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The context of early childhood 
 
Philip Gammage 
  
The outer circle 
 
Stark Contrasts 
 
If one takes an ecological view of childhood and looks first at the outer circle of our 
ÔtargetÕ concern, children, then there are basically two over-riding contextual features 
which dominate everything; and though they do not sharply divide, but rather merge into 
one another, these broad health, social and economic extremes may be represented fairly 
starkly. 
 
About ten percent (somewhat under) of children are born each year into somewhere in the 
relatively rich thirty OECD countries*, and despite the diseases of affluence (diabetes 
and heart disease, caused largely by under-exercise and over-eating fatty foods), they will 
live for about eighty or more years and they will normally have opportunities for 
education up to and beyond university level..  The contrast is with that of the remaining 
90%, who are born into extreme poverty, sometimes poor sanitation and certainly 
inadequate diets and into cultures replete with diseases like Aids, Malaria, Polio and TB.  
War, genocide and famine will often also be their lot.  Such children will have, in 
extreme cases (such as Rwanda in Africa), a life expectancy of half that of their rich 
cousins and their education will be sporadic, tenuous, serendipitous, or non-existent.. 
 
Of course there are many variations, or ‘within-group’ differences.  Cuba, a relatively 
impoverished and embargoed country provides tolerably well for the care and education 
of its children, possibly more consistently than does a generally extremely affluent 
Australia.  The latter tends to rely on both state and central government provision mixed 
with a substantial commitment to private enterprise.  Consequently some of the poor 
children (and there are some 15% such in Australia, as there are in Canada and the UK; 
OECD, 2001, UNICEF, 2005) fall though the net and do not receive the support they 
deserve.  This is especially true of Australian aboriginal children, whose conditions are 
more often similar to those of a Ôthird-worldÕ country.  Cuba, by contrast, has within its 
over-arching, official approach, a system of child-care/preschool institutions called 
ÔChildrenÕs CirclesÕ and these are available from the age of about 12 months.  For those 
who cannot benefit, or who are in rural areas difficult to service completely,  the 
education authorities have a system of trained ÔcoachesÕ working within the community, 
who support and stimulate the familyÕs approaches to the childÕs development and 
learning and who provide the equivalent of toy libraries and materials as well as advice 
and health support.  There are no figures available for proportions of CubaÕs GDP spent 
on such a system and it clearly has its gaps, but it is a basic right of the people and does 
not depend upon income. (UNESCO, 2007) Moreover, as in many countries nowadays, 
Cuba has a Ministry of Education which embraces childcare and sees it as an integral part 
of education, much as do the Tasmanian and South Australian States. 
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Thus the broad outer circle of any contextual/ecological picture is one in which one must 
take account of affluence or poverty and how these are dealt with politically.  A rich 
country can still display a relative disregard for its youngest and most vulnerable, or may 
disregard the impact of ÔchoiceÕ on the minority poor in a thriving market economy; 
whereas a poor country may have ingenious ways of supporting its young and their 
families and see systems of support as a major political imperative, such that no child is 
left un-cared for within the limits of its finance and power.  The politics of it all are 
themselves embedded in ideology and provide the key to style and type of commitment, 
with (mainly) rich socialist countries viewing ECEC (Early Childhood Education and 
Care: the OECD term) as a definite part of tax-based public provision and rich 
conservative countries tending to emphasise family responsibility and free market 
approaches. 
 
The middle rings 
 
Demography, families and change 
 
The context of childhood is changing.   In the affluent world, children are a decreasing 
ÔcommodityÕ.  In the thirty rich countries of OECD, the total fertility rate (TFR) is, for 
the most part, well below replacement level (replacement being approximately 2.2 
children per female).  Indeed, in Australia and England it hovers around 1.7 and in 
Europe as a whole is currently (2006 figures) about 1.46.  Moreover, the TFR is hard to 
raise and, partly as a consequence of much later first parturition (now at age about age 
29.9 years per female), one third of the child-rearing age is statistically largely ÔbarrenÕ.  
This means that, in effect, many families have only one child and do so in a family where 
both parents work.   
 
Such a change is partly the impact of contraception and the efficiency and availability of 
Ôthe pillÕ since the early 1960s, which in some ways has given women more power over 
their own bodies and changed the nature of planned parenthood.  It is also partly the 
impact of economic change and the globalisation of the economies and of the drive 
towards house purchase and technological advance generally. There are many inter-
related causes.   However, whatever these are (and the birth-rate is also low in Catholic 
countries: e.g. Italy 1.55, Portugal 1.46) they have helped change the nature of childhood 
itself, since childhood is largely a cultural ÔartifactÕ.  With both parents at work, it means 
that many children have to be involved in Ôsystems of careÕ, be it Family Day Care, or 
being looked after by a friend or relation, or placed in a formal Child Care institution 
with qualified carers and teachers.   In a world of globalization, mobility of families and 
high mortgages, this means that many women feel the financial imperative is to return to 
work as soon as possible (after the birth of the child) in order to help secure the familyÕs 
finances. 
 
Within this category come divorce and the changing nature of families themselves.   
Divorce rates run at about 40%plus in the UK and in Australia.  Thus many families are 
remade or re-structured at certain times and the art (diplomacy?) of step-parenting 
becomes crucial to the happiness and welfare of the child.  Early childhood care helps 
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support revised family structures (working parents, patterns of shift work, economic 
needs, re-made families) and quickly becomes an essential part of a normal modern 
society.    
 
There are other demographic effects, too.   These are that in such affluent societies, there 
are greater cadres of the elderly.   These older people have to be looked after by the 
declining financial (tax) and resource (time) base of those (now getting fewer) in work. 
Partly this may be compensated for by raising the age at which people retire, a relatively 
recent, but common, ploy in political systems in Europe and Australia.   Such an 
approach may be no bad thing, since it recognizes greater longevity (and fitness for 
purpose) among the elderly. 
 
So, families have altered and what matters is less the structure of the family and more 
its function; and how children may be best loved and socialised in a secure environment 
becomes a fundamental political issue.  There will be families of all sorts and the 
childcare institutions need to be attuned to support and community involvement in a way 
which takes this into account, without stigma or prejudice.   It seems that divorce and 
separation are inevitable, a part of adult choice and of our mobile, longer-living, modern, 
Ôpost-naturalÕ societies (Giddens, 1999); and family change has to be viewed 
constructively, both for the sake of the children and for the mental health of the adults 
involved. 
 
The close inner circle 
 
Technology and the media 
 
Children are increasingly socialised by the media.   Whilst this provides for the greater 
democratisation of  knowledge and the accessibility of sophisticated comment (at best), it 
can also result in the domination of information and attitudes by forces which are 
sometimes inimical to sound psychological and social health.  Violence is a particular 
issue on our TV screens, as is the assumed consensus of beliefs and the Ôdumbing downÕ 
of complexity and difference.  Coarseness of language and populism can provide a poor 
basis for the young childÕs early development. Popular culture is big business and music 
and iconic performances by chosen stars are manipulated regularly for the benefit of 
ÔmarketisationÕ regardless of merit.  The technology of the home and the classroom is 
increasing, with interactive white boards in kindergartens and the attempts (in USA) to 
encourage Ôlap-wareÕ (the use of lap-top software for soothing and ÔeducatingÕ babies).  
TV represents an especially potent force, in that the hours spent in-front of the screen are 
probably now well in excess of the hours spent in childcare, or with mother or father. 
(The ÔNew MediaÕ publication suggested, almost a decade ago, that about 20 plus hours 
viewing per week appeared to be the average for a South Australian three year old). 
Mobile phones, game machines, computers and personal players are common to many 
five year olds and the interface with technology has a commanding hold on the 
developing brain. 
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The centre 
 
Early brain development 
 
In an earlier paper, I said the following and subsequent research has tended to support my 
position, so I reiterate it.  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 somewhat contradictory views taken about the importance of what McCain and 
Mustard (1999) referred to as Ôcritical periodsÕ in the development of the brain.  Research 
with children is extremely difficult in this domain; and, whereas there is some evidence 
of critical periods of development for some animals other than humankind, there is little 
that is specific to our children:  e.g. those for Ôcritical periods,, such as McCain and 
Mustard, 1999 and Wynder.   ÒIt is the consensus of the participants that a Ôcritical 
periodÕ exists during which the synapses of the dendrites are most ready for appropriate 
stimulation, be it through words, music, love, touch, or caring.  If these synapses are not 
so stimulated early, they may never fully develop.Ó (Wynder, 1998, p166)  and those less 
enthusiastic, ÒI suggest that the importance of timing lies not within a set of age 
parameters but rather in the match between experiences provided, the childÕs 
developmental status, and the childÕs need or readiness to learn a particular skill or 
concept.Ó (Bailey, 2002, p2p3) (vide Gammage, 2003, p340) 
 
What we clearly know is that the child’s brain is immensely ‘plastic’.  During the first 
three years or so of life some trillions of connections are gradually established, forming 
the maps of response, coordination and information processing.  Constant change is 
occurring as the networks grow in parallel and in sophistication through the infantÕs daily 
observation and curiosity.  Processes of selective amplification occur in direct 
relationship to the frequency, intensity and salience of the stimuli. Some networks are 
pruned and adapted. All this is embedded in the quality of attachment and consistency.  
Indeed the ÔtrinityÕ of care might well be described as one of attachment (love), 
consistency (prediction and reliability) and boundaries (knowing what counts).  These are 
the difficult areas that all parents have to chart and recognize in the upbringing of the 
small child.  They are affected by culture and by personal disposition; and sensitivity to 
and awareness of them are not necessarily simple correlates of pregnancy.  Parents often 
need support and knowledge in order to make the most of their own inclinations and 
attributes. 
 
Research on the development of the brain, whilst not offering what some people may 
claim in terms of explicit programmes and curricula for the very young, does suggest that 
money is spent at the wrong end of the developmental curve.  It confirms what many 
teachers and carers have averred for many years, that high quality social interaction and 
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play are the absolute best basis for secure learning.  Dysfunctionality is learned young 
and has major implications for society both then and later, as many a psychiatrist and 
criminologist would testify and as many cohort studies clearly demonstrate. 
 
The child, happiness and early pursuits 
 
The message that the early years are vital has reached most politiciansÕ and policy-
makersÕ ears.  After all, few could ignore the two stage study by the OECD, Starting 
Strong (2001 and 2006), or the constant ECEC papers provided by UNESCO on different 
country values and approaches.  However, one suspects that some policy-makers have 
only entertained part of the message.  They now know that learning is crucial from birth 
and they therefore see the child as an appropriate Ôinvestment for the futureÕ.  They tend, 
however, to see the provision of early formal curricula as the best approach to the child.  
Regardless of the demonstrably poor match between such studies as PISA and the formal 
ECEC Ôcurriculum, (the Finns do very well without formal ECEC curricula) they avidly 
pursue a diet of Ôwatered-downÕ school approaches; and fail to recognize the here and 
now of a small childÕs life, the vital place of joy in motivation, or the need for well-
trained staff (quality comes from quality staff; an almost universal research finding).   
Such policy-makers adore measurement, even though the measures may not tell us much, 
or even when the measures drive and de-limit the curriculum such that children are bored 
and joyless. (Willis, 2007)  Workers with children know that it is often the difficult-to-
measure which really counts in the childÕs progress to a healthy adulthood.  Well-being, 
persistence, humour, empathy, engagement, locus of control are all difficult to measure, 
yet form the vital core of childrenÕs drama, play, listening, sharing and social activities. 
 
It cannot be emphasized enough that children need variation, individual attention, 
systematic, yet non-competitive atmospheres and ample opportunity to choose and to 
persist. Success lies in the fostering of dispositions and attitudes which lead to autonomy, 
yet sensitivity, creativity, yet responsibility.  The true curriculum for small children is in 
its core that of relationships and democracy.  These, as the Swedish policy documents 
aver, are the basis of a  just and humane society (vide Bennett, 2007) 
  
Childhood and being a child are effectively under siege in many modern societies, since 
children are viewed (often at best) as Ôlittle investments waiting to happenÕ.  Much lip-
service is paid to childrenÕs rights, but few children are asked what they like.  They are 
Ôdone untoÕ with the all the zeal of religious reformers.  The child must surely have the 
opportunity to be as well as become.   (Moss and Petrie, 2002; Morrill, 2003; Willis 
2007) 
 
We know much more about early childhood and the developing brain.  Sometimes one 
wonders whether we should be more concerned over whether the brains of adults are 
equal to the task.  As Erasmus said, ‘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) 
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*OECD  The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development.  There are 
thirty rich countries as members 
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