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The outer circle

Stark Contrasts

If onetakes an ecological view of childhoodand looksfirst at the outer circle of our
QargetGooncern, children, then there are basically two over-riding contextual features
which dominae everything; and thoughthey donat sharply divide, butrather mergeinto
oneanother, these broad hedlth, sodal and economic extremes may berepresented fairly
starkly.

Aboutten percent (somewha unde) of children are bom each year into somewhere in the
relatively rich thirty OECD counties*, and despite the diseases of affluence (diabetes
and heart disease, caused largdy by unde-exercise and over-eating fatty foodg, they will
live for abouteighty or more years and they will normally have oppatunities for
education up to and beyonduniversity level.. Thecontrast iswith tha of theremaining
90%, who are born into extreme poverty, sometimes poor sanitation and certainly
inadequae diets and into cultures replete with diseases like Aids Malaria, Polio and TB.
War, genodde and famine will often also bethar lot. Such children will have, in
extreme cases (such as Rwandain Africa), alife expectancy of hdf tha of ther rich
cousnsand ther eduction will be sporadic, tenuous, serendipitous or norrexistent..

Of course there are many variations or ‘within-group’ differences. Cuba arelatively
impoveaished and embargoed county provides tolerably well for the care and eduction
of its children, possibly more congstently than does a generally extremely affluent
Audraia Thelatter tendsto rely onboth state and central government provision mixed
with asubgantial commitment to private enterprise. Consequently some of the poor
children (and there are some 15% such in Audralia, asthere arein Canadaand the UK;
OECD, 2001, UNICEF, 2005 fall thoughthe net and do notreceive the suppot they
deserve. Thisisespecialy trueof Audralian aborigind children, whose conditionsare
more often similar to those of a Ghird-worldCcourtry. Cubg by contrast, has within its
over-arching, official approach, a system of child-care/preschool ingitutionscalled
@hildren@ CirclesCand these are available from the age of about12 months For those
who cannotbendfit, orwho arein rural areas difficult to service completely, the
education authorities have a system of trained @oachesOworking within the community,
who suppott and stimulate the family@ approaches to the child® development and
learning and who provide the equivaent of toy libraries and materials as well as advice
and hedlth suppott. There are no figures available for propottionsof Cuba® GDP spent
onsuch asystem andit clearly hasits ggps butit isabasic right of the people and does
not depend uponincome. (UNESCO, 2007)Moreover, asin many counties nowadays,
Cubahas a Ministry of Education which embraces childcare and seesiit as an integral part
of education, much as do the Tasmanian and South Audralian States.



Thusthebroad outer circle of any contextud/ecological picture is onein which onemug
take accountof affluence or povaty and how these are dealt with politically. A rich
county can still display arelative disregard for its youngest and mog vulnerable, or may
disregard theimpact of @hoiceCon the minarity poor in athriving market econony;
whereas a poor county may have ingeniousways of suppotingitsyoung andthear
families and see systems of suppot asamajor political imperative, such that nochild is
left un-cared for within thelimits of its finance and power. Thepoliticsof it all are
themselves embedded in ideology and providethekey to style and type of commitment,
with (mainly) rich sodalist counties viewing ECEC (Early Childhood Education and
Care: the OECD term) as addinite part of tax-based public provisonandrich
congervative counties tending to emphasise family resporsibility and free market
approaches.

The middle rings

Demography, families and change

The context of childhoodis changing. In theaffluent world, children are a decreasing
@ommodityO In thethirty rich counties of OECD, thetotal fertility rate (TFR) is, for
themog part, well bdow replacement level (replacement bang approximately 2.2
children pe femae). Indeed, in Audraiaand Engandit hovesaoundl.7 andin
Europeas awholeis currently (2006figures) abou 1.46. Moreover, the TFR ishard to
raise and, patly as a consequence of much later first parturition (now at age aboutage
299 years pe female), onethird of thechild-rearing ageis satistically largdy ®arend
Thismeanstha, in effect, many families have only onechild and do so in afamily where
both parents work.

Such achangeis patly theimpact of contraception and the efficiency and availability of
Ghe pillGsince the early 1960s which in some ways has given women more power over
thar own bodies and changed the naure of planned parenthood. It isalso patly the
impact of economic changeand the globdisation of the economes and of thedrive
towardshous purchase and technological advance generally. There are many inter-
related causes. However, whaever these are (and the birth-rate is also low in Catholic
counties. e.qg. Italy 1.55, Portugd 1.46) they have hdped changethe nature of childhood
itself, since childhoodis largey acultural GrtifactO With both parents at work, it means
tha many children have to beinvolved in Gystems of careQbeit Family Day Care, or
benglooked after by afriend or relation, or placed in aformal Child Care inditution
with qudified carers and teachers. In aworld of globdization, mobility of families and
high mortgages, this meansthat many women feel thefinandal imperativeisto return to
work as soonas possible (after the birth of the child) in order to hdp secure the family@
finances.

Within this category come divorce and the changing naure of families themselves.
Divorce rates run at about40%plusin the UK andin Audralia. Thusmany families are
remade or re-structured at certain times and the art (diplomacy?) of step-parenting
becomes crudal to the hgppiness and welfare of the child. Early childhoodcare hdps



suppot revised family structures (working parents, paternsof shift work, econonic
needs re-made families) and quickly becomes an essential part of anormal moden
sodety.

There are other demographic effects, too. These are that in such affluent sodeties, there
are greater cadres of theelderly. These older people have to belooked after by the
decliningfinanda (tax) and resource (time) base of those (now getting fewer) in work.
Partly this may be compensated for by raising theage at which people retire, arelatively
recent, butcommon, ploy in political systemsin Europeand Audralia. Such an
approach may beno bad thing, since it recognizes greater longevity (and fithess for
purpos) anongtheeldely.

So, families have altered and wha mattersislessthestructure of thefamily and more
its function; and how children may bebest loved and sodalised in a secure environment
becomes afundamenta political issue Therewill befamilies of all sorts andthe
childcare ingitutionsneed to be attuned to suppot and community involvement in away
which takes this into account withoutstigma or prejudice. It seems tha divorce and
sepaation are inevitable, apart of adult choice and of our mobile, longe-living, moden,
(og-naural Gsodeties (Giddens, 1999) and family changehas to be viewed
congructively, both for the sake of the children and for the mental hedlth of the adults
involved.

The close inner circle

Technology and the media

Children are increasingly sodalised by themedia. Whilst this provides for the greater
democratisation of knowledgeand the accessibility of sophisticated comment (at best), it
can aso result in thedominaion of information and attitudes by forces which are
sometimes inimical to soundpsychological and socia health. Violenceisa paticular
issueonour TV screens asis the assumed consensus of bdiefs and the @umbing downO
of complexity and difference. Coarseness of language and populism can providea poor
basis for theyoungchild® early development. Popular cultureis big busness and musc
and iconic performances by chosen stars are manipulated regularly for the benefit of
(narketisationQregardliess of merit. Thetechnology of thehome and the classroomis
increasing, with interactive white boadsin kindegartensand the attempts (in USA) to
encourage @ap-wareQ(the use of lap-top software for soothing and @ducatingCbabies).
TV represents an especialy potent force, in that the hours spent in-front of the screen are
probably nowwell in excess of thehours spent in childcare, or with mother or father.
(The Mew MediaOpubiication suggested, amogt a decade ago, tha about20 plushours
viewing pe week appeared to betheaveragefor a South Audralian three year old).
Mobile phones, game machines, computers and persond players are common to many
five year oldsand theinterface with technology has a commanding hold onthe
developing brain.



The centre
Early brain development

In an earlier pgoer, | said thefollowing and subsequent research has tended to suppot my
postion,so | reiterateit. It is especially important that we do not take too
deterministic a view of early child development, vital though it is. Remediation and
change are possible at almost any stage of human life.

There are somewha contradictory views taken about theimportance of wha McCain and
Musgtard (1999)referred to as @ritical period<Oin the development of thebrain. Research
with children is extremely difficult in this domain; and, whereas there is some evidence
of critical periodsof development for some animals other than humankind, thereisllittle
that is specific to our children: e.g. those for @ritical periods, such as McCain and
Mugard, 1999and Wynda. Ot istheconsensus of the paticipants tha a @ritical
periodGexists during which the syngpses of the dendrites are mogt ready for appropriate
stimulation, beit throughwords musc, love, toudh, or caring. If these syngpses are not
so stimulated early, they may never fully develop O(Wynde, 1998,p166) and those less
enthusiastic, O suggest tha theimportance of timing lies not within a set of age
parameters but rather in the match between experiences provided, the child@
developmental status, and the child@ need or readiness to learn a particular skill or
conaept.O(Bailey, 2002 p2p3 (vide Gammage, 2003, p340)

Wha we clearly knowistha the child’s brain is immensely ‘plastic’. Duringthefirst
three years or so of life some trillionsof connectionsare gradudly established, forming
the mapsof respong, coordinaion and information processing. Congant changeis
occurring as the networks grow in parallel andin sophistication throughtheinfant@® daily
observation and curiogty. Processes of selective amplification occur in direct
relationdhip to thefrequency, intengty and salience of thestimuli. Some networks are
prunad and adgpted. All thisis embedded in thequality of attachment and congstency.
Indeed the GrinityQof care mightwell bedescribed as oneof attachment (love),
congstency (prediction and reliability) and boundaies (knowing wha counts). These are
thedifficult areas tha al parents have to chat and recognize in theupbiinging of the
small child. They are affected by culture and by persond dispostion; and sengtivity to
and awareness of them are not necessarily ssimple correlates of pregnancy. Parents often
need suppot and knowledgein order to make themog of thar own indinaionsand
attributes,

Research on the development of thebrain, whilst not offering wha some people may
claim in terms of explicit programmes and curricula for thevery young,does suggest tha
money is spent at thewrongend of thedevelopmental curve. It confirms wha many
teachers and carers have averred for many years, tha high qudity sodal interaction and



play are the absolute best basis for secure learning. Dysfundiondity islearned young
and has mgjor implicationsfor sodety both then and later, as many a psychiatrist and
criminologist would testify and as many cohott studies clearly demongrate.

The child, happiness and early pursuits

Themessagetha the early years are vital has reached mogt politiciansOand policy-
makersOears. After al, few could ignote thetwo stage study by the OECD, Starting
Strong (2001and 2006) or the congant ECEC papers provided by UNESCO on different
county values and approaches. However, onesugpects tha some policy-makers have
only entertained part of themessage They now know tha learningis cruda from birth
and they therefore see the child as an appropriate Gnvestment for thefuture® They tend,
however, to see the provision of early formal curricula as the best approach to the child.
Regardless of the demongrably poormatch between such studies as PISA and theformal
ECEC @urriculum, (the Finnsdo very well withou forma ECEC curricula) they avidly
pursue a diet of Qvatered-downOschool approaches; and fail to recognize the here and
now of asmall child@life, thevital place of joy in motivation, or theneed for well-
trained staff (qudity comes from qudity staff; an amog universal research finding).
Such policy-makers adore measurement, even though the measures may nottell usmuch,
or even when themeasures drive and de-limit the curriculum such tha children are bored
and joyless. (Willis, 2007) Workers with children know tha it is often the difficult-to-
measure which really counts in the child® progress to a hedlthy adulthood Well-beng,
persistence, humour, empathy, engagement, locusof control are al difficult to measure,
yet form thevital core of children@ drama, play, listening, sharing and sodal activities.

It cannotbe emphasized enoughtha children need variation, individud attention,
systematic, yet non-compeitive aamogphaes and ample oppotunity to choos and to
persist. Success liesin thefogdering of dispostionsand attitudes which lead to autonony,
yet sengtivity, credtivity, yet responsbility. Thetruecurriculumfor small childrenisin
its core tha of relationships and democracy. These, asthe Swedish policy doauments
aver, arethebasis of a jus and humane sodety (vide Bennett, 2007)

Childhoodand being a child are effectively unde siegein many moden sodeties, since
children are viewed (often at best) as Qittle investments waiting to hgppen® Much lip-
serviceis pad to children@rights, butfew children are asked what they like. They are
@oneuntoQwith theall thezeal of religiousreformers. Thechild mug surely have the
oppotunity to be aswell asbecome. (Mossand Petrie, 2002 Morrill, 2003;Willis
2007)

We know much more aboutearly childhoodand the developing brain. Sometimes one
wonde's whether we should be more concerned over whether thebrains of adults are
equd to thetask. AsErasmussaid, ‘a person is not born human, but becomes one’.
What are we doing to make sure that the impact of the environment we provide is
equal to the task? (OECD, 2007



*OECD The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. Theeare
thirty rich counties as members
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