and deploy in order to escape situations without a
good outcome . . . Human reality is messy and ambiguous — and so moral de-
cisions, unlike abstract ethical principles, are ambivalent. It is in this sort of world
that we must live; and yet, as if defying the worried philosophers who cannot
conceive of an “unprincipled’ morality, a morality without foundations, we demon-
strate day by day that we can live, or learn to live, or manage to live in such a
world, though few of us would be ready to spell out, if asked, what the principles
that guide us are, and fewer still would have heard about the “foundations’ which
we allegedly cannot do without to be good and kind to each other. (1693: 32)

The Great Bugbear of Relativism

Ony i |
o ecof the b1ggest concerns that many people have with problematizing quality and :
the ons.tr;l;tillon of a discourse of meaning making is ‘relativism’ There is a gen-
anxiety here about chaos and anarchy, the h ‘ iy

e a g reakdown of order i
How can we live in a world where there is no agreement about wh:,??sn;?)fcli]tglz .

tight or true? But there is also more i i
' particular anxiety ab is mi
for young children and other vulnerable groups sin::{: a‘ e s oaght mes
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The American philosopher Richard Rorty likewise proposes that livin
working without foundations places far greater responsibility on the indivi'dg
makc-a f:hcices (1980). He further argues that virtnally no one actually adg
relativist view: ‘except for the occasional cooperative freshman, one cann :
anybody who says that two incompatible opinions on an important= topic are &
gqod’ (Rorty, 1982: 166). Like Bauman, he believes that many people %
w1t1}0ut foundational beliefs and without giving up on making choices: ‘ﬂlé %b‘ Stap
societies of our century have produced more and more people who. areié =
recognise the contingency of the vocabulary in which they state their highest h
— the contingency of their own consciences — and yet have remained faith
those consciences’ (Rorty, 1989: 46).
. It seems to us that ‘relativism’ is a mystifying term, more used to.s
anxiety than further understanding. We prefer to talk about people finding wa
live in a world that is ‘messy’ and ‘ambiguous’, or complex and rich in dive
?vhich includes finding ways to understand and make judgments about com
fssues.such as early childhood pedagogy. There are ways, procedures, for sup:' o
ing this task, and we believe, like Bauman and Rorty, that people ha,ve capa('l:}ﬁ
and competencies that enable them to make decisions without universal codes
have agency and responsibility, which carry with them the freedom or the by
of making choices — and from which there is no escaping uncertainty
ambivalence:

mple, comparing nurseries using ECERS or some other standardized measure,
hereas others adopt other methods such as documentation. to compare early child-
5d institutions from a different perspective and to reach different understandings.
“tecognize that the discourse of quality might be particularly useful for certain
ighly technical issues, perhaps, for example, food hygiene ot building standards to
—re the physical safety of young children in eatly childhood institutions. Nor
does adopting the discourse of meaning making imply rejection of quantification; a
”;:nprehensive and reliable system of information on such subjects as the supply
d use of places, the costs of running institutions and the gender, ethnicity, train-
ng and other details of the workforce are necessary conditions for a system of well-
organized and well-resourced eatly childhood institutions.

" What we believe, however, to be important is for all those engaged with early
ildhood and early childhood institutions to recognize that there are different
perspectives, that the work we do (whether as practitioners or parents or policy-
akers or researchers) always takes a particular perspective — and that therefore
choices — or judgments of value — are always being made from which flow
~ormous implications in tetms of theory and practice. Our criticism of the mod-
ernist approach in early chitdhood —— represented, par excellence, by the burgeon-
ing work using standardized measures — is that it operates as if it was the only
approach, the only true way, and in the process reduces complexity and diversity to
methodological problems that can be controlled for and manipulated.

This modernist approach in the early childhood field, sustained by the power
of United States research and developmental psychology and by the dommnance of
‘the discourse of quality across so many other fields, is an example of the hegemonic
{hinking that we raised in Chapter 1. For itis a feature of hegemonic practice, of a
“dominant discursive regime, that it takes itself for granted, assumes its premises to
‘be neutral and unproblematic, denies and ignores or even remains unaware of the
‘views and positions of others. The time has come, however, for rescarchers, practi-
‘tioners and others who view the world from different perspectives to engage in
“dialogue with each other, not to prove who is right, but to seek mutual understand-
ing and recognition and to understand how and why they have-made their choices.

[There is a] temptation to have one’s cake and eat it, to taste in full the joy of
choosing without fear of paying the penalty for a wrong choice, to seek and obtain.'..
a _foolproof, patented and guaranteed recipe for the right choice — for freedom .
YVI.ﬂ.'IOUt anxiety . .. The snag is that foolproof recipes are to freedom, to respons-'
ibility and respensible freedom, what water is to fire . . . There is no s’uch thing as.

freedom without anxiety . . . All in all, it is by no means certain what most of us
wounld have chosen were they given the choice — the anxiety of freedom, or thé:.".
comforts of such certainty as only unfreedom can offer. The point ig, thou,gh that
the_choice has not been and is unlikely to be given us. Freedom is our fate ’a lot-
which cannot be wished away and will not go away however keenly we ma}; avert
our eyes. We do live in a diversified and polyphonic world where every attempt to .

insert consensus proves o be but a continuation of discord by other me

ans,
1997: 202-3} Y (Bauman,
Notes

' We do not lay claim to the only way of understanding the world and earl.
childhood. Others will see them differently, through a modernist lens, and continu
to be g_overned by the discourse of quality. We would not wish to prescribe how
they think or what they do. The postmodern project values diversity and ‘both/and?;:
rgther. than the dualistic and ‘either/or” approach. We can, for example, envisage a
mtuafuon wh-ere many eatly childhood institutions adopted the discourse’of meaning:
making, while at the same time having to conform to various standards and targets:
(wl‘lat we have termed frameworks of normalization), democratically determined:
naﬂpnally or locally, which prescribed some of the work that they did. We can
envisage different researchers operating within the different approaches, some, for

1 The NAEYC has recently produced a revised edition (Bredekamp and Copple, 1997),
which takes more account of issues such as context and diversity. Althongh it still takes
a modernist perspective, including a search for common principles and a dualistic divi-
sion between ‘appropriate’ and ‘inappropriate’ practice, the shift represented by this new
edition opens up new and welcome possibilities for dialogue with work choosing to
adopt other perspectives. : i
2 The pedagogista is a pedagogical adviser who works with the pedagogues in a small

pedagogical practice and theory. This type of position is found in Reggio Emilia, but also. o
in other parts of northern Italy.
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number of early childhood institutions, to enable them to reflect on and better understand "
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3 Atelierista are pedagogues trained in the visual arts, working closely with other pe

. ; _ : Chapter 6
agogues and children in the early childhood institutions in Reggio. They both enablg

children to express themselves in a variety of non-verbal languages and assist adult

understand how children learn. Through their workshops (ateliers) and skills they help
produce a range of documentation, to contribute to processes of critical reflection
pedagogical work (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 1993). It would be possible {o ha
atelierista trained in other forms of artistic expression — music, dance, drama and so §

The Stockhelm Project: Constructing a
Pedagogy that Speaks in the Voice of the
Child, the Pedagogue and the Parent

The Inspiration of Reggio

What is so terribly impressive and exceptional about the Reggio experience and
the work of Loris Malaguzzi is the way they have challenged the dominating
discourses of our time, specifically in the field of early childhood pedagogy — a
most unique undertaking for a pedagogical practice! This was achieved by
deconstructing the way in which the field has been socially constituted within a
scientific, political and ethical context and then reconstructing and redefining chil-
dren’s and teachers’ subjectivities. That is, they have tried to understand what
kinds of thoughts, conceptions, ideas, social structures and behavioural patterns
have dominated the field and how these discourses have shaped our coneeptions
and images of the child and childhood, the way we interact with children and the
kind of environment we create for them ... As I see it, all of this was possible
because Malaguzzi was extremely familiar with the field and its traditions; but he
also had the courage and originality to choreograph his own thinking. (Dahlberg,
1995: 9-10)

In Repgio they share a social constructionist view based on Such concepts as
construction, co-construction and reconstruction . . . Heinz von Foerster, to whom
Malaguzzi often tefemred, argued that ‘objectivify is a subject’s false view that
observing can take place without him’. For Malaguzzi, the notion that we cannot
deseribe our world without taking notice and being aware that we are describing it
was nurtured by the inspiration he drew from a variety of disciplines. In this
connection he was known to cite scientists and philosophers representing, for
example, the new quantum mechanics associated with Chaos Theory, the new
cybernetics as well as the science of mathematics. Coupled with Malaguzzi’s
social consiructionist perspective is his awareness of the power of the process of
representation. As a result the pedagogues in Reggio have been very much against
a textbook approach to their practice with prescribed roles, goals and methods.
This explains why they do not have a ‘programme or a curriculum’ that can be
readily transferred and applied to another cultural context. I recall Malaguzzi en-
quiring once, very seriously, in view of all the Swedish pedagogues visiting Reggio,
whether many of them were working with the dove now — “The Dove’ being, by
then, one of the most well-known thematic projects in Reggio. I couldn’t help but
answer ves! {Dahibere. 1995 11-12)




