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ÔTwo days, Þve presenters and a lot of food 

for thoughtÕ...

Over the course of our two day conference which focused on educational 

change we were presented with ideas that not only inspired us but also 

challenged our thinking. The following is a brief synopsis of the topics 

discussed:

Janet Robertson: Mia Mia Child and Family Study Centre

The ÒGardenistaÓ: An exploration of thinking outside and stories ,past, 

present and future from the outside.

Associate Professor Alma Fleet

Listening with children to the everyday and the extraordinary, and unpacking 

pedagogical documentation.

Anthony Semann: Director of Semann and Slatterly

Unleashing potentials in play: moving from ages and stages to equity and 

social justice. Also, social justice and equity: curriculum and beyond.

Wendy Shepherd

Stories of love from Mia Mia and the semiotics of early childhood 

environments.

Toby Honig: Consultant Semann and Slatterly

Out of the mouths of babes: what infants and toddlers tell us, if only we had 

the eyes to see and the ears to listen.

 



Janet Robertson: Mia Mia Child and Family study Centre

The ÒGardenistaÓ: An exploration of thinking outside and stories ,past, present 

and future from the outside.

Janet opened with the statement that ÔGardenistaÕ is a play on words, intended to 

remind us that we are not Italian and as such we create our own spaces and bring 

our own meanings to them. The title was in fact a provocation for us to reposition 

our thinking intellectually about our response to the outdoor environment....

 ÒTo do nothing, is to say somethingÓ

(Bevan Cassidy)

ÒOutdoor life touches us in mind, body and soulÓ

(p.38, Core Curriculum, Norway)

Janet asked us to reßect on the following themes:

SHIFTING ATTITUDES

Has the recent societal attitude of Ôfear of riskÕ begun to change? Are we now 

swinging back to a naive nostalgia for our past, in which getting back to nature is 

a cure-all? What is our attitude to teaching and learning outside? 

ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES

Louv (2005) asks us to LIVE not TEACH ÔgreenÕ. We need to genuinely value our 

outdoor environment, it is not just about beauty or practicality but in how we 

choose to use our outdoors.

THE ROLE OF THINKING AND CURRICULUM

Some questions to consider...

 Do we value outdoor learning as much as indoor learning?

 Can we dream Þrst and Ômake it safeÕ later?

 What can we do to contribute to childrenÕs learning in the outdoors?



If we understand that children Ôthink outdoorsÕ, then our physical outdoor space 

has to support this thinking.

The outdoors is a chamber of knowledge for young children - what memories are 

being created? Are our outdoors Ômemory palacesÕ?

Rinaldi (2006, p.138) notes that values deÞne cultures - we choose our values. 

Kahan and Kellett (2002) note that there are in fact outdoor values. The space 

shapes who we are.

Janet concluded with the question - Are you listening?

REFLECTIVE THOUGHTS
JanetÕs words caused me to reßect on how we use our outdoor 

spaces, and if we maximize the opportunities they present to us. 

Simple things such as an outdoor book case, patterns mowed into 

the grass to create an element of wonder, and natural outdoor 

animals such as surrounding birdlife...these can all be inßuences 

within our learning and teaching. Janet spoke of Ômoments of 

ßeetingnessÕ that can occur in the outdoor environment which in 

our everyday spectrum of events may be missed, not capitalised 

on or perhaps even ignored. To do so would be an injustice to our 

children. 

What can we contribute?  



Associate Professor Alma Fleet

Listening with children to the everyday and the extraordinary, and unpacking 

pedagogical documentation.

Alma opened her discussion with a provocation - What counts as pedagogical 

documentation - what are our requirements and responsibilities? She stated that 

Ôseeking the unexpected gives meaning to the everydayÕ.

Early childhood pedagogy is based on intersections between principles, people 

and places, and there are a litany of rights and responsibilities which go with 

these. Taking a post modern approach we need to constantly be unpacking our 

ideas and redeÞning what is meant by teaching and learning.

Alma asked us to think about what we consider to be pedagogical 

documentation - is it photographs, assessment, Ôreporting onÕ or Ôreßecting onÕ 

learning? 

Some key ideas that Alma put forth were:

 Small group sizes and excellent ratios are so important for quality teaching 

and learning. Ratios of 1:3 for under 2Õs, 1: 4 for 2 and 3 year olds and 1: 5 

for 4 and 5 year olds are perhaps the optimal that we can offer children and 

parents in a group education & care setting. 

 Opportunities need to be followed up and revisited. How often do we pack 

away childrenÕs explorations? 

 We need to clearly explain what is meant by the term ÔassessmentÕ as it 

means a multitude of things to different people. 

 We need to focus on a discourse of questioning. Constantly asking why? 

Never just accepting the status quo.

 Remembering the triadic relationship of child/parent/teacher within 

documentation - why do we seek parentÕs input at the end rather than the 

beginning, or during the process?

 Growth requires uncertainty - it is o.k to say ÔI donÕt knowÕ....



 Rinaldi (2006) talks about pedagogical documentation as a mediator and a tool.

Alma ended with three questions:

What are the opportunities?

What are the challenges?

How can we unpack these?

REFLECTIVE THOUGHTS

I was most struck with AlmaÕs provocations around the question of 

ÔWhy?Õ. She made a link between pedagogical documentation 

and the structure of a novel - Do we concentrate on ÔplotÕ as 

opposed to ÔthemeÕ? She asked us to remember we are not just 

Ôreporting onÕ but questioning what we see. No one is always Ôthe 

expertÕ, the best at something, the holder of ÔknowledgeÕ so why 

pretend that we are? To be uncertain is to be powerful, because 

then we have room to grow, room to learn without prejudice...



A Conversation about Educational Change

      Alma Fleet                 Janet Robertson            Wendy Shepherd              Toby Honig                 Anthony Seamann

WHAT DO YOU CONSIDER 

THE MOST PRESSING ISSUE 

REGARDING EDUCATIONAL 

CHANGE?

ALMA: ÒLack of substantive 

c u r r i c u l u m . S i l e n c e o n 

important issues. A focus on 

the superÞcial.Ó

JANET: ÒNot recognising the 

importance of our outdoor 

space. Treat it holistically 

a l o n g w i t h t h e i n d o o r 

environmentÓ.

TONY: ÒInfant and Toddler 

t e a c h e r s a r e j u s t a s 

important, if not more so than 

other teachers. They should 

be the ones with the PHDÓ

WENDY: ÒDonÕt be mono-

cultural. Transmit information 

in a variety of ways.Ó

ANTHONY: ÒEducational 

leadership, we need to 

nurture new leadersÓ

WHAT DONÕT WE WANT 

YOU TO KNOW ABOUT THE 

SITUATION IN AUSTRALIA?

A L M A : Ò P e o p l e a r e 

indifferent, some just donÕt 

care. Inconsistency of quality 

early childhood educationÓ

JANET: ÒCentres driven by 

proÞt Ó

TONY: ÒConstant issue with 

ratioÕs for under 2Õs. It is all 

about COST!

WENDY: ÒOur treatment of 

our indigenous peoplesÓ

ANTHONY: ÒChildren under 

two have a right to better 

ratioÕs than 1: 5Ó

WHAT DO WE WANT TO 

SHARE?

ALMA: ÒWe have excellent 

childrenÕs literature. Great 

researchersÓ

JANET: ÒElements of Te 

Whaariki are coming to 

AustraliaÓ

WHAT IS YOUR VISION FOR 

THE FUTURE?

ALMA: ÒShort term and long 

term goalsÓ

JANET: ÒEvery centre has an 

outdoor spaceÓ

TONY: ÒEveryone will be 

dying to work with babies!Ó

W E N D Y : Ò F a b u l o u s 

environments. Better ratiosÓ

ÒCourage does not always rule. ItÕs that little voice which says... 

I will try again tomorrowÓ  (Anthony Seamann, 2010)



Anthony Semann: Director of Semann and Slatterly

Unleashing potentials in play: moving from ages and stages to equity and social 

justice. Also, social justice and equity: curriculum and beyond

I was so engrossed by what Anthony was saying that I did not write any notes - I 

simply absorbed and grappled with the insights he gave us. Anthony asked us to 

think about who is privileged and who is not by our treatment of them in our 

centre? Do our own cultural values and socialisation over-rule other peopleÕs? 

Do we have a western value of independence - ideas like Ôfeed yourselfÕ, Ôput 

your own socks onÕ , or Ôharden upÕ! Why do we do the things we do? What is 

social justice? Life is not fair, nor should it be equal - it should be equitable! We 

need to respect others right to be different from ourselves. Not to gossip, not to 

heed the needs of the majority over the rights of the few.

! Anthony gave us challenging examples of Ôhard answersÕ. He believes 

children have the right to ask difÞcult questions, and receive ÔdifÞcult 

knowledgeÕ. Why do we avoid subjects such as death, sexuality, or 

discrimination with children? Anthony believes the whole concept of ÔchildhoodÕ 

is social construct that society puts labels upon. He asked Òis it o.k to correct a 

child who thinks 1+1 =4, but not one who believes they popped out of an egg 

when they were born?Ó 

! Many of us found AnthonyÕs challenging questions and examples difÞcult 

to assimilate into our own value system. So strong are our cultural discourses, 

that we go along with the status quo, we do not advocate for change, we let 

things that are not acceptable slide, because we do not want to rock the boat. 

Foucault believed that the dominant hegemony asserts power through language, 

through science and through educational discourse. Anthony wants us to 

question ourselves, to confront the ÔdifÞcult boxÕ in which we store the beliefs, 

the practices, the discourses which we do not want to acknowledge. 

" This is not easy, but to change, we must look inwards as well as 

outwards....



Wendy Shepherd

Stories of love from Mia Mia and the semiotics of early childhood environments

Wendy discussed Þnding inspiration in the everyday...of Òbeing, belonging and 

becomingÓ. She spoke of an early childhood education environment at Mia Mia that 

shared itÕs past, present and future. We should not be afraid of using our theoretical 

knowledge - of making it clear in our documentation. Wendy spoke of intersubjectivity 

with children - in which it is just you and a child lost in shared understanding, and 

everything else becomes a distant hum in the background. Another way of describing 

this connection, and of being in the moment is to Òwait, watch, and wonderÓ (Muir, 

Stupples & Guy, 1989). 

" Two ideas that particularly struck a cord for me involved moments of learning 

with infants and toddlers...

 ÒTHINKING INSIDE THE BOXÓ: Wendy described how the children under 2 

enjoyed climbing in and out of and exploring boxes. Then one day their teacher 

found an old shelf which she could turn on itÕs side. The children began to climb 

inside one at a time, each positioning themselves in different ways. The teacher 

began to take photos of each child in Ôthe boxÕ - looking back and realising they 

did it so differently, uniquely, expressing their personality through one act - to 

climb inside a box. 

 ÒTHE THEORY OF BRICOLAGEÓ: The theory of bricolage is Ômaking do with 

what you have at handÕ. Infants and Toddlers at Mia Mia did this one day in an 

interesting way...There was a tap in the babiesÕ outdoor space which had a drip 

(once every three minutes). An 18 month old boy collected a container and 

placed it under the tap - he had theorised that he could catch the drip. Soon a 

girl of similar age joined him (with a bigger container). It was a moment of 

intersubjectivity been two young children - each making do with what they Ôhad 

at handÕ.



Toby Honig: Consultant Semann and Slatterly

Out of the mouths of babes: what infants and toddlers tell us, if only we had the 

eyes to see and the ears to listen

I attended a 90 minute workshop, in which Toby shared his understanding of what 

it is to respect infants and toddlers. He is an advocate of the R.I.E philosophy of 

Emmi Pikler and Magda Gerber, and challenged us to think about the ways in 

which we interact with our youngest citizens. I could relate to a lot of what Toby 

said in terms of my own personal philosophy, but wondered if I was in fact ÔlivingÕ 

the philosophy or just acknowledging it? He reminded us that so often as adults we 

interrupt infants and toddlers play - not just sitting back and thoughtfully observing. 

Trust is such a huge part of respect, and do we trust our youngest children that 

they know what they need?

! Toby also discussed CsikszentmihalyiÕs concept of ÒFLOWÓ in which time can 

either speed up or slow down depending in how engaged you are in something. If 

you are totally engrossed in an activity how does it feel to be interrupted and 

asked to move on? I was asked to give thanks on behalf of the group once the 

workshop concluded. I said Òthank you on behalf of all of us here today. On a 

personal level you have renewed my passion and my pride in being a teacher of 

infants and toddlers. You have reminded us that we can be advocates for positive 

change. Thank youÓ.

Concluding thoughts:
What an inspiring and thought-provoking two days. The Ôtight-ÞveÕ(as they are 

affectionately known by the REANZ committee) have given me so much to 

consider, and I really do feel a sense of hope for educational change. As one 

generation plants the trees, another gives the shade, and this proverb is so apt in 

relation to our collective dreams for the future of our society - one in which our 

youngest children understand or are modeled democratic rights, 

respect and equity.


