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In 2007, Queensland, Australia, rolled out a new Early Years Curriculum for young children enrolled in the first year of school.  I was one of a small group of facilitators invited to assist classroom teachers in making the transition to the new curriculum. 

Australian children entering the first year of school have already been shaped by complex and interacting factors such as multiple care experiences and the changing patterns of family life.  Our country is vast and our children may have experienced urban, rural, remote or mobile life. Contemporary Australia is a vibrant, multi-cultural country, enriched by our people and by all our collective stories including those of our Indigenous Australians, who have shared a wealth of deeply spiritual Dreamtime stories that tell how they believe life began in our vast country.  Our children’s education experiences are deeply influenced by their sense of place and their view of themselves as learners.

.

To be effective teachers, educators need to understand how children make sense of their world, how they learn and how they communicate their thoughts and ideas.  Teachers need to respond and build on individual children’s understandings and facilitate further learning.  Whenever there are children from diverse backgrounds grouped together it is important that the teacher realise some group members may come from families who have varied expectations of their children.  Social and cultural practices can influence how children interact and respond in the classroom.  Where there are links between the child’s prior, current and future learning children are more likely to successfully manage in new contexts.  The degree of cultural and linguistic diversity in communities may vary significantly within regions.  Children will need to be assisted to construct understandings of shared symbol systems.  Critical to children’s continued success is the child’s belief in themselves as a capable learner.  Positive relationships with families, teachers and other children can reflect and value the child’s disposition toward learning. Positive attitudes toward learning come about when the child is actively engaged in a rich array of sensory activities relevant to the child’s life and their interests.

.   

Education programs can be ameliorated and strengthened by promoting positive partnerships between children, their families, school staff and the wider community.  Educators of young children can promote harmony as a part of life long learning by advocating for tolerance and respect of others. Sensitive teacher’s validate children’s identity when they respect cultural difference and acknowledge and celebrate diversity 

The Queensland Studies Authority reflects this in the Early Years Curriculum Guidelines (2006) saying Early childhood programs are most effective when they recognise, value and build upon the cultural and social experiences of children. Where children have diverse experiences in homes, communities, early care and educational settings teachers need to collaborate with partners to ensure that learning environments reflect this diversity of cultural and social experiences as well as shared ideas, values, beliefs, and identities.  Learning programs therefore acknowledge or build on children’s diverse ways of thinking, knowing and behaving.  

As a classroom teacher I try to put all this into practice as I negotiate learning projects with my young students.

Example:

The youngest children of Siena Catholic Primary School constructed a beautiful handpainted quilt.  The theme of the quilt was Celebration.  The children were assisted by a group of fathers and one of the class mothers sewed the quilt together.  Their quilt was the children’s own way of communicating their unique and diverse ways of expressing celebration.  The children made the quilt as they celebrated the move forward from Preschool toward the Preparatory Year.  The Preparatory year is the first school year of Early Years education in Queensland, Australia.  The Early Years curriculum document which supports early years teachers encourages teachers to build strong partnerships through fostering and nurturing relationships. In this case the teachers callobrated with the children and their families to establish a shared understanding of each child valuing their unique contribution. And celebrating diversity.

Come along and see the children’s beautiful quilt.

