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Thank you for this opportunity to take part in the conference. It is a pleasure to be here. 

As part of the Education Revolution, the Prime Minister has indicated that “Working 

cooperatively with the States and Territories, the Rudd Government will ensure all four 

year olds have access to 15 hours of fun, play-based early education a week, for 40 weeks 

a year” (Prime Minister of Australia, 2008). Because there is evidence that Australia 

spends much less than many other OECD countries on early childhood education and 

care (OECD, 2006), and because we know that investment in the early years can make 

qualitative and quantitative differences to individuals, families, and society as a whole, 

this is a great place to start. We also know what quality in EC means, and one 

characteristic that contributes significantly to quality EC programs is tertiary educated 

teachers. And the 15 hours of fun, pay-based early education is to occur with qualified 

EC teachers.  

‘Teachers’ and ‘teaching’ have not figured much in ECE research (Genishi, Ryan, 

Ochsner & Yarnall, 2001) despite calls from Goffin (1989) for research that accords a 

pivotal role to teachers and the complexities of what it means to teach.  Consistent with 

the prevailing emphasis on child development, ECE teachers have been described, and 

indeed describe themselves, as ‘facilitators’ rather than teachers (McArdle & McWilliam, 



2005).  Such a description is characteristic of developmentally inspired and child-

centered approaches where, as Schickedanz (1994) commented some time ago, teachers 

are reluctant to engage in ‘instruction’; are guarded when providing children with 

requested information for fear of intervening inappropriately; and where teachers “…tend 

to stay out of children’s play…[and] have a tendency not to focus on skills” (p. 30).  

Given this description, one could wonder what else teachers are supposed do (if talking 

from a Piagetian developmental perspective) besides set up the environment and wait for 

children “to grow and learn on their own” (Crain, 2000, p. xi).  Recent attention to 

teaching has been picked up in a number of studies internationally as well as in Australia. 

The Queensland (Australia) Preparing for School Trial (Thorpe et al., 2004) 

involved over 1800 children aged 4-5 years in 39 sites throughout the state in 2003-4, as 

well as their parents, teachers, principals and teacher aides.  Progress of children over the 

year and stakeholder satisfaction were used to gauge success of children attending three 

different programs: a part-time preschool play-based program; a full-time play-based 

preparatory program; and children experiencing the curriculum in the first year of 

schooling.   The evaluation of the trial aimed to identify the key success factors of a full-

time preparatory year in several key areas, one of which was curriculum and pedagogy.  

Key factors that distinguished the preparatory year from the preschool and Year 1 

programs in curriculum and pedagogy were sought through investigating the impact of 

curriculum and teaching in the three programs.   

The study found that the preparatory teachers engaged in explicit teaching and 

were “proactive in leading children’s learning” (Thorpe et al., 2004, p. xvi).  Teachers 

reported “clear goals for their teaching practice and ultimately the children’s progress” 
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(p. xx), and they “held higher expectations than teachers in Year 1 and preschool 

regarding the skills and dispositions needed (social, literacy, numeracy, independence, 

cooperation) for Year 1 entry” (p. xvi).  These characteristics of teachers, plus the 

positive attitudes of the teachers toward learning, emotional outcomes, social skills, and 

cooperativeness amounted to what has been called focused interactive teaching.  Focused 

interactive teaching made a difference to those attending the preparatory classes, as 

children in the preparatory year made  

…greater progress than those in Year 1 or preschool in language and 

communication, social-emotional behaviour and motor development. For 

literacy and numeracy there was no difference between Year 1 and 

preparatory in the rate of progress but both exceeded that of preschool. The 

greatest gains were made by children from lower income families. (p. xviii) 

Furthermore, those children who had attended preparatory classes were rated as more 

socially skilled and adaptive to the school setting than those who attended the preschool 

program.  The children who attended preparatory lost fewer social skills during the 

summer break than those who attended preschool. 

 The backgrounds and development of children at educational risk were examined 

with particular emphasis on the effect of enrolment in the preparatory year inn 2003. The 

four definitions of children at educational risk were: 

• Children from socially disadvantaged backgrounds 

• Children from culturally diverse backgrounds 

• Children identified by their parents as having health or behavioural problems 
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• Children who performed poorly on assessments in the five domains of 

development: a) at baseline; b) in progress throughout the year. 

Three cultural minority groups were represented sufficiently in the sample for individual 

consideration: Aboriginal children and those from the Torres Strait islands; those from 

the Pacific islands, and Asian children, predominantly Vietnamese. Children from these 

groups, particularly those from an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander background made 

less progress over the year in social and communication development when compared 

with other children. Preschool children (attending part-time) from the three cultural 

groups studied made significantly less progress on language and motor development than 

children with similar backgrounds enrolled in the full time preparatory year or Year 1.  

 Evidence from longitudinal studies overseas suggests that social behaviour and 

adjustment mediate learning (e.g., Ladd, 1990; Ladd, Birch & Buhs, 1999). Three 

important findings from the Queensland preparing for School Trial (Thorpe et al., 2004) 

provide evidence that the association between social behaviour and learning is more 

pertinent among socio-culturally and developmentally diverse groups. First, children 

from diverse groups had higher levels of behavioural difficulties and poorer adjustment to 

school. For example, Indigenous and Pacific Islander children had significantly higher 

rates of peer problems and unhappiness at school and lower scores on adjustment. 

Second, regardless or the program the children attended, those in schools that engaged 

with the community adjusted more readily to school. Third, within classrooms high levels 

of interaction reduced behavioural problems and increased academic attainment, 

particularly in literacy. The key message from these findings is that school management 
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and classroom pedagogical practice make a difference. The strongest effect was on 

behaviour, but this in turn opens opportunities for literacy and numeracy learning.  

If social behaviour and adjustment mediate learning and as indicated in the 

Queensland preparatory study, Indigenous and pacific islander children had significantly 

higher rates of peer problems and unhappiness at school and lower scores on adjustment, 

then one areas that needs to be considered is the play that occurs in these play based 

programs. As the education revolution aims to achieve high quality early childhood 

education through 15 hours per week of fun, play-based learning, we need to ask some 

questions not only about play based learning, but also about the relatively uncontested 

notion of play in early childhood education. Some of these questions might be: 

If play is fun, who is it fun for? Play as fun seems to be an adult centred idea that 

is wrapped up in the romance of an idealised childhood of times past, often based on 

notions of innocence. Childhoods today are not the same as those past and never will be. 

Play can be fun, but play is also the very serious business of childhood where power 

relations are played out in terms of ‘race’, class, gender, ethnicity, age, size, skin colour, 

sexuality, heteronormativity, proficiency with English, and more. If reproductive of the 

status quo, play can mean discomfort and alienation for some children. We need to 

consider the idea that Indigenous and Pacific Islander children in Queensland Preparing 

for School Trial (who had significantly higher rates of peer problems and unhappiness at 

school and lower scores on adjustment, were not comfortable with the particular types of 

play that were endorsed in the programs that they were attending. The research did not 

investigate this, but there are Australian qualitative studies of children in early childhood 

settings that show how marginalisation occurs because of skin colour, class, socio-
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economic factors, and lack of proficiency with English (see Campbell, 2005; Danby & 

Baker, 1998; MacNaughton & Davis, 2001). Those children who do not seem to know 

the ‘rules’ of how to play, such as how to gain entry to a play situation, can also be 

marginalised. I am reminded of an incident that occurred at a child care centre in 

Melbourne where Mick, which was aged five and a migrant from the Pacific Islands who 

spoke English as an additional language was prevented from playing with construction 

materials by two middle class Anglo Australian boys (Campbell, 2005). The boys 

managed to stop Mick from playing on the basis of a developmental or normalised 

construction that he did not know how to play appropriately. The teacher’s response of 

“Well, you could show him how” (p. p147) positioned the Anglo boys as “‘teachers’ of 

Mick and designated [them] as the gatekeepers of when and how he could be included as 

a boy when using the construction materials” (p. 147). So Mick was doubly 

compromised, first because the boys refused to let him play with the materials, and 

second, because according to the teacher, the way that he could learn to play with the 

materials is from the very boys who were refusing to let him play. Mick’s skin colour, 

ethnicity, social class and position as an English language learner are all factors that were 

instrumental in how the boys and the teacher prevented Mick from playing in the short 

term (Campbell, 2005) and have a constitutive influence on the (im)possibility of his 

inclusion in the future.   

2. How can play in early childhood settings be ‘natural’ when these are 

institutional creations, developed originally in Queensland (and other states) to keep the 

children of the poor off the streets while their parents (mothers) were working? The way 

in which play is glamourised and touted as responsible for learning may be the case: 
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many children do learn much through play. But we need to be aware that play can also be 

problematic and responsible for children learning many things that we may not want 

them to learn, or that were unintended. In fact we need to be more than aware. If we are 

to work toward equity in the Education revolution as Julia Gillard (2008) encourages, the 

early childhood educators need to see play through fresh eyes.   

3. If play is considered as a cultural construction, and we argue for children’s 

right to play, then we cannot ignore the power plays and marginalisation that occurs in 

the name of play, such as in the example of Mick (and many others). We also cannot 

ignore the facts of life in many countries, where children’s labour is required to not only 

support their families, but may indeed be critical for children to avoid starvation (e.g., 

India, Mexico).  

4. Children’s play that happens in many early childhood settings in Australia 

occurs according to the rules created by the teachers. I am not referring to rules created 

by children when playing such as who can be baby, mother etc. Some of the rules created 

by the teachers can be implicit (saying sorry, no hitting etc.). But rule breaking and 

bending, as well as using rules to manipulate others (such as Mick) occurs but often when 

teachers are out of the immediate proximity. 

The Rudd government’s equity in education platform gives early childhood 

educators an opportunity to use new theorising and apply it to early childhood education. 

Educational theorising has moved from cultural deficit models, from social and economic 

reproduction models and explanations of cultural incompatibilities, to an appreciation of 

the benefits of Indigenous perspectives and cultural globalisation, and the necessity for 

all to make a worthwhile contribution to society by living healthy, productive and 
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fulfilling lives. If play based education in early childhood is to contribute to an equitable 

future, then we need to seriously challenge some of our dearly held and often 

unquestioned beliefs about play, and create ways of working toward play that is 

equitable, fair and just for all children, and avoid the type if play that continues to 

privilege those children who are already positioned more powerfully.  
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