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ABSTRACT
Australian educational reforms that prioritise formalised learning and standardised
testing have influenced the early childhood landscape in recent years. This has been
problematic for the education of children aged 4 to 8 years in Western Australia. It is
well established that children in these early childhood years benefit from play-based
learning. Yet they are increasingly unlikely to experience play pedagogies within
school contexts as a result of these reforms.
This research study examined how play pedagogies can be balanced with mandated
curriculum and high-stakes testing obligations. Utilising an ethnographic case study
approach, the study investigated how one school provides a respectful environment
for children and their learning as well as the factors that enable it within a school
context. Inspired by the Reggio Emilia Educational Project (REEP) in which theory
and praxis are bridged through a social constructivist approach, the school has taken
lessons from the educators of Reggio Emilia to contextualise a Western Australian
setting.
Findings revealed that the REEP inspired an innovative founder, a progressive
philosophy and a culture of community to balance children’s needs with external
responsibilities. Furthermore, the importance of early childhood professionals in key
leadership roles is recognised as vital for advocating play pedagogies for children in
schools.

Key words – play pedagogies, early childhood education, Reggio Emilia, early
childhood leadership, mandated curriculum, standardised testing, Western Australia.
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GLOSSARY

Atelierista

The title used in the Reggio Emilia Educational Project to
describe the role of the person responsible for a specific arts
program of a school.

Australian Curriculum

A national curriculum that sets out expectations of what
children in Australia should be taught.

Early childhood

The phase of human development covering the ages
from birth to 8 years.

ECE

Early childhood education.

EYLF

Early Years Learning Framework.

Hundred Languages of Children

A poem written by Loris Malaguzzi, the Founding Director of
the Reggio Emilia Educational Program, that emphasises the
many different ways children have to communicate.

NAPLAN

National Assessment Plan Literacy and Numeracy.

Neoliberalism

Economic policies that promote free market capitalism.

Play pedagogies

An approach to teaching and learning that offers playbased contexts for children to explore, learn and make
sense of their world through engagement with others and
interaction with their environments.

Pedagogista

The title used in the Reggio Emilia Educational Project to
describe the role of the person responsible for the overall
educational program of a school.

x

CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION

Either pedagogy – like all human sciences – is remade, reconstructed and updated
based on the new conditions of the times, or it loses its nature, its function, its proper
capacity to correspond to the times it lives in, and above all to foresee, anticipate and
prepare the days of tomorrow
(Malaguzzi, 1969 cited in Cagliari et al., 2016, p.100).

This statement captures the essence of this study. It emphasises the need for children
to have an education designed for their current context. It also underscores the role
of pedagogy as an evolving art form and a desire for educators and policy-makers to
recognise their situated environment. This perspective is necessary given many
Western-European countries today, including Australia, still rely on an industrial
school model designed for a by-gone era. This study is timely given the current
Western Australian educational context of decreasing play and play pedagogies for
children in the early childhood years (Barblett, Knaus & Barratt-Pugh, 2016;
Hesterman, Targowska & Howitt, 2016; Jay, Hesterman & Knaus, 2014; LeeHammond, 2012).
This ethnographic case study explores how one school balances its understanding of
contemporary schooling through a priority of play pedagogies alongside current
external obligations of a crowded curriculum and standardised testing. It is telling
that the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) are
currently undertaking a review of the Australian Curriculum to declutter its content
(ACARA, 2021). Thus, the recent environment for Australian children and educators
has been one of excessive content which has narrowed the focus of children’s
schooling experience. This context has especially been the case for children in early
childhood education (ECE) in schools where tensions exist in the implementation of
the Australian Curriculum at the expense of play pedagogies, particularly for children
aged 4 to 8 years.
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This chapter will provide an overview of the study by considering its background and
context, rationale, purpose, research questions, aims and significance. It will also
summarise the subsequent chapters to outline the direction of the thesis.
1.1

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The current political climate is a challenging one for ECE in Australian schools.
Schools have moved away from play-based programs and replaced them with a
national curriculum driven by standardised testing in order to compete on an
economic world stage.

Australia is heavily influenced by the Organisation for

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and the neoliberal politics that
underpin it. That is, Australia is aiming for an economic and social transformation
resulting from a free market (Connell, 2013) with education utilised as a political tool
to push the agenda (Sims, 2017).
As part of this political agenda, an ‘education revolution’ was orchestrated by the
Australian federal government in 2008 to provide quantity of investment and quality
of outcomes for the Australian education system (Gable & Lingard, 2013). The federal
government stated that as a nation,
We need to build a culture of high expectations in our schools for students and teachers.
This culture must also be matched to effective transparency and accountability
mechanisms that meet the needs of parents, policy makers and the broader community
(Rudd & Gillard, 2008, p.5).

There is no mention of children nor their rights in this internationally focussed, marketdriven neoliberal landscape. To exacerbate this issue, the OECD has shifted its original
focus of its landmark study of international early childhood policies and services with
Starting Strong in 2001 and 2006 (II) to that of monitoring and assessment in 2011 (III)
and 2015a (IV) (Moss et al., 2016). The prevailing narrative being that children who
have a robust start to their learning do better when they are older, thus governments
need to invest in early intervention programs to reconsider how their spending can be
of more value (OECD, 2011). The OECD’s value-for-money rhetoric alongside their
international testing mechanisms, which rank participating nations’ results, have
influenced a range of decisions and legislation in Australia (Bousfield & Ragusa, 2014).
These include significant educational reforms in line with government policies that
prioritise curriculum and standardised testing.
2

These reforms have adversely influenced the current early childhood landscape in
Western Australia (Barblett, Knaus & Barratt-Pugh, 2016; Hesterman, Targowska &
Howitt, 2016; Jay, Hesterman & Knaus, 2014; Lee-Hammond, 2012). Children aged 4
to 8 years enrolled in school settings are increasingly unlikely to be exposed to play
pedagogies as a result. Instead of concentrating on the traditional domains of early
childhood (physical, emotional, cognitive, social-emotional, creativity), compulsoryaged children are expected to operate within the eight learning areas of the Australian
Curriculum (English; Mathematics; Science; History and Social Sciences; Health and
Physical Education; Technologies; Arts; and Languages).

To compound the issue,

Western Australian (WA) schools are also mandated to implement the Being, Belonging
and Becoming: The Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (EYLF) (DEEWR, 2009) for
children of the same age (4 to 8 years).
Underpinning this context, the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child
(UNCRC ) (United Nations General Assembly, 1989), of which Australia is a signatory,
identified play as a fundamental right. Australia acknowledged this right to play in
the EYLF, a document which promotes play-based learning. Despite this, the state of
play for children in Western Australia is waning (Barblett, Knaus & Barratt-Pugh,
2016). A dedicated call for action in the form of a Play Strategy and Play Charter has
been underway in recent years to reinstate a child’s right to play within early
childhood settings in Western Australia (Hesterman, Targowska & Howitt, 2016).
Early childhood is internationally recognised as the period from birth to 8 years. In WA,
children aged 5 to 8 years are educated within the compulsory school system, with
many children only 4.5 years old when they commence. This young age is problematic
due to the formalised, curriculum-based system that the Australian government
mandates, and which is at odds with best practice ECE and its own EYLF. Advocates
of ECE have long understood the benefits of play for children and the need for educators
to incorporate it within pedagogies. Play is important because it allows children to learn
naturally. This has been shown through the analysis of hunter-gatherer societies that
show humans are designed to acquire the knowledge and skills of their culture through
play and exploration (Gray, 2013).
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By incorporating children’s natural inclination to play within pedagogies that draw
on educational theories and research, early childhood educators are able to maximise
children’s learning. As Vygotsky (1967) identified,
In play a child is always above his [sic] average age, above his [sic] daily behaviour; in play,
it is as though he [sic] was a head taller than himself. As if the focus of a magnifying glass,
play contains all developmental tendencies in a condensed form. In play, it is as though
the child were trying to jump above the level of his [sic] normal behaviour (p. 16).

Further, when children are able to engage in physical activities that align with their
natural impulses to play, they are able to learn, enjoy school and alleviate adult
intervention (Dewey, 1916). As Vygotsky and Dewey attest, this is not a new concept,
yet it is one schools are reluctant to embrace in Australia. This reluctance is despite
recent publications from a range of international academics and practitioners who
recognise the importance of play for children’s learning, creativity and wellbeing
(Mardell, Lynneth, Solis & Bray, 2019; Resnick, 2017; Robinson & Aronica, 2015;
Sahlberg & Doyle, 2019; Whitebread, 2012). Much of this work is influenced or aligned
with the educators of the Reggio Emilia Educational Project (Mardell, 2002; Resnick,
2007; Whitebread, Pino-Pasternak & Coltman, 2014) and all advocate for more play
within school settings. To this end, this study looks abroad for inspiration and
considers the role of the Reggio Emilia Educational Project (REEP) and its capacity to
interface with the Western Australian educational context.

1.2

RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY AND MY POSITIONALITY

The motivation for this study arose from my professional background and my
personal context of having young children facing the current WA ECE landscape. As
such, my thesis is a mix of first and third-person perspective. The interjection of firstperson narrative is to complement the findings of this study with an insider
perspective.
I had spent a decade helping to build a school in which adults listened to children and
provided families a choice in how their child was educated. The school provided a
rich environment to refine my early childhood philosophy, as well as in my
understanding of the mechanics of running a school, as I had dual roles as educator
4

and administrator. This insight afforded me a front-row seat for best practice social
constructivist learning and to understand the importance of a relevant and
contemporary educational setting for children.
After ten years at the school, my husband and I moved to a country town and were
soon searching for a suitable school for our 3 year-old. We were faced with the reality
that despite a range of schooling options in the town, none offered a progressive
educational experience that valued ECE. After an initial school experience, I elected
to home school and helped establish a community resource that embraced nature play
programs for children aged 18 months to 15 years.
During this time, I witnessed many families distressed with the pressure of school in
the early years and who were looking for a more appropriate environment that
allowed their child to play and learn. Additionally, I was working as an external
moderator for a Perth university and visiting early childhood classrooms in schools.
The impact of early childhood pre-service teachers struggling to implement play
pedagogies into rigid school settings was confronting. I saw multiple early childhood
settings that were dominated by large screens with YouTube videos used for
transitions, as well as direct instruction, in rooms packed with desks and overcrowded
with brightly coloured plastic resources, often with bright lighting at the expense of
natural light. The lessons I observed always involved literacy or maths, most often
with worksheets. I was alarmed that this was the direction of mainstream schooling.
At the same time, I wanted to share the experiences of my previous workplace and
the important work they were doing in forging a contemporary educational
experience through exemplary early childhood programs. In so doing, I wanted to
investigate the mechanics of how the school was able to achieve this while still being
bound by the external expectations of the Western Australian Department of
Education in the hope that it might inspire other schools to consider a more
progressive option that aligns with children’s current needs. To this end, I set about
this study.
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1.3

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The primary aim of this study was to investigate the pedagogical approaches to
learning in a Western Australian school that has successfully integrated play within
their educational philosophy and pedagogies while meeting mandated curriculum
and learning outcomes. To achieve this, the whole school was considered. That is,
operational and historical decision-making was investigated in the context of
pedagogy and children to see how these different areas of the school are
interconnected, rather than mutually exclusive. Listening to community members
with a broad experience of the school as educators, parents and board members offers
rich and personal insights into how they view the interconnectedness between
pedagogies and school decision-making, as well as the value in having a whole-school
approach to both.
The secondary aim of the study was to examine ECE within the context of a small,
community school that has reflected on a new ‘culture of education’, inspired by the
REEP. The REEP offers a context to question the politics and ethics of childhood, as
well as a theoretical framework of a social constructivist learning environment.
To meet these aims, a case study of Lakeview Community School (LCS, pseudonym)
was undertaken. LCS was established in 1998 with the founder and parents of
Lakeview Kindergarten, and eventually developed into a Pre-Kindy (PK) to Year 12
independent school. LCS incorporated sociocultural theory by considering the sociohistorical-cultural contexts that shape learning, recognising that humans are social
beings and learning is a social function (Vygotsky, 1978). This social role in learning
is alluded to in a LCS magazine (2020) editorial in which it states, “Play is deeply
reflective of our humanity and a predominant learning strategy for young children”
(p. 3). Shared values of the importance of play ensures it is valued across the school
and not relegated to only exist in pre-compulsory programs.
The study examines how LCS’ approach to play has been achieved for 4 to 8-yearolds. In gaining deeper insights into the pedagogical practices in this setting, the
study contributes to the early childhood research community by providing an
alternative narrative to the mainstream trend toward formalising learning at a very
early age to the exclusion or marginalisation of play-based pedagogies.

It also

considers the critical role of early childhood educators within a school setting.
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The study contributes to the dialogue of children’s right to play and early childhood
educators’ professional rights to implement play pedagogies, particularly within the
early years of schooling.

It demonstrates that play pedagogies support children’s

learning and development and can be implemented despite the current political
climate. The study, which considers play pedagogies within the context of the REEP
for compulsory school-aged children in WA, is unique and makes an important
contribution to understanding how schools can maintain a play-based program while
still meeting mandated curriculum and testing requirements.

1.4

AIMS AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The aim of this study was to:
(i)

investigate the pedagogical approaches to learning in a Western Australian
school that integrates play within their philosophy and pedagogies while
meeting mandated curriculum and learning outcomes; and

(ii)

document and analyse the practices of a small, community school to
investigate how the culture of the school was developed to support ECE
within a school context.

The following central research question drove the proposed study: How does a school
community maintain play-based pedagogies in an era of standardised testing?
To consider this research question, subsequent questions aimed to guide the direction of
the research design:
•

What contextual factors influence early childhood educators’ pedagogical decision-making
at the school?

•

How is play embedded into practice at the school?

•

How has the REEP influenced the school?

•

What community building mechanisms support the culture of the school?

•

How do the enabling factors that allow for play pedagogies align with the current context
of government prioritisation of standardised testing?
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The findings to emerge from these questions have relevance for early childhood
educators as well as school administrators in looking to achieve balance between play
pedagogies and curriculum obligations.

1.5

SUMMARY AND OUTLINE OF THE THESIS

This ethnographic case study investigates how a Western Australian school has
successfully embedded play pedagogies within its school practice while maintaining
mandated curriculum requirements and standardised testing obligations. This has
been considered in the context of compulsory aged years for ECE, which in Western
Australia is between 4.5 to 8 years.
The study also examines the role of the REEP within the school’s philosophy and how
it influenced a culture of learning based on school community values. The study
includes an analysis of documents pertaining to the school’s establishment and how
this has shaped the direction of the school’s educational programs. The study also
investigates the ongoing role of the school community in sustaining the original aims
of the school and considers how the community has enabled the early childhood
educational programs to maintain a playful focus despite external requirements to
meet curriculum standards.
The thesis is divided into six chapters, with this first one being an introduction.
Chapter 2 comprises a literature review that includes the theoretical framework for
the study.

Chapter 3 explores the methodology of the study, including my

positionality and the role of reflexivity given my previous relationship to LCS.
Chapter 4 explores the case study and findings, while Chapter 5 discusses the
literature and theory in context of the themes to emerge from the findings. Chapter 6
concludes the thesis and considers several recommendations that support leadership
and advocacy in ECE within the school context.
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CHAPTER 2 – LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to establish how this study fits within the existing body
of research and to contextualise the interpretation of findings discussed in Chapter 5.
The literature review includes a theoretical section that considers the role of
sociocultural theory, more specifically social constructivism, and the influence of
Dewey (1859-1952), Vygotsky (1896-1934) and Malaguzzi (1920-1994) on ECE and play
pedagogies.
The chapter will focus on four interconnecting concepts that shape the discussion
within the literature on how the current landscape for ECE interacts with theory and
the current political context. These concepts explore the research questions outlined
in the introductory section and are depicted in the following diagram (Figure 1). Each
concept will be examined within the literature review.

Neoliberalism and School
Reforms in Australia

Play
Pedagogies

THIS
STUDY

Western Australian
Political Context

Reggio Emilia
Educational Project
(REEP)

Figure 1 Intersection of study topics through sociocultural lens

9

2.2

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Sociocultural theory is the theoretical framework for this study and will be considered
through a constructivist lens. This section will frame Vygotsky’s work in context of
Piaget’s developmental theory and consider ECE within a social constructivist
context. It will reflect on the insights of Dewey and Malaguzzi and their contributions
to current understandings of children’s learning through play within contemporary
educational settings. The section will briefly refer to critics of social constructivism
who suggest the lack of structure surrounding play pedagogies and lack of explicit
teaching are at odds with the acquisition of academic skills (De Vries, 2000).
2.2.1 Sociocultural theory and Vygotsky
Contemporary education draws heavily on the field of psychology to consider the
developing child within the context of human development.

Piaget (1896-1980)

offered early childhood educators a cognitive developmental approach that set out
the stages of individual children’s development (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 1999).
Piaget’s interpretation of development was to consider a child’s learning as being
from the inside out, with the child in control of their learning (DeVries, 2000). This
belief in the individual emphasised self-initiated and self-directed activity that relied
on exploration, discovery and first-hand experience to construct meaning (Wood &
Bennett, 1998). This viewpoint is challenged by Vygotsky (1978) and sociocultural
theory which argues that learning leads development rather than development
leading learning (Wood & Attfield, 2005).
Sociocultural theory holds that knowledge is constructed through interactions within
a social context at a given point in time rather than through an individual one.
Vygotsky developed two concepts that underpin social constructivism within the
classroom in which learning occurs through others in a co-construction of knowledge
model.

The two concepts, the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) and a ‘more

knowledgeable other’ (MKO), operate within a trainee context in which children work
alongside others – child or adult - to learn within their ZPD through language
(Vygotsky, 1978). Within this context, children are able to move from where their
current knowledge is and build on it through co-construction with an MKO.
Vygotsky’s theories have reinforced the role of children’s play in supporting and
promoting cognition and growth with his ZPD being a theoretical tool in which to
apply to early childhood practice.
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The importance of language was paramount to Vygotsky, reinforcing the critical role
of the social context in the cultural aspects of cognitive development (Saracho &
Spodeck, 1995).

Vygotsky regarded the role of children’s play through symbolic

representation (language) and self-regulation and their interaction in a child’s
development which lays the foundation for future academic achievement and
emotional wellbeing (Whitebread, 2012, p.16).

Vygotsky firmly believed that

language was integral to cognitive development.
Almost 100 years before Vygotsky’s English translation, Dewey referred to the
individual appropriation of cultural tools and purposes, language that is closely
associated with Vygotsky (Mayer, 2008).

2.2.2 John Dewey and the role of schools
Dewey has been described as perhaps the most prominent educational thinker in the
Western world (Simpson & Sacken, 2014). He believed schools played a crucial role
in energising democratic society and believed children needed to learn to think for
themselves rather than being taught what to think. Combining philosophy and
theory, Dewey embedded a practice based on the current experience of the world of
the child, a lived experience, in which children could derive meaning from their play
(Saracho & Spodek, 1995).
Dewey valued several aspects of children’s learning: that education was important to
democratic society; that children should experience freedom in their play; that school
learning should be linked meaningfully to children’s lives and build on their interests;
that children are motivated by engaging actively with the environment; and, that play
is distinct from work (Dewey, 1916). These ideas are relevant to the study reported in
this thesis since they reflect the core values of the case study’s educational philosophy.
Dewey provided a bridge between his thinking and pedagogy in the development of
the Chicago Laboratory School (1896-1904), which offered an alternative to traditional
schooling at the time. This era was known as the Progressive Educational Movement
(1890-1920) which developed from a backlash to narrow and inequitable education
(Cremin, 1959). Instead, Dewey recognised there was a desire for a shift in education
to move from a focus on the teacher teaching, to that of the child learning. This child
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focus parallels the philosophy behind contemporary social constructivist classrooms
and has inspired the terminology of ‘progressive philosophy’ to describe this
approach in my study.
Of the many theorists who inspired Malaguzzi and the Reggio Emilia Educational
Project (REEP), Dewey was the most influential (Gandini, 2011). Malaguzzi’s role
within the REEP in context of Dewey’s key influence and Vygotsky’s sociocultural
theory through social constructivist praxis is considered in the next section.

2.2.3 Malaguzzi’s legacy: theory into practice
Democratic principles are the foundation of the REEP. At the end of World War II
(1939-1945), the town of Reggio Emilia in Northern Italy set out to establish a
contemporary educational setting that held at its core the ability of children to think
for themselves. The initiative would eventually develop into several preschools for 3
to 6 year olds and later, infant-toddler centres, for birth to 3 year olds, formally opened
by the Municipality of Reggio Emilia in 1963.
The REEP educators’ social constructivist reading of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory
is based on a system of relationships, not just with children and adults, but also
concepts and symbolic representations (New, 2007). This system of relationships
underpins the pedagogy of the REEP and its social constructivist classrooms, an
application of sociocultural theory into practice. Significantly, the importance that
Vygotsky placed on the relationship between thought and language and how action
is facilitated by cultural tools and symbols has been explored within the REEP
(Rinaldi, 2006).
The application of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory alongside Dewey’s progressive
and artistic ideals galvanised Malaguzzi to progress the schools of Reggio Emilia that
became recognised as some of the best in the world (Kantrowitz & Wingert, 1991).

2.2.4 Critics of social constructivism
While Vygotsky contributed significantly to the fields of psychology and education,
inspiring contemporary scholars such as Malaguzzi (Rinaldi, 2006) and Bruner (1997),
his theories also had critics. In particular, Vygotsky’s ZPD is problematic due to its
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lack of clarity of how the MKO specifically intervenes with a child’s learning, which
results in wide interpretations and differences in application (DeVries, 2000). It is
argued that the ZPD puts additional demands on the role of the teacher. That is, a
teacher needs to stay one step ahead of the child and their learning in order to
recognise their ZPD and plan accordingly, rather than relying on the safety of
developmentally appropriate practice to guide decisions regarding curriculum (New,
2007).
In terms of the REEP and its social constructivist praxis, the lack of empirical data has
been criticised (Moss, 2016). However, the lack of data speaks to the values in which
the REEP operates, as a political and ethical site in which qualitative data (pedagogical
documentation) is valued despite the socio-political criticisms attributed to it (New,
2007). The REEP educators’ view research as vital to bridging theory and praxis
through concepts of teacher-as-researcher and documentation as a pedagogical tool.
These concepts bridge the traditional divide of two protagonists in education –
academics who research and educators who teach (Gore & Gitlin, 2004). To consider
a transformative way of viewing childhood and education, Malaguzzi, like Dewey,
believed a bridge was required between theory and praxis (Rinaldi, 2006).
This section has provided a brief overview of the theoretical considerations of my
study. Sections 2.3 to 2.5 will examine the literature as it relates to the interrelated
topics of this study, namely, the role of play and play pedagogies; neoliberalism and
Australian schooling; and more specifically, the Western Australian educational
landscape. Section 2.6 will consider the REEP more closely in context of contemporary
literature and its role in offering an alternative to current mainstream Australian
schooling, including the role of documentation as a pedagogical tool.

2.3

THE ROLE OF PLAY AND PLAY PEDAGOGIES

Children’s play has been influenced by historical and cultural contexts (Whitebread,
2012) and theoretical approaches across multiple disciplines (Moore, et al., 2014). This
has resulted in a space of complexity in modern ECE (Dahberg & Moss, 2005). Early
childhood educators have traditionally advocated play within their programs for
young children. Yet, increasingly the notion of play as a vehicle for children’s learning
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has been countered by curriculum demands that place instructional, direct teaching
as the preferred approach due to political pressure. This context has been exacerbated
by a lack of clarity in the definition of play and fierce debates and controversies
surrounding the implementation of theories into early childhood praxis (BubikovaMoan, Næss Hjetland & Wollscheid, 2019; Sutton-Smith, 1997; Wood, 2009).
In attempting to define the meaning of play, I have not found a clear, consistent,
universal definition, though there have been recent efforts to establish a shared
language through instruments such as the Western Australian Play Charter (2021,
APPENDIX A). The difficulty in language to describe play offers an insight into why
defining play can be problematic for educators to advocate for and to incorporate
within their pedagogies. Despite this, early childhood educators have traditionally
applied children’s natural inclination to play to their philosophies and pedagogies
(Farquhar & White, 2014; Gray, 2013). Play has been traditionally viewed in early
childhood settings as being child-initiated and child-directed (Fisher, 2010; O’Gorman
& Ailwood, 2012; Wood & Attfield, 2005) with child agency a critical element
(Breathnach, O’Gorman & Danby, 2016).
While play is difficult to define, there are agreed characteristics that describe play –
that is, it is pleasurable; symbolic; active; voluntary; process oriented; and selfmotivating (Barblett, 2010; Shipley, 2008). Play contributes to children’s learning and
development (Pyle & Danniels, 2016) promoting literacy and language development,
problem solving, creativity and physical, cognitive and social-emotional development
(Bubilova-Moan, Hjetland & Wollscheid, 2019; Wood & Bennett, 1998). In particular,
play and language in the early childhood years have been found to develop narrative
skills such as story comprehension and oral language (Stagnitti et al., 2016) as well as
social emotional capacity, building on and extending prior knowledge and skills
through others and their environment (Ashiabi, 2007). This is also true of play
schemes and schemas (Piaget, 1967) in which children engage in repeated behaviours
that educators are able to extend in order to promote pre-requisite skills for literacy
and numeracy (Siraj-Blatchford & Brock, 2016).
Recently, play has become a focus for advocacy among educators in schools (Parker
& Thomsen, 2019; Mardell et al., 2019; Sahlberg & Doyle, 2019).

This need for
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advocacy is because demands of primary school curriculum are being driven down
into the early childhood years. Many young children in Western-European countries
are receiving direct instruction in literacy and mathematics in the belief it will translate
into higher scores on subsequent standardised, high-stakes testing (Roberts, Barblett
& Robinson, 2019).
To investigate play pedagogies in early childhood settings within current research the
following issues have been identified:

Ø Play and the role of the adult in play pedagogies;
Ø The link between making meaning and learning through play;
Ø The undervaluing of play in school contexts;
Ø The need for accountability and assessment; and
Ø The role of educators as advocates.

2.3.1 Play and the role of the adult in play pedagogies.
One of the most contentious issues regarding children’s play is the role of the adult.
A continuum is often utilised to demonstrate the extent to which adults are involved
in children’s play, ranging from Free Play with no adult intervention through to
Directed Play with significant adult intervention. Along this continuum, there are
various gradients of adult input with play pedagogies often located within the centre
of the continuum as demonstrated in the figure below.
child directed

collaborative

teacher directed

(play pedagogies)

Figure 2 Play continuum (Pyle & Danniels, 2017)

Dewey offered a work-play continuum that identifies five teaching behaviours
(Brown & Patte, 2013): fooling - play – play/work - work - drudgery. This mirrors
the play continuum that places the child at one end (fooling) and adult at the other
(drudgery) with the middle a balance of play and work in much the same way that
play pedagogies sits in the centre of the continuum above.
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The crucial role of the educator was examined in an Australian study of three early
childhood centres involving 6 adults and 59 children aged 4-6 years (Leggett &
Newman, 2017). The study considered educators’ beliefs and understandings of their
roles as intentional teachers within indoor and outdoor learning environments.
Intentional teaching is identified as modelling, demonstrating, open-questioning,
speculating, explaining, shared thinking and problem solving (DEEWR, 2009).
Findings suggest a need to sharpen any definition of play within an early childhood
context to entrench the role of the educator. That is, adults can nurture children’s
holistic development by intentionally sustaining children’s thinking and involvement
in play-based learning environments (Leggett & Newman, 2017).
The active adult role in child’s play defines the shift in professional practice from
children engaging in free play to play-based learning and pedagogies (DeLuca &
Hughes, 2014). Fleer (2009) interprets this active role as ‘teacher-as-mediator’ and
suggests play-based contexts are an important research site due to their ability to
provide stimulating opportunities for concept formation as envisioned by Vygotsky
(1987).
Expanding the role of the educator even further, Thomas, Warren and de Vries (2011)
found there was a need to consider play pedagogies alongside instructional teaching,
suggesting both are needed to support children’s learning. This approach aligns with
the current expectation of accountability to establish legitimacy of play-based
pedagogies (Deluca & Hughes, 2014; Mardell, et al., 2019; Nolan & Paatsch, 2017)
moving further away from the notion of free play and child agency with an emphasis
on adult intervention.
This contemporary interpretation of play is contested (Breathnach et al., 2016; Mardell
et al., 2019). Tensions arise as a result of differing educational philosophies that
question the role of the adult and what, if any, role they should engage with children’s
play. Dewey (1916) considered the role of the adult over a hundred years ago. He
believed children could create meaning from their experiences and understood that
there was a role for adults in providing appropriate contexts for this to occur. This
paved the way for the contemporary understanding of play pedagogies where the
educator has a crucial role in providing an environment in which children can develop
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their cognitive understandings (Saracho & Spokek, 1995). Vygotsky reinforced this
adult role through his ZPD and MKO approaches while Malaguzzi supported it with
the Pedagogista and Atelierista roles in the REEP in which adults’ scaffold (Bruner,
1974) children’s learning. The importance of play is recognised for its ability to
support children to make meaning (Vygotsky, 1978; Piaget, 1967). Combining the
importance of play with the role of the adult, my study offers an insight into how play
pedagogies can be utilised in schools to provide meaningful opportunities for
children’s learning.

2.3.2 How is meaning made through play?
Play cannot be separated from exploration or learning (Nilsson, et al., 2017;
Wallerstedt & Pramling, 2012). This notion draws on Vygotsky’s belief that thinking
is not possible without imagination and creativity. The notion aligns with Fleer’s
(2009) Australian study of 48 children aged 4 and 5, their families and educators, in
which relationships between every-day and scientific concepts in play-based contexts
were considered. Findings of this study suggest that play allows meaning to be
attributed to objects and actions, through exploration and development of childinitiated theories that can lead to cognitive development.
Nilsson et al. (2017) qualitative, ethnographic study of three Swedish preschools,
influenced by the REEP, investigated how play, exploration and learning are linked,
based on Vygotsky’s theories of play, imagination, creativity and realistic thinking.
The study emphasises the important distinction between teaching and learning and
how exploratory play within a respectful environment of child-initiated investigations
allow for children’s learning through theorising and experimenting. This approach is
supported in my study through a shared ECE understanding of the important link
between play, exploration, creativity and learning.
Despite the capacity for play to assist children make meaning through exploration and
hypothesising, opportunities for play at school diminishes as children get older. This
notion of diminished play for older children was established in a European study
(Cremin et al, 2015) comprising of 48 sites across nine European Union countries with
children aged 3 to 8 years. The sites for research were selected on the basis they were
identified as employing exemplary practices in using creativity and inquiry in early
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science and maths. Cremin et al. (2015) defined exemplary practice based on insights
gleaned from literature reviews, policy surveys and conceptual framework of the
Creative Little Scientist Project 2011-2014. The study found a notable difference in play
and exploration opportunities between preschool settings and primary school. They
also found that by providing play-based environments, children engaged with their
learning to ask questions, collaborate, seek and solve scientific problems (Cremin et
al., 2015).

These findings imply that play-based environments to support learning

could be useful for schools, yet recent research finds play is often not valued in a
school context (Hesterman & Targowska, 2020; Mardell et al., 2019).

2.3.3 Play undervalued in school contexts
A significant issue for play and play pedagogies in ECE in Western Australia lies in
the pre-compulsory versus compulsory years of schooling. Within each context exists
differences in history, culture, vision, pedagogy, demands and expectations (Huser,
Dockett & Perry, 2016). An Australian study by Nolan and Paatsch (2017) involved
two teachers and their Early Years Coordinator working with 49 children aged 5 to 6
years in a school setting to consider the impact of a play-based program on the
children’s learning within the first year of compulsory schooling. The early childhood
educators believed their work was not valued by the school community, with
accountability and legitimisation identified as creating tensions for educators. Of note
was the school’s decision to consciously replace the word, play, with ‘discovery
learning’, in order that it was not misinterpreted or misconstrued.
The issue of play having value for learning was underscored by Henderson’s (2014)
study, an action research project involving three teachers in Australia working with
children aged 4 to 5 years. The study found that there was an element of ‘invisibility’
for those teachers working in non-compulsory years within a school setting, as it was
believed by other educators in the school that children’s learning did not start until
they reached the compulsory years.

Before then, the belief of educators in the

compulsory school setting was that all children did was play, which they did not
believe to be learning. Therefore, in their view, learning did not occur until they
reached the compulsory years and were exposed to a more formal approach.
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Similar findings from another study (Barblett et.al, 2016) supports this phenomenon
of invisibility. In a Western Australian study of 200 early childhood educators, in
which 14 small focus discussion groups were presented with open-ended questions,
it was confirmed that play-based learning was misunderstood and undervalued by
other educators in schools, especially leadership staff. The issue of leadership staff
undervaluing play correlates with an increased demand for accountability and
assessment.

2.3.4 Play pedagogies alongside accountability and assessment
There is increasing government accountability and assessment required of educators
to demonstrate children’s learning. Recent studies (Deluca & Hughes, 2014; Stagnitti,
et al., 2016; Perry, 2006) have provided evidence of the benefits of play pedagogies
alongside assessment.

Deluca and Hughes’ (2014) Canadian study examined

teachers’ approaches to early childhood assessment. The study involved five different
school contexts with a total of twelve teachers working with 4 to 8 year old children
across eight Kindergarten to Grade 2 classes. The findings identified two
philosophical understandings of educators who considered the whole child when
shaping assessment: (1) explicitly valuing children as people; and (2) being present
with children.

A whole child approach to assessment is defined as, “having a

commitment to child-orientated assessment practice predicated on observing and
valuing students” (Deluca & Hughes, 2014, p. 451).

The findings pertinent for

educators were the importance of understanding and valuing each child and utilising
continuous child observation for assessment purposes. This approach translated into
children being assessed holistically, “growth of child’s personal, social, cognitive and
psychomotor development” (Deluca & Hughes, 2014, p. 453). The participants viewed
this holistic approach of understanding a child’s development to aligning with playbased pedagogies. While the study is Canadian and concluded that the area needed
more research, it provides a perspective from which to consider assessment within
early childhood contexts in Australia.
An Australian longitudinal study (Stagnitti, et al., 2016) considered the effect of playbased instruction on the development of play skill and oral language with 54 children
aged 4 to 6 years attending their first year of formal schooling. One class followed a
play-based pedagogy while the other followed a didactic curriculum. Standardised
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measures were used to reduce experimenter bias. These were the Child-Initiated
Pretend Play Assessment (ChIPPA, Stagnitti, 2007) and the narrative retell component
of the School Age Oral Language Assessment (SAOLA, Allen et al., 1993). Findings
identified play-based instruction as beneficial for development of play and oral
language skills across the first six months of formal schooling, providing a positive
endorsement of play-based learning in early years’ education. Significantly, children
in the play-based group, “improved in all measures whereas children in the
traditional group did not” (Stagnitti, et al., 2016, p. 390). Similar findings were
presented by Perry (1996) in a study involving a preschool centre with 4 to 5 year olds
observing two different teaching approaches: one utilising planned activities and the
other, events based.

In the first approach, the teacher provided planned activities

based on the observations and perceived needs and interests of the children while the
second approach the teacher and the children co-created the curriculum. This cocreation involved the teacher encouraging the children to revisit events and
experiences within a pretend play context, in which children could freely express their
ideas. This events-based approach arose from a need for educators to provide more
pretend play opportunities and involved less structured environments. The study
found children had significantly clearer communication and cooperation skills in the
events-based context. In this study, Perry (1996) identified an important link between
pretend play, social interaction and cognitive development. These play, oral language
and social skills are important precursors to promote literacy development for their
benefit in extending children’s understandings for reading comprehension beyond
simple decoding (Nicolopoulou et al., 2015).
The assessment of children’s learning within play pedagogies requires consistency to
address accountability. In attempting to support educators with consistency, the
Project Zero team at Harvard University, Mardell et al. (2019), considered tools to
support educators in assessing how children learn through play in a school context.
The Indicators of Playful Learning and the Continuum of Play-based Learning assist with
assessment and documentation of play. Such tools can offer concrete evidence to
support play pedagogies within a school context and offer children the opportunity
to be observed in their ‘naturalistic’ settings through their playful experiences.
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2.3.5 Role of educators as advocates of play-based pedagogies
Educators play a critical role in advocating for children and this is a recurring theme
in existing research (Breathnach et al., 2016; Mardell, et al., 2019). An Australian and
New Zealand study by Sims (2014) of 126 early childhood professionals found an
advocacy role was an essential part of being an early childhood professional. This
extends beyond advocating to parents and politicians to also include other educators,
specifically within the school context. As one participant in Simms’ study articulated:
If the discourse is strong, the ‘formal’ education system will hear it, but too many
younger teachers today are not prepared to stand by their convictions and preach playbased learning…(p.7)… If we continue to be swayed and alter our language because the
‘education’ sector doesn’t like the focus, we should be educating them, not changing our
terminology to make them feel better” [participant 14] (p.9).

Another significant factor influencing the successful implementation of play in early
childhood is the role that parents have in influencing pedagogies. This was a finding
from Australian research in which Breathnach et al. (2016) undertook two related
studies. The first involved interviews with seven parents of children aged 4 and 5
years enrolled in a Preparatory (Prep) class, regarding their views on play. The second
was an ethnographic study in a Prep classroom involving interviews with parents,
teachers, children and classroom observations. Six parent interviews from this second
context were examined and found that educators who advocated for play pedagogies
and worked on strong parent partnerships developed a supportive community for all
parties to thrive. The study also found that some parents believed their children were
‘really lucky’ if they had exposure to play-based pedagogies. The theme of being
lucky also emerged relating to supportive leadership. There was an understanding
that those educators who were able to practice play pedagogies in schools were ‘lucky’
to have principals to support them (Barblett et al., 2016; Breathnach et al., 2016;
Hesterman & Targowska, 2020).
Some educators believe that parents are unsupportive of play, favouring instead
formalised literacy and numeracy activities, which has been identified as a barrier to
play in Australian early years’ settings (Dockett, 2010; Olsen & Sumsion, 2000). This
feeds into the rhetoric of Australian politicians developing educational policy based
on parents’ perceived expectations. These perceived needs often align with OECD
recommendations, and the associated pressure of international testing such as the
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Program for International Student Assessment (PISA). Testing is becoming more
problematic for the early childhood sector with the OECD International Early
Learning Study (IELS) introducing testing for 5 year olds (Urban & Swadener, 2016).
Moss and Urban (2020) described the recent OECD report, which comprised over 7000
children being tested over the last four years and costing millions, as not providing
any new or groundbreaking insights. Rather it endorses the OECD need for data
driven measures of ‘learning’. Moss and Urban (2020) quote Malaguzzi and his view
of “Anglo-Saxon testology… as nothing but a ridiculous simplification of knowledge,
and a robbing of meaning from individual histories” (p. 168).
The drive for increasingly higher scores on international achievement measures is
directly related to the movement of neoliberalism and the associated economic
outcomes desired by governments (Savage, 2017). Section 2.4 will consider the current
research on neoliberalism alongside the political context of significant legislation
reform in Australia over the past decade as it relates to the early childhood sector. The
section will consider curriculum and assessment tools that resulted from the
legislation including the Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) (Australian
Government Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations
[DEEWR], 2009); the Australian Curriculum (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and
Reporting Authority [ACARA], 2012) and the Western Australian Curriculum Outline
(SCSA, 2014); the National Assessment – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) (Australian
Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority [ACARA], 2010); On-Entry-toSchool Assessment Program (Department of Education WA, 2021); and the impact of
these reforms for children.

2.4

NEOLIBERALISM AND EDUCATIONAL REFORMS IN AUSTRALIA

A national neoliberal education agenda was fuelled by the 2008 federal government’s
‘education revolution’ aimed at investing in human capital to drive productivity
growth and create an internationally competitive economy (Gable & Lingard, 2013).
Neoliberalism emerged after the 1929 Wall Street Crash and subsequent Great
Depression and saw governments play a dominant role in the market economy in
which societies are governed dependent on market forces (Savage, 2017). It was
within this context that the Australian educational reforms were conceived within a
national framework. This was a radical departure given education in Australia is
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constitutionally entrenched in each State’s jurisdiction. Not only did this ‘revolution’
blur federal and state accountability, it also shifted responsibilities for early childhood
to the education portfolio of the federal government (Lingard, 2010), as well as
increased funding to the States to ensure their compliance for a federal agenda
(Hesterman, 2014).
Australia was called by the federal government to reconceptualise early childhood,
with children as central to the future economy of the country and a powerful discourse
in early childhood emerged; “…the image of children as economic units: investments
in the future” (Gibson, McArdle & Hatcher, 2015, p.322). Examining the key policy
document, New Directions for Early Childhood Education (Rudd & Macklin, 2007),
Gibson et al. (2015) identified the words, ‘invest’, ‘investment’, ‘investing’, ‘economic’
and ‘economics’ collectively used 157 times, compared to ‘child’ only being used twice
in the executive summary. This use of terminology is alarming given that the focus
for ECE was clearly based on government financial outcomes rather than on young
citizen’s rights to a childhood and best practice education.
Out of this context, two significant educational reforms were enacted – Being,
Belonging and Becoming: The Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (EYLF)
(DEEWR, 2009) as part of the National Quality Framework of which the National Quality
Standards (NQS) (DEEWR, 2011) is a key component, and the Australian Curriculum
(ACARA, 2012). Despite both reforms having grown out of the Melbourne Declaration
on Education Goals for Young Australians (Ministerial Council on Education,
Employment, Training and Youth Affairs [MCEETYA], 2008), which aims for “all
young Australians [to] become successful learners, confident and creative individuals
and active and informed citizens” (p.8), there is a misalignment between the EYLF
and the Australian Curriculum. Each was set in its own context and ideology which
framed content as either holistic learning or academic subjects (Petriwskyj et al., 2013).
That is, the EYLF considered children at the centre of their learning, a learner-centered
ideological approach, within a social reformation context. In contrast, the Australian
Curriculum locates children within a scholar-academic ideology in order to prepare
children for their future schooling and the workforce (Turunen & Maatta, 2012).
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2.4.1 The Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) and Australian Curriculum
The EYLF (DEEWR, 2009) defines play-based learning as providing “a context for
learning through which children organise and make sense of their social worlds, as
they engage actively with people, objects and representations” (p. 46). The role of
intentional teaching within this context is laid out with educators required to be
deliberate, purposeful and thoughtful (Sumsion, et al., 2014). Of significance is the
EYLF catering for children from birth to 5 years. Early childhood is internationally
recognised as covering birth to 8 years, while in Western Australia it straddles the precompulsory (birth to 4 years) and compulsory (4 to 8 years) ages of schooling. The
EYLF covers some, but not all of early childhood aged children in Australia, with the
EYLF initially adopted ad hoc for children aged 4 and 5 years in a school context in
Western Australia (Hesterman, 2014). Of note is it was not promoted by the Western
Australian government when it was first introduced in 2009, although later mandated
for implementation in schools by 2015 (Kirk & Barblett, 2021). The inconsistency of
approach raises fundamental, philosophical issues due to early childhood aged
children being located within a school setting in which the Australian Curriculum is
mandated. For children in Western Australia, this can be as young as 3.5 years of age
when they commence school-based Kindergarten.

A more in-depth look at the

Western Australian context and impact of the EYLF and Australian Curriculum will
be considered in the subsequent section.
The Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2012) was developed alongside national
accountabilities with national testing introduced through the Australian Curriculum,
Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA).

ACARA professes to build on

children’s learning from the EYLF, while stating the Australian Curriculum sets out,
“what will be taught, what students need to learn and the expected quality of that
learning” (Connor, 2012, p.13). These narrow guidelines rest uneasily with the claims
of respecting the nature of learners, connecting pedagogies and allowing teachers’
professional judgement regarding curriculum delivery.
This position is further compounded by Australia’s economic pursuits. The Program
for International Standard Assessment (PISA), launched in 2000 by the OECD has
been influential on Australian education policy (Hesterman, 2014). The race for top
international rankings in PISA, Trends in International Mathematics and Science
Study (TIMSS) and the Program in International Reading and Literacy Study (PIRLS)
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scores lies at the heart of Australia’s education system. The federal government’s goal,
outlined in the Australian Education Act 2012, is to advance Australia’s current position
in global rankings of the aforementioned tests to within the Top Five by 2025
(Bousfield & Ragusa, 2014). This goal by the federal government indicates no plans
to change the current system, where performance measures are imposed on children,
and tools such as the NAPLAN are prioritised. This is problematic because in this
context, children are reduced to numbers and government decisions relating to
education are focussed on scores and financial outcomes. Significantly, it does not
provide a context in which children learn to think for themselves and be able to
critically analyse the world in which they live (Fielding & Moss, 2010).
2.4.2 National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN)
Australia’s domestic performance measure is NAPLAN.

This high-stakes

standardised testing program was developed in 2008 to provide a diagnostic tool to
support the educational reforms being implemented, and to provide transparency
with results published on the My School website. NAPLAN is administered in Years
3, 5, 7 and 9 in reading, writing, language conventions and numeracy. It is argued
that NAPLAN provides useful data that identifies achievement gaps for Indigenous
students; pinpoints progress gaps for students in disadvantaged schools; provides a
comparison of Australian states; monitors changes over time; and identifies highgrowth schools (Goss, 2018). However, New Zealand announced its decision to
remove its national standards for schools from 2018 (New Zealand. Ministry of
Education, 2017). The rationale for this decision centred on the need to recognise
different avenues and timing in which children learn as well as supporting teachers
to provide more learning opportunities for children based their capabilities
(Buchanan, 2018).
Whether high-stakes testing in schools is in the best interests of the students has been
the subject of research in Australia by Polesel, Rice and Dulfer (2014) and Thompson
(2013).

The studies considered teachers’ experience of NAPLAN alongside the

unintended consequences of high-stakes testing on student learning. The 2014 study
by Polesel et al., was commissioned by the Whitlam Institute and focused on the
subset of data relating to Australian teacher perceptions of the impact of NAPLAN.
This study was conducted using a survey through the Australian and Independent
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Education Unions in May 2012 to their respective members. The analysis of findings
found the effects of high-stakes testing were a distortion on teaching practices,
constriction of the curriculum and narrowing of students’ educational experiences.
Over half the teachers surveyed, reported reducing their teaching strategies in order
to focus on “test success” (Polesel et al., 2014, p.648).
Thompson’s (2013) findings are very closely aligned to Polesel et al. (2014). The aim
of Thompson’s study was to understand teachers’ experience of NAPLAN and to
examine the unintended consequences of high-stakes testing on student learning.
Using a survey of 941 teachers in Western Australia and South Australia from AprilJune 2012 the data confirmed that NAPLAN was having a largely negative effect on
schools, and in particular, on teachers, identifying the unintended consequences of
high-stakes testing as the narrowing of curriculum, teacher-centered instruction,
teaching to the test and a decrease in student motivation. While Thompson (2013)
acknowledged there are other significant stakeholders in the process, the proximity of
teachers to high-stakes testing enabled a look at how practitioners were responding
to NAPLAN and implementing curriculum. The effects of NAPLAN, intended or
otherwise, have resulted in downward pressure from governments, principals,
teachers and parents onto young children, which has impacted the wellbeing of many
(Barblett, Knaus & Barratt-Pugh, 2016; Bousfield & Ragusa, 2014; Hesterman &
Targowska, 2020).
This downward pressure has impacted wellbeing and was examined by Roberts,
Barblett and Robinson’s (2019). The Association of Independent Schools of Western
Australia (AISWA) funded a study into how early years’ teachers perceive the impact
of NAPLAN on children, families and themselves. Ten independent schools were
involved with 38 teachers engaged in 45-minute focus group interviews. Findings
suggest that student, as well as adult and teacher wellbeing, were negatively impacted
by NAPLAN causing stress and anxiety. Resultant concerns were the narrowing of
the curriculum into literacy and numeracy foci and changes to pedagogy that move
away from play pedagogies.
The Australian Primary Principal Association (APPA) recognises the adverse effects
of NAPLAN testing. In a 2013 online survey conducted by Canvass Strategic Opinion
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Research, involving 1,353 primary principals across Australia, 66% believe NAPLAN
has a negative effect on student’s wellbeing (APPA, 2013).
NAPLAN may well impact young children’s motivation and self-efficacy for learning.
It is imperative that educators advocate for children through open communication
with parents of these consequences and how play pedagogies offer an alternative, one
that realigns the balance between children’s learning and wellbeing.
2.4.3 Impact of reforms on early childhood
NAPLAN has been described as the “neoliberal policy tool of managerialism”
(Bousfield & Ragusa, 2014, p.174) and has impacted ECE in Australia in what is
regarded as a pushdown of curriculum content and school readiness rhetoric fuelled
by the commercial educational publishing industry and the media. One teacher in
Thompson’s (2013) study reported that, “Even as a Year 1 teacher, I have parents
concerned about how what I am teaching will affect their child’s NAPLAN results in
Year 3” (p. 78).

The pushdown of curriculum has seen pre-compulsory early

childhood settings become a space for training children for school (O’Connor, et al.,
2016). This training of young children has been aided in Western Australia by offering
universal access for children attending kindergarten, with government funding for
each child of 15 hours’ instruction per week (Hesterman, 2014).
In Australia, school readiness refers to the child being readied for the requirements of
the school system, rather than the system being ready for the child. In an Australian
study (Serry, et al., 2012), 153 qualified Prep teachers, working with children aged 4 to
6 years, responded to an online survey on school readiness. Of the 153 respondents,
three said they had no expectations of children at the time they entered Prep, while the
majority felt there were too many criteria to list.
Early childhood educators are overwhelmed by other disciplines such as psychology,
occupational and speech therapists pushing the school readiness agenda.

A

longitudinal study by psychologists Prior, Bavin and Ong (2011) considered predictors
of school readiness for 5 to 6 year old Australian children, using parent questionnaires
and face-to-face assessments at 12 month intervals for 1005 children aged from 7.5 and
10 months. Their findings recommended that early childhood educators, “…should be
aware of and accommodate the evidence underpinning early intervention/prevention
principles and should be trained in the concept of SR [school readiness] as an important
27

factor in pre-school teaching methods and resources” (p.14).

This is significant as it

contributes to mixed messages that parents receive about the best way to ‘prepare’ their
child for school. For parents wanting to do the best they can for their child, they are
often drawn into the fear-based propaganda of school readiness that exists for
commercial benefit (Ang, 2014).
Further compounding parents fears about school readiness, is the recent
implementation of mandatory On-entry Testing for children entering full-time
compulsory education. In Western Australia, children may only be 4 years old when
this testing is undertaken in the early weeks of Term 1 and are at risk of spending their
Kindergarten year being trained for the test given the data is used for school
accountability purposes (Hesterman, 2018).
As my study is situated in a Western Australian school, the following section explores
the local context in more detail, alongside recent research regarding play pedagogies
and the current tensions that exist for educators to comply despite educational
philosophies and beliefs to the contrary.

2.5

WESTERN AUSTRALIAN CONTEXT

The early years of schooling in Western Australia (WA) are Kindergarten to Year 2,
covering children aged 3.5 to 7.5 years.

These years include pre-compulsory

(Kindergarten) and compulsory schooling (Pre-Primary and beyond) with the
complication of the EYLF overlapping the Australian Curriculum. It also places those
children aged 7.5 years in Year 3 primary classrooms, despite still being within their
early childhood phase of development.
At face value the WA Department of Education (2020) supports play-based learning
as this statement attests:
Schools understand that play-based learning is an important part of a balanced
approach, and that alongside more explicit teaching and instruction, it helps to keep
every child productive and engaged (p.1).

Yet, despite this sentiment, current research focuses on the widespread demise of play
in the early years of schooling in WA and the tensions that arise for early childhood
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educators at the coalface (Hesterman, 2018; Hesterman & Targowska, 2020; Jay &
Knaus, 2018; Roberts, Barblett & Robinson, 2019). Moreover, this research points to
standardised testing being at odds with the intention of the National Quality Standards
(NQS) through the EYLF, highlighting that educators are struggling to reconcile how
to implement play pedagogies within the current landscape even though the EYLF
was mandated in WA for Kindergarten to Year 2 in 2013.
The EYLF was welcomed by WA early childhood professionals as a document that
supported and valued holistic understandings of young children and their contexts.
Aligning with the UNCRC (United Nations General Assembly, 1989) the framework
aimed to provide the best start for each child and promoted play pedagogies. Yet, the
overlay of standardised testing in early childhood has misdirected the focus as
asserted in a recent study by Hesterman (2018). This study considered findings from
365 teachers in Western Australia on their perceptions of how standardised testing
interfaces with the EYLF and found that it is the Australian Curriculum that dominates
in the classroom, directly impacting the implementation of play pedagogies. This
domination of the Australian Curriculum was confirmed in the Report of the State of
Play-based Learning in Western Australian Schools (Hesterman, 2018), as well as in
Roberts, Barblett and Robinson’s (2019) study that examined the specific impact of
NAPLAN on early childhood pedagogy, curriculum and stakeholders’ well-being in
Western Australia.
The School Curriculum and Standards Authority (SCSA) in WA is responsible for the
implementation of the Australian Curriculum as the Western Australian Curriculum
Outline incorporating local context into the national document. The fact that WA has
its own version of the national curriculum underscores the issue of education being
traditionally vested in the Australian States and WA’s intent to retain this jurisdiction.
Despite the current state of affairs for ECE, there remains optimism and hope that
some schools are forging ahead with play pedagogies to support children’s learning.
A recent study by George, Howitt and Oakley (2020) examined the role of digital tools,
in this case an augmented reality (AR) sandbox, to promote children’s spatial thinking
through play. Working with four children aged 4 and 5 years in a social constructivist
setting, the study considered data collected over an 8-week period that comprised
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observations, child conferencing, photography as well as educator and researcher
perspectives. This was presented as vignettes to illustrate how the open-ended nature
of play with the AR sandbox supports children’s enriched thinking through
exploration and representation. George, Howitt and Oakley (2020) illustrate the
potential of digital tools within play pedagogies for children’s learning, aligning with
Fleer's (2014) study in which digital tools are recognised for their role in deepening
children’s play and learning.
A case study by Jay and Knaus (2018) looked at a school approach to implementing
play pedagogies in Year 1 and 2 classes (Junior Primary) alongside the WA Curriculum
Outline.

While findings indicate a number of challenges including resources, time,

environment, curriculum and assessment, the study concluded that a ‘creative,
community of learners’ approach’ (p. 124) is possible given support of school
administration.
Section 2.6 provides a brief overview of the REEP and the significant role of
documentation in context of recent research which lies at the heart of making
children’s learning visible both within the context of the REEP and this study.

2.6

PEDAGOGICAL DOCUMENTATION IN THE REEP

Pedagogical documentation, described as ‘visible learning’ (Rinaldi, 2006), is the link
bridging theory and praxis within the REEP. It is a tool that illustrates the process of
educators working alongside children, documenting their learning through notes,
photographs, videos, recording dialogue and other means (Edwards, Gandini &
Forman, 1998). Not only does this become a visible record of the learning process, it
also allows revisiting of children and adults to original theories and hypothesis to see
their development and to deepen relationships. More than merely a pedagogical tool,
it is a philosophy that values children and allows their visibility (Turner & Wilson,
2009). Pedagogical documentation is the tool that situates teachers as researchers
within the REEP and is paramount to the ongoing work of the educators of the REEP
and engagement with children and their learning.
This visible listening inspired Martlew, Stephen and Ellis (2011) to consider
documentation within a play-based curriculum in early primary settings in Scotland.
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The study examined six classes in their first year of primary school (children start
formal schooling in Scotland in the August nearest their fifth birthday).

The

documentation practice was offered within the study to counter fears by educators
who needed to gather evidence for accountability purposes. This documentation
practice provides a key for Australian educators to consider the role that
documentation can play as qualitative data to balance the accountability and
assessment demands of current schooling (Margrain, Hope & Stover, 2019).
The concept of teacher-as-researcher within the REEP views the adult as working
alongside the child and bridges theory and practice through documentation in a coconstruction model (Rinadi, 2006). This concept was explored by Glassman and
Whaley (2000) in a study of long-term investigations that considered Dewey’s process
verses product beliefs. The study was conducted in the USA in two settings - one
within a pre-school class with 20 children aged 3 to 5 years; and another with an
infant/toddler class of 10 children aged 6 weeks to 3 years. It concluded that the role
of the teacher extended beyond the role of mentor, to that of guide, which they defined
as someone learning alongside the children. This facilitation role, or co-constructor of
knowledge, is interpreted as the teacher-as-researcher within the REEP (Rinaldi,
2006).
A recent study considered pedagogical documentation and how its role in early
childhood settings in Sweden and Australia might support high quality learning
environments for children’s learning (Lee-Hammond & Bjervås, 2020). The study
investigated the opposing philosophies surrounding the definition and intent of
‘quality’ through a case study in each country. Each case study consisted of semistructured interviews of six participants who work in early childhood settings with
children aged 3 to 5 years and included some type of documentation within their
practice. A key finding indicates that educators require a ‘collaborative community
of practice’ to capitalise on the power of pedagogical documentation in ECE. This
connects with Jay and Kraus’ (2018) study and a ‘community of learners’ approach to
support play pedagogies via support of school administration.
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2.6.1 The image of the child
The underlying philosophy of educators and their image of the child is directly related
to the type of pedagogies embedded within their practice. The image of children,
steeped in social constructivist sensibilities, lies at the heart of the REEP’s philosophy
where children are viewed as strong, capable citizens rather than weak, passive, needy
humans. The way adults view children and childhood, this image of the child, links
directly to how adults view their role in working with children (Malaguzzi, 1994).
The educators of the REEP believe schools to be political and ethical sites (Rinaldi,
2006). Therefore, every decision is considered in context of the values that drive these
politics and ethics. In terms of how a child is viewed by decision-makers is how all
resulting choices are made. The first decision of working with children is to articulate
the image of the child (Rinaldi, 2006) for this is where teaching begins (Malaguzzi,
1994).
The link between the image of the child and the implementation of early childhood
reforms was considered in a study by Giamminuti et al. (2015). This involved 51
participants across 7 sectors engaged in the early years (education, child health, local
government, community - parents and grandparents, private day care providers,
community childcare, and disability services). The Rapid Rural Appraisal took place
in rural Western Australia to consider how children aged 0 to 5 years and their parents
are viewed and welcomed into the community. The reference of the REEP as a symbol
of hope for Western Australian children through a reimaged definition of childhood
in Giamminuti et al. (2015) study, emphasises the opportunities for early childhood
reform within context of social constructivist praxis.
This study reiterates a need for early childhood educators to strongly articulate their
image of the child. It is the basis from which schools implement their pedagogies and
from which parents can derive their understandings of children, teaching and
learning.

2.6.2 Play in the REEP
Malaguzzi famously believed that nothing should happen without joy in a school
(Gandini, 2011). The joy of reconnecting with friends on arrival to school, to play
utilising materials, toys and games; to play with purpose; to engage in relationships
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with various shared experiences that incorporate learning and play are at the basis of
life for the children within the REEP (Gandini, 2011).
Play-based learning is evident within the pedagogies of the REEP in which long-term
investigations are undertaken within a Pedagogy of Listening framework (Rinaldi,
2006). Fernández-Santín and Feliu-Torruella (2017) identified that play is considered
an essential childhood activity within the REEP, although it is the relationships that
occur within the play that is given the greater focus and is examined through the
documentation process.
2.6.3 The REEP as inspiration
The educators of the REEP have developed an authentic practice that bridges early
childhood teaching and learning within a research context to provide inspiration to
the early childhood profession (McNally & Slutsky, 2017; Su & Edwards, 2013). They
have developed qualitative data through a pedagogical documentation process to
make learning visible (Rinaldi, 2006).

Together, this provides the hope and

pragmatism needed to overcome the current challenges facing Australian children
through early childhood reforms aimed at maximising government return on
investment.
The REEP was the impetus for galvanising a small group of parents to form the school
considered in this study and their story will be examined in Chapter 4.

2.7

CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter set out to survey the literature and contextualise the study within social
cultural theory, more specifically social constructivism and the work of Vygotsky,
Dewey and Malaguzzi, alongside a literature review that considers the interconnected
themes related to the research questions. The themes of play and play pedagogies;
neoliberalism and the Australian political context; and the Western Australian
educational landscape have set the backdrop in which to consider this study.
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The intersection of the REEP with my study will be discussed more fully in the next
chapter. In drawing these themes together, it holds that the REEP provides a shining
light of hope for Australian early childhood educators who are seeking an alternative
to the dominant discourse.
This examination of the literature has situated the current research within each of the
aforementioned themes. While there is some overlap into one or more themes, no one
study has considered all four within the context of a case study.
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CHAPTER 3 - METHODOLOGY

3.1

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to outline the methodology framing this study including
the methods selected to explore the understandings of decision-making relating to the
ongoing support of play pedagogies in a school setting for children aged 4 to 8 years.
This chapter will provide an overview of the study, discuss the three components of
methodology and reiterate the research questions. It will consider my position as a
researcher and outline the research design, data collection methods, data analysis
process. It will also address ethical considerations and the issue of trustworthiness.
3.2

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY

The demise of play is a recurrent theme in recent literature and has shone a light on
the challenges facing teachers and schools in Western Australia as they grapple with
curriculum and standardised testing demands for young children (Jay & Knaus, 2018;
Hesterman, 2018; Hesterman & Targowska, 2020). This study seeks to examine how
one school has balanced these challenges while promoting children’s right to play.
The research aimed to go beyond the classroom level of implementing play
pedagogies to consider the broader supports that enable them. That is, what are the
philosophical and operational supports that allow educators to facilitate classrooms
which engage with play pedagogies, and is there potential for these supports to be
applied more broadly into other contexts?
This study takes a sociocultural perspective, in which knowledge is seen as being
socially constructed through a shared process. A sociocultural perspective considers
learning as being socially and culturally situated and mediated (Vygotsky, 1978).
Thus, my role as a researcher participant contributed to the meaning-making,
interpreting and influencing of the research process as did the participants involved
in the study.
The three interrelated components of methodology - standpoint, paradigm and
method – provide a lens to interpret the research project and its approach (Walter,
2013). Standpoint is fundamental to methodology and is at the heart of this study.
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My positionality as researcher is crucial to understanding the study since the way in
which I view the world, interpret and relate to it, informs every decision I made in the
conduct of this study. The selected paradigm has shaped the way data is collected and
analysed, providing the intent and motivation for the research (Mackenzie & Knipe,
2006). The methods I utilised to gather the research data are varied and appropriate
to address the research questions.
This study is intrinsically entwined with my standpoint. It cannot be considered
without understanding my background and work experience prior to having children
and then in becoming a parent with young children in the current WA schooling
system.
3.3

POSITIONALITY OF THE RESEARCHER

My standpoint is at the core of this study and has therefore shaped the design and
influenced the findings. My values are inherent within, not just the research questions
I have asked, but in the case study itself. I am passionate about ECE and specifically
social constructivist educational philosophy. This personal perspective allows for a
depth of understanding of the topic that aims to enhance the richness of the study
(Travers, 2010).
I have always valued learning, both formal and informal. I have lived overseas,
travelled, studied and worked in numerous locations, in various employment and
completed several Bachelor degrees (including ECE) and a Master of Business
Administration (MBA). I continue to work and study and enact my value of life-long
learning.
I was privileged to find a school to work in on graduation from my education degree
that aligned with my educational philosophy where I was able to work and play for
many years. In taking long service leave and having children, I left this school behind
to embark on an adventure in a new town where I was faced with finding a new school
as a parent. The stark reality was confronting. Despite the availability of a multitude
of schools, there was little pedagogical choices for parents once children entered Year
1. It was desks and curriculum, explicit teaching and control. It was home school for
us.
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Through setting up a nature play community resource during this home schooling
time, it emphasised the increasing need for children to play and to connect with
nature. It reinforced the vast gap between this type of early childhood experience and
that of current schools in Western Australia for the same aged children. It was
heartbreaking to witness, given that I knew a bridge existed, one in which children
attended school and had access to a progressive education that valued agency and
play. Hence, this study.
This study of Lakeview Community School (LCS) is viewed through the lens of my
professional context as an educator and administrator (including Co-Principal) over
ten years at the school from 2004 to 2013, inclusive. Inspired by the REEP, LCS was
established in 1998 with the founder and parents of Lakeview Kindergarten and
developed into a Pre-Kindy to Year 12 independent school in 2011. The influence of
the REEP has been profound on my professional context and lies at the heart of my
pedagogical beliefs. I draw on these beliefs to maximise opportunities for rich and
meaningful understandings to be gleaned from the data derived from this study.
While a part of this story is my story, it sits within a larger one of a community that
affords me an insider perspective. This perspective informs the questions asked in the
study and interprets the responses given. As a previous early childhood educator and
school leader at LCS, I have a unique insider perspective, working alongside the
Founder as we built the school.

This working knowledge of the history and

development of the school enables me to be cognisant of LCS culture and shared
language and to have an insider understanding of the school’s operations. This
perspective allows for a deeper understanding of questions asked and answers given
and for a rich interpretation of the data collected.
To this end, the study utilises qualitative analysis with its scope for breadth and depth
as well as its ability to consider nuances in the human condition (Saldaña, 2014). With
my preference for communication, and the ability to seek patterns of meaning in order
to discern understandings, it is well suited to investigate the research questions. The
study asks the following questions to investigate how LCS maintains a balance of
curriculum and play.
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3.4

AIMS AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The aim of this study was to:
(iii)

investigate the pedagogical approaches to learning in a Western Australian
school that integrates play within their philosophy and pedagogies while
meeting mandated curriculum and learning outcomes; and

(iv)

document and analyse the practices of a small, community school to
investigate how the culture of the school was developed to support ECE
within a school context.
The central research question driving the study is:

How does a school community maintain play-based pedagogies
in an era of standardised testing?

Sub-questions guiding the research design are:

1.

What contextual factors influence early childhood educators’ pedagogical decision-making at LCS?

2.

How is play embedded into practice at LCS?

3.

How has the REEP influenced LCS?

4.

What community building mechanisms support the culture of LCS?

5.

How do the enabling factors that allow for play pedagogies align with the current context of government
prioritisation of standardised testing?

3.5

RESEARCH PARADIGM

The research questions have been considered within an interpretative constructivist
paradigm (Mertens, 2005). One of the central tenets of this paradigm is to seek to
understand the subjective world of the human experience (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). As
such, it places emphasis on understanding the social world from the individual’s
viewpoint which allows me to draw on direct experience and particular situations to
analyse data (Cumming-Potvin, 2009). The interpretative constructivist paradigm
attempts to understand the human experience by seeing the world as a world of
meaning where actions occur because of humans’ motivations and interpretations of
the world (Walters, 2013).
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One of the basic beliefs of the interpretive constructivist perspective is that reality is
socially constructed (Mertens, 2005). Developed from the philosophy of hermeneutics
in which German philosophers studied interpretative understandings or meanings,
interpretivist constructivists are able to inductively develop a theory or pattern of
meanings (Creswell, 2015). This view supports the sociocultural perspective of this
study.
Interpretation and judgement influence a variety of meanings that allow humans to
make sense of their world (Travers, 2010). This provides a context for rich meanings
to be garnered. The richness of the interpretative constructivist paradigm in trying
to make sense of how social order is created through talk and interaction (Elliott, 2005)
resonates for me.

The overlay of social constructivist sensibilities within this

paradigm point to those enacted within the schools of the REEP, which interweave
and align with my own philosophies, providing a theoretical lens in which to frame
the research questions.
The interactions of participant interviews are important, not only for the data collected
but for understanding how the information is shared and interpreted. The
constructivist approach requires particular sensitivity to the interpretive procedures
through which meanings are achieved via the interaction with interview participants
(Elliott, 2005). Therefore, my role as interviewer is as a central participant linking the
interviews and framing the context. This is underscored by my own knowledge and
experiences of LCS that influenced the questions and clarifies the responses,
cementing the notion that all research is seen through the eyes of the researcher
(Crotty, 1998). As such, I understand that my study cannot be separated from my own
perspective and experiences. To counter this, a reflexive approach was utilised to
acknowledge my biases during data collection and analysis. Further, participants
were provided with a transcript of their interview and opportunity to provide
feedback to assist with reducing my bias in the analysis.
The significant role of reflexivity in analysing interviews is part of the understanding
of constructing meaning (Holloway & Jefferson, 2000). “Reflexivity is an integral and
essential part of the method: one cannot produce a valid account without describing
who the participants were (including the researcher) and how they saw things”
(Tripp, 1994, p.19).
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Being self-aware as a researcher, and a participant through my own knowledge and
experience of LCS, requires ongoing reflexivity to provide a strong foundation from
which to analyse the findings. I appreciate that my lens on LCS exists from my time
at the school. Since it has been several years since I have left, during which time the
Founder retired, there have been many changes to the operations of the school. While
my interpretation of these comes from a historical perspective, it is noteworthy that it
is this historical framework which allows the school to operate today. It may be that
a current LCS staff member may not have the same viewpoint as my own, so I
understand that everything that I interpret is influenced by my own experience, as a
former colleague and an early childhood educator currently working in a different
context.
An interpretative constructivist paradigm resonates with my standpoint and is an
appropriate paradigm to analyse the research questions. Further, it lends itself to a
qualitative, ethnographic case study.
3.6

RESEARCH DESIGN

Qualitative research draws on a vast array of data sources to consider social research
in which the human experience can be considered in context. Qualitative research
methods allow for participants’ perspectives to make meaning from the social reality
of their lived experiences (Punch, 2009). It allows for the people involved to have their
voices heard to garner insights into human behaviour (Yin, 2011). This reemphasises
the need for reflexivity to articulate my lived experience with the context of LCS.
Any gaze is always filtered through the lens of language, gender, social class, race
and ethnicity…individuals are seldom able to give full explanations of their action or
intentions; all they can offer are accounts, or stories, about what they did

and

why

(Lincoln & Denzin, 2003, p. 31).

Qualitative research provides an extensive choice for researchers. For the purposes of
this study, an ethnographic case study was selected as being best suited to my research
questions. Ethnography is a way of studying culture (Wolcott, 1999).

While

traditionally this was from an anthropological perspective, usually of the Other, it has
evolved to incorporate studying one’s own culture (Walter, 2013). Therefore, it is a
useful tool to gather data, observe, record, write and immerse in fieldwork in order to
describe and interpret shared meanings of a cultural phenomenon (Walter, 2013).
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Educational ethnography has a primary objective to collect data that expresses the
subjective reality of the lived experience of those who inhabit educational locations
(Pole & Morrison, 2003). Description, analysis and interpretation are the core of the
ethnographic enterprise, and ask, “What better instrument [the researcher] could we
ever devise for observing and understanding human behaviour?” (Wolcott, 1999, p.
332).

Importantly, ethnography allows for social methods such as in-depth

interviewing, observations and document analysis which are complementary in this
study.
The case study is a research strategy focusing on the detailed, holistic and in-context
study of a case that uses a range of data sources (Punch, 2009). The case study
addresses the uniqueness of the context and its importance to the study (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2015; Yin, 2003) and is therefore a good fit for this research. The contextdependent knowledge of a case study can provide an example to be learned from, one
that contributes to the knowledge of experience of the researcher and the reader
(Miles, 2015), despite it being maligned as being ‘methodological second best’
(Thomas, 2010, p.575) and ‘a weak sibling’ (Yin, 2003, p.xiii). It is from this perspective
that the single case study of ECE at LCS has been considered.
The uniqueness of LCS offers an alternative lens to consider the research questions,
thus supporting the single case argument for providing an example to contribute to
knowledge. For it is the difference in perspective that offers the possibilities of play
pedagogies within the current educational climate. The case study of ECE at LCS
provides an example of Western Australian pedagogy that considers a culture of
education based on the image of the child as a protagonist as envisioned by Malaguzzi
(Gandini, et al., 2005) while complying with curriculum standards.

3.7

DATA COLLECTION

This ethnographic case study drew on a range of data sources including semistructured, in-depth interviews (purposeful conversations), site observations and
document analysis.
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3.7.1 Interviews
The case study of ECE at LCS allows for my direct experience to be drawn on in
understanding the context of the school and the participants involved. Having a
personal and professional relationship with most interviewees assisted in shortcutting
some of the formalities of the in-depth interview, resulting in an established rapport
(Travers, 2010). While Rubin and Rubin (2004) describe the familiarity with
participants presents the challenge of avoiding a ‘conversational partnership’ rather
than an in-depth interview, instead I suggest these were purposeful conversations
(Skopec, 1986).
Purposeful conversations were conducted with LCS staff and parents, both past and
present. This served to capture the historical relevance of decision-making during the
birth of the school, as well as current members of LCS operating within the present
landscape. Participants in the study included the school’s founder, board members,
parents and staff with several participants having overlapping roles during their time
at the school.
Demographic information regarding the school and the participants in this study are
located in Section 4.2 and 4.3 of the Findings chapter.
Participants were invited to contribute to the study through an email from the LCS
Pedagogista who invited participants from the early childhood community of the
school. Upon receipt of interest, I provided further information via email regarding
the study (APPENDIX B) with a set of guiding questions (APPENDIX C) for
participants to consider prior to our interview.
A total of eleven interviews with thirteen participants took place. Two teaching teams
opting to participate with their colleague, and one parent choose to provide only a
written response. Three participants offered supplementary written responses in
addition to their interview.
Interviews occurred between August 2019 and March 2020, either on-site at LCS or at
a convenient location.

Interview questions were deliberately open-ended to

encourage free expression by the participants. The duration of the interviews varied
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depending on the length of responses. While guiding questions were asked, the flow
of each interview was determined by subsequent questioning and researcher
responses.
The interviews were carried out one-on-one between the participant and the
researcher. The exception being two interviews in which two participants were
interviewed together as a teaching team for a single classroom. Interviews lasted for
an approximate duration of 30 to 60 minutes. Interviews were audio-recorded and
transcribed. Participants were provided with the relevant set of guided questions
prior to the interview. This was to assist participants feel more at ease; provide a
chance to be more reflective of their answers; provide an opportunity for written
responses if that was their preference; and to be confident of their expectations prior
to seeking consent.

Questions were tailored for each of the three categories of

participants:
(i)

founder/pedagogista (n = 2);

(ii)

educator/staff (n = 9); and

(iii)

early childhood parent/board member (n = 2).

I noticed, working through the analysis, that the purposeful conversations allowed
my voice to contribute to the data through my responses at the time of interview and
reflections afterwards, linking prior knowledge to move the conversation along, to
query, to clarify. This assisted in being able to derive meaningful data. I was also
very aware of the advantage I had with an insider perspective to LCS language, being
able to shorthand conversation because of having a working knowledge of the school.
I imagine being an outsider would require a significant amount of time to decipher
jargon and seek clarifications and perhaps result in a more superficial analysis.

3.7.2 Observations
To complement the purposeful conversations, I spent time conducting site
observations at LCS. This occurred in the normal course of a school day during Terms
3 and 4 in 2019, for approximately 40 hours in total. The times involved immersing
myself in early childhood environments, staff lunches and one professional school
tour. The staff lunches are held each Wednesday afternoon as a community building
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exercise and precedes the weekly in-house professional development program. Being
part of these lunches confirmed the continuity of the program within the school and
allowed me to connect to all staff members (whether being interviewed or not) in a
less formal setting. The focus of all observations within LCS was to discern how the
culture of the school is strengthened through supporting mechanisms.
Observations supplemented the interview process and were conducted in both indoor
and outdoor settings for children aged 4 to 8 years to reinforce the environment as
third teacher concept and the role of pedagogical documentation in making visible
children’s learning and educator’s decision-making processes.

One observation

involved a professional tour, in which educators and other interested parties visited
the school for a fee and the Pedagogista escorted us around the school, explaining the
history and context of the LCS, presenting the learning environments (indoors and
outdoors) and encouraging a forum for questions. I took notes and photos of the
learning environments and pedagogical documentation.
My interactions were with the teaching staff in each environment, otherwise I was a
background observer, attempting to observe as unobtrusively as possible (Yin, 2003).
The children of LCS are accustomed to adults observing in their classrooms given the
nature of professional and school tours which made it is easy to disappear into the
background after an initial hello from the occasional curious child. Photographs were
taken of environments to capture how play is supported, with one photograph of a
pre-primary classroom included in the thesis to provide a sense of the environment as
third teacher.
The data collection process was supported with reflective and field notes. I utilised
email correspondence to clarify specific questions I had with the Pedagogista before,
during and after site visits. For example, in one instance I clarified the exact number
of early childhood staff members.
3.7.3 Document analysis
Document analysis was carried out in 2020 and involved the LCS philosophy,
constitution and mutual respect policy. This aimed to consider how school literature
and administrative mechanisms contribute to play being embedded in practice within
the school.
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A new LCS publication was launched in 2020 that dedicated this first edition to the
value of play at LCS. Several participants contributed to it, which provided another
focus to investigate pedagogical documentation as a tool to support play pedagogies.

3.7.4 Ethical considerations
An essential part of qualitative research is to consider ethical implications of the
research (Creswell, 2015). These include the moral and professional responsibilities
of conducting the research.

Murdoch University has a commitment to high

professional standards for responsible research and my study involved a
comprehensive Human Ethics approval process (Project Number 2018/201) by the
Murdoch Research Ethics Committee in compliance with the National Statement on
Ethical Conduct in Human Research. Data was encoded with participant codes to ensure
confidentiality and secured to be used strictly by me on a password protected laptop
and external hard drive. Data is to be retained for 7 years in keeping with Murdoch
University policy being stored with the Principal Supervisor.
Participants were provided with background information of the study (APPENDIX B)
including my past working relationship with LCS, as well as a set of guided questions
prior to meeting. Before commencing interviews, I ensured that participants had read
and understood the purpose of the study, their voluntary contribution to the study,
and their right to withdraw from the study. Informed consent was gained via each
participant and I signing the consent form (APPENDIX D) prior to interviews and
checking in verbally when subsequent observations occurred.

3.8

DATA ANALYSIS

Data analysis is a process that allows for sense to be made of the data collected
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Miles and Huberman (1994) summarise the process into
firstly telling a story; constructing a map; and building a model to tell a deeper story.
This process seeks the answer to the key research question by untangling the data to
discover themes. Data analysis within qualitative research allows for a fluid process,
with analysis possible during the data collection phase as well as afterwards (Creswell,
2015).
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An inductive process of data analysis was applied utilising Braun and Clarke’s (2006,
2019) thematic analysis that seeks repeated patterns of meaning.

This thematic

analysis was selected for its approach that is both accessible and theoretically flexible
(Braun & Clarke, 2006) as well as its subsequent reflexive thematic analysis based on
reflective practice (Braun & Clarke, 2019). Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest a six stage
process as outlined in Table 1.
DATA ANALYSIS PHASE
Familiarising yourself with the data
Generating initial codes
Searching for themes
Reviewing themes

Defining and naming themes

Producing the report

DESCRIPTION OF THE PROCESS
Transcribing data; reading and re-reading the
data; noting down initial ideas.
Coding interesting features of the data in a
systematic fashion across the entire data set,
collating data relevant to each code.
Collating codes into potential themes, gathering
all data relevant to each potential theme.
Checking if the theses work in relation to the
coded extracts (Level 1) and the entire data set
(Level 2), generating a thematic ‘map’ of the
analysis.
Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each
theme, and the overall story the analysis tells,
generating clear definitions and names for each
theme.
The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of
vivid, compelling extract examples, final
analysis of selected extracts, relating back of the
analysis to the research question and literature,
producing a scholarly report of the analysis.

Table 1 - Thematic Analysis Process (Braun & Clarke, 2006)

3.8.1 Familiarisation of the data
As part of the first step of organising the data, I listened to interview
recordings repeatedly. Verbatim transcriptions were completed by a professional
transcriptionist, after I transcribed the first interview and identified audio processing
concerns. Once transcribed, I reviewed for accuracy and formatted all interviews for
editing. The audio processing concerns were alleviated when being able to read
the transcribed interviews while listening. Once completed I sent to each participant
for feedback.
A hard copy of the finalised version of the transcript was printed out and re-read
with key points highlighted and initial notes made. Each interview was read over
again to gain a general overview of emerging themes and to provide an opportunity
to make notes before coding began. To facilitate this, I utilised a summary sheet
for each interview which noted the following:
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(i)

similarities - recurring terminology, phrasing, interpretation between
interviewees;

(ii)

differences – anything noted as significant that no one else responded
to/with; and

(iii)

any other significant comments as deemed by myself as researcher.

Noteworthy observations were transferred to the interview sheet to categorise and
look for repeated patterns and themes. The interview sheets provided an overview
summary in which to start looking for commonality between the interviews and to
reflect the participants’ voices in response to the research questions.

3.8.2 Generating initial codes and searching for themes
A second hard copy of the final transcript was printed out and re-read with key
phrases highlighted and comments noted in the margins of the text. Codes emerged
from the data rather than being predetermined (Creswell, 2015).
Brainstorming and mind maps were utilised to tease out initial findings that emerged
from the data and to visualise the interconnectedness of participant responses. I then
extrapolated these into electronic Venn diagrams. Each interview was represented
with a Venn diagram in which I assembled similar phrases and sentiments within
circles to provide a visual representation of overlapping and interconnected themes.
APPENDIX E provides an example of an interview sheet, mind map and Venn
diagram.
To determine a theme, I referred to Braun and Clarke’s (2006) definition of capturing,
“something important about the data in relation to the research question, and [that]
represents some level of patterned response of meaning within the data set” (p. 82). I
found that four circles of similarities captured a patterned response to the research
questions for each of the interviews and the visualisation of the Venn diagram
representing how they overlapped.

3.8.3 Reviewing, defining and naming themes
A Venn diagram (Figure 3) that represented preliminary findings to emerge from the
data distilled the participants’ responses to the research questions into the following:
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(i)

Progressive philosophy (role of play).

(ii)

Culture of community.

(iii)

Innovative founder.

(iv)

Influence of the REEP.

Innovative Founder

(Role of Play)
Progressive philosophy

‘Keeping the light in child’s eyes’
EC trained& focused– holistic
approach vs curriculum;
structure of school from ground up,
i.e. early childhoodup to high school
rather than other way around.
Role of Pedagogista.

REEP

Inspired by REEP:
2 x educators per class;
role of arts (Atelierista);
documentation; time (long-term
investigations); environment as
third teacher; image of the child;
nature-based, play-based;
low priority of NAPLAN

Culture of Community
Community governance model – staff vote.
Partnership with families.
Mutual respect polity at heart.

Figure 3 Venn diagram of preliminary findings

The role of play is examined within a progressive philosophy given that mainstream
education places little value on it within the current climate and has been explored in
the literature review. The concepts of a culture of community and an innovative
founder intersect incidentally with the REEP experience, as does a progressive
philosophy. This places the REEP at the heart of the Venn diagram with each of three
other themes intersecting with it.
This centrality of the REEP to the study is reflective of my experiences of visiting
Reggio Emilia and in working in a social-constructivist setting at LCS. The REEP has
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greatly influenced my personal and professional life. This reflexivity is notable given
that another researcher without this context may have interpreted the data differently.
These preliminary findings would develop into the key themes of the study.

3.8.4 Producing the findings (report)
The themes are presented in more detail (including with the final Venn diagram) in
Chapter 4, the findings section of this thesis.

While the presentation of the data

analysis process suggests a linear approach, in actuality it was a recursive one with
fluidity amongst the phases (Braun & Clarke, 2019). This was my experience, moving
backwards and forwards through the data stages to refine the finalised themes in
consideration of the overall key research question.

3.9

TRUSTWORTHINESS OF THE RESEARCH

In order for research to be believed and trusted, a researcher needs to alleviate
concerns for the reader that the research has been conducted in a thorough and ethical
manner in order that it be valid (can the findings be applied to other situations?) and
reliable (can the findings be replicated?) (Merriam, 1998). The term ‘trustworthiness’
(Guba & Lincoln, 1989) is used in qualitative research to describe a range of strategies
employed by the researcher to ensure the research has merit, that is, it is valid and
reliable.

To address these issues, I utilised a number of strategies including

triangulation of data and method; participant checking; use of rich description;
clarification of bias of the researcher; prolonged time in the field; and peer debriefing
(Creswell, 2015; Creswell & Creswell, 2017).
3.9.1 Triangulation of data and method
Triangulation aims to strengthen the integrity of research findings (Cohen, Manion &
Morrson, 2002). By collecting data from several participants within the case study
with different roles and perspectives, it contributes to my justification of themes
explored in the study. For example, interviewing past and present staff, board
members and parents aided the breadth of participants’ experiences in the study. This
is also true for the triangulation of data collection methods through field observations,
semi-structured interviews, documentation and researcher reflections.
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3.9.2 Participant checking
Participant checking occurred within this study by providing each participant with a
transcript of their semi-structured interview to review for feedback prior to data
analysis. It was further strengthened with the findings presented to the current LCS
Pedagogista to provide feedback on the themes that emerged in answering the key
research question.
3.9.3 The use of rich description
The study aimed to provide a rich, thick description of the case study (Bazeley, 2013).
The use of extensive quotes throughout the study allowed for the voices of the
participants to contribute to the emergent themes, as well as offering a shared
experience for the reader.
3.9.4 Clarification of bias of the researcher
I have aimed to be self-reflective through the course of the data collection (reflexivity),
as well as in establishing my positionality as a researcher. I acknowledge my bias of
the topic and of the case study and have signposted this through personal interjections
within the study.
3.9.5 Prolonged time in the field
Another strategy to strengthen the trustworthiness of a study is to spend significant
time in the field (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). This enables the researcher to develop
an in-depth understanding of the setting to build a deeper understanding of the
participants in their context. Having been in the ‘field’, in this case, within the school,
with all but one of the participants over many years prior to the data collection, I
believe the extensive time period has allowed another layer to deepen the strength of
the data.
3.9.6 Peer debriefing
Peer debriefing allows for others to improve the accuracy of the study (Bazeley, 2013).
I have been fortunate to have two supervisors who have generously shared their
expertise to enhance the study. This proved to be a vital strategy to consider questions
and perspectives other than my own throughout the study.
These combined strategies have contributed to strengthening the merit of the study.
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3.10

CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter has outlined the methodology framing the study. It considers how my
standpoint, an interpretative constructivist paradigm and the selected methods of
data sources (semi-structured interviews or purposeful conversations; site
observations; document analysis) have shaped the study.

The chapter has also

discussed the research questions and design, data collection and analysis processes as
well as considered the concept of ‘trustworthiness’ of the research and relevant ethical
considerations.

In essence, this chapter has set the scene to consider the findings in

which I will share the story of a small, progressive school that developed a culture of
community to support its unique educational philosophy that values play pedagogies.
The chapter has also articulated my positionality as the researcher and underscored
the need for reflexivity through the process. This reflexivity is threaded through the
subsequent chapters as I examine the data in context of my own experience.
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CHAPTER 4 – CASE STUDY: ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

4.1

INTRODUCTION

This chapter will present the data analysis and key themes derived from the data. The
data, gathered from purposeful conversations and written accounts, observations and
document analysis, provides multi-voice responses to the research questions. The
chapter examines these findings and summarises the key themes that seek to answer
the research question posed in Chapter 1:
How does a school community maintain play pedagogies in an era of standardised testing?

Sections 4.2 and 4.3 will contextualise the school and the participants of the study in
this chapter as a precursor to the data analysis summary in Section 4.4.
4.2

CASE STUDY – SCHOOL CONTEXT

Lakeview Community School (LCS) is a small, independent fee-paying school located
in Perth, Western Australia catering for children aged 18 months to 18 years. Inspired
by the REEP, the school is unique for extending the approach beyond the early
childhood years to Year 12.
LCS was founded in 1998 by staff and parents of Lakeview Community Kindergarten,
a privately owned venture owned and operated by Anna (pseudonym; see
Participants section over page). Spurred on by her experience as a parent watching
her own children ‘lose the light in their eyes’ in mainstream schooling, Anna
considered the following questions alongside founding staff and parents:

How can we keep the light alive in the eyes of our children beyond
the first few years of school?
Is there a choice where children are respected for what they know and challenged
to discover and explore new knowledge?
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Anna first visited Reggio Emilia, a small town in northern Italy, for its Winter Institute
in January 1998. She found much of her educational philosophy and pedagogy
(influenced by her Dad, who was a school principal for many years) aligned with the
praxis of the REEP and believed the approach could be translated beyond the early
years. As a result of the aforementioned questions and her vision, Anna and her
family transferred ownership of the Kindergarten to the LCS Advisory Council to
provide an educational choice for families. This would involve an integrated, childcentered curriculum and a non-didactic experience, offering a partnership with
families to extend the social constructivist pedagogy of the kindergarten into the
primary school years with the intention of extending into secondary schooling in
future years.
While there were many challenges to establishing this new school, finding a
permanent site was the most crucial. Moving from two previous sites over the initial
five-year period to what is now home, Anna and the LCS Advisory Council secured a
40-year lease in 2003.
Over the next 15 years, LCS grew from a fledging early childhood offering into a
school catering for Playgroup (aged 18 months) to Year 12.

During this time, the

school offered extensive external professional learning that attracted educators from
around the world, including a visit and presentation by Dr. Carla Rinaldi, Director of
Reggio Children (northern Italy) in 2015.
In 2018, LCS was gifted an additional campus to extend the College offerings for Years
10-12, and in 2019 the school celebrated its 20th anniversary.
4.3

PARTICIPANTS

This study includes 13 participants comprising past and present staff, parents and
board members of LCS with several participants having a combination of roles over
their time at the school. Of the 13 participants, 8 are qualified teachers; 2 are teaching
assistants and 3 are parents.
Each participant is identified with T = Teacher; P = Parent and/or A = Assistant
depending on their role/s. Of the 8 qualified teachers, 5 have also been past parents
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of the school and are identified in this study as T/P (Teacher/Parent). While a teacher
and past parent, I have identified Anna solely as F (Founder) of the school.
Staff and parents in the early childhood section of the school were invited to
participate in the research by the LCS Pedagogista in Term 2, 2019. Interested parties
were directed to contact me (the researcher) via email to arrange a time for interview
and/or class observation. It is noted that I had a prior relationship with 12 of the 13
participants based on my previous working role at LCS (2004 - 2013), who elected to
be involved with this study. Two teaching teams, comprising two staff members each,
elected to interview together so a total of nine interviews were conducted. Eight
interviews were held over Terms 3 and 4, 2019 with the remaining interview with
Anna occurring in March 2020.

The participants’ identities are protected by

pseudonyms and an overview of each is detailed below.

Participant A – Anna (Founder – F)
Anna is an early childhood trained teacher and the founder of LCS. She had many
roles and interests before establishing Lakeview Community Kindergarten, including
being a mother to six children. Her youngest child attended LCS.
Anna’s role at LCS began in 1998 as the Chief Executive Officer, evolved into Principal,
then Co-Principal (Director of Teaching & Learning), and eventually, Pedagogista.
Regardless of terminology, all roles recognised her as the visionary and pedagogical
leader of the school. Anna visited Reggio Emilia several times.

Participant B – Bobbie (T/P)
Bobbie began her journey at LCS as a parent in 2001, and in 2004 joined the early
childhood team as an early childhood teacher.

Bobbie took on an early childhood

leadership position in 2008 and was later appointed, Early Childhood Pedagogista on
Anna’s retirement. Over the years, she has been a board member and her three
children attended LCS. Bobbie visited Reggio Emilia on two occasions.
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Participant C and D - Carol (A) and Debbie (T)
Carol and Debbie are a teaching team in a Pre-Primary class with children aged 4-6
class at the time of interview. Carol has an early childhood background having
trained in Canada and Debbie is a primary trained teacher. Both have been at LCS for
several years working in early childhood classes. Debbie has visited Reggio Emilia.

Participant E – Eva (P)
Eva has been a long term parent of the school with three children attending early
childhood at LCS.

Participant F – Faith (T/P)
Faith has been a parent at LCS since 2000, with four children attending, including her
eldest who graduated Year 12 from the school. Faith is a primary trained teacher and
joined the teaching team in 2011, previously holding board positions as a LCS parent.

Participant G – Grace (P)
Grace has been a long term parent of the school with four children attending early
childhood at LCS.

Participant H – Hazel (T)
Hazel joined the LCS early childhood team in 2010 in early childhood. Her current
position is the visual arts specialist as part of the LCS arts team working across the
school. Hazel was set to visit Reggio Emilia in 2020.

Participant I and J - Ivy (A) and Jane (T/P)
Ivy is a long term staff member joining the early childhood team as an education
assistant in 2004. Jane began her LCS journey as a parent in the early days of LCS and
later as an early childhood teacher. Jane is a long term staff member who has worked
in Playgroup through to Year 2. Both visited Reggio Emilia.
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Participant K – Kerry (T/P)
Kerry is a long term parent with three children attending LCS and a previous Board
member. After several years, she was employed as teaching intern after studying her
graduate diploma in education and later appointed as an educator of the primary
teaching team.

Participant L – Lily (T)
Lily started as a teaching intern at LCS while completing her early childhood degree
and appointed a position as an educator on completion. She has recently returned to
LCS after spending time in a mainstream school. Lily has visited Reggio Emilia.

Participant M – Maria (P)
Maria is relatively new to LCS having joined as a parent in 2018 and has one child
attending early childhood at the time of interview.

4.4

DATA ANALYSIS SUMMARY

This study utilises thematic analysis to investigate the data collected in line with Braun
and Clarke’s (2006) six stage process that involved familiarisation of the data;
generation of initial codes; searching for themes; reviewing themes; defining and
naming themes and producing a report, as discussed in detail in Chapter 3.
Four themes emerged that captured the participants’ interpretations of my questions
and provided insights into the overall research question of how a school balances play
pedagogies with standardised testing and curriculum obligations. The key themes
include an innovative founder, a progressive philosophy, a culture of community and
the interconnectedness of the REEP as inspiration and a ‘beacon of hope’ for early
childhood and school settings.
Each of these themes will be explored in Section 4.5, with Section 4.6 summarising the
chapter.
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4.5

KEY THEMES

The key themes to emerge from the findings are represented in the figure below.

Figure 4 LCS key themes

4.5.1 Innovative Founder
This theme captures the essence of Anna (F) as the visionary of LCS and speaks to the
critical role of Pedagogista. Participants (except for new parent Maria) acknowledge
the influence of Anna and her uniqueness that drove innovation at LCS. Numerous
participants reference Anna’s mantra of “keeping the light in children’s eyes” as the
motivation for offering a contemporary education. The following exemplary quote
highlights this commonly held view:
The founder set in place a respectful learning environment and was very often heard to
talk of ‘keeping the light alive in children’s eyes’ – Eva (P).

Grace (P) observed an openness in Anna that allowed her to think beyond the status
quo as this quote captures:
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And so, I think that initial framework that [Anna] set up of being open to new
things, I think she’s obviously a really open person. Being open to new things, but also
being open to researched-based modes that work…not being fixed or fixated on one
particular system – Grace (P).

Galvanised by her own children’s experiences of mainstream education, Anna sought
to offer an educational choice for families to consider an engaging environment that
her children had not experienced, one to inspire children’s learning. Anna shared this
insight:
But I think for me, before I went away to Reggio, I was a bit different. One of my lecturers
came to visit me [at LCS] just after I went back to Reggio and I started to do more
documenting, and she said, “You, know [Anna], you were always very different”. I just
looked at things differently. And I’m also a bit – I just do it. I’m a ‘just do’ person…and
if it doesn’t work out, fine. If it does, it does – Anna (F).

This combination of lateral thinking, pragmatism and resilience defines Anna and
explains the bold decision-making of LCS that identifies LCS’ uniqueness. Of the
many important foundational decisions, devising the Wednesday program is the most
significant. Anna explains her rationale behind the initiative:
…we needed to have time to talk together to get a shared understanding of what we were
doing and what the children were doing and how we wanted to go.

Initially,

Wednesday afternoon was always a time where we, as a group, researched,
discussed, became more knowledgeable about something. But we would have a focus for a
year. So, everything from, we studied a book, “The Grammar of Fantasy”, which was a
Gianni Rodari book, and his way of playing with language and working with language to
enhance and engage learning. We had a year where it was all about the West Australian
curriculum and how can we show our practice; how can we interface with the
curriculum? – Anna (F).

Anna’s reference to the curriculum in the context of professional development speaks
to the balance the school walks in offering a contemporary education bounded by
external expectations.
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Maria’s (P) observation of not knowing of Anna’s contribution to LCS as a new parent
was interesting. This quote offers some insight:
I’m not really aware of what she made [decisions]. I only know what I’ve seen in the last
four years. So, I don’t know what she decided – Maria (P).

It is only a few years since Anna’s retirement. However, despite the influx of new
families who do not know of Anna, her legacy remains. Her innovative vision lives
within LCS allowing new community members to experience the now established
school. Critical to the sustainability of her vision at the school is the Pedagogista role,
which is indicative of Anna’s and the REEP’s origins in ECE.

4.5.1.1 Pedagogista role
The Pedagogista role always existed at LCS, in Anna’s (F) thinking and her way of
working with children and staff. Faith (T/P) distils this in the following quote:
[Anna] could see things in a way that you might not and spark a train of thought and
action that you could not have initiated without her seed – Faith (T/P)

Pedagogista was a new term introduced to Western Australia in the 1990-2000s, as the
work of the REEP became known. Like all elements of the REEP, the Pedagogista role
had its roots in the schools of Reggio Emilia but has since been interpreted within a
local context.

The terminology of Pedagogista came into effect at LCS after

operational restructuring in 2007 and is currently recognised for the essential role of
sustaining LCS philosophy. The uniqueness of the role within the school’s operations
is explored in these quotes:
And it’s so different from the Principal [role] – Jane (T/P).

The Pedagogista’s role, I think, in our context, in our society, is to connect the
[teachers] and the [school] community and to support…[teachers] need to talk and
they need to share, and they need to be together and discuss in order for them to be
able to support the kids and their families. So, that’s why I’m a Pedagogista – Anna
(F).
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The Pedagogista role is essential for the continuity of LCS. The role is now without
distraction of administrative operations or founding obligations having been split
from the Principal role.

LCS is fortunate to have a committed, long serving

community member as the current Pedagogista.

Bobbie (T/P) brings her early

childhood perspective, an even temperament, keen intellect and many years of
experience as parent, teacher and board member who worked directly with Anna for
the majority of her time at LCS. Her contribution to the role is identified by Faith
(T/P):
It’s a critical role…she’s [Bobbie] a key element, what keeps that [LCS philosophy] alive
in the school, I think – Faith (T/P).

Bobbie (T/P) expresses the challenge of taking on the role after Anna’s retirement,
whom Bobbie describes as being, “sort of everything, really”, through this quote:
They’re big shoes to fill in a way. It was really about what can I bring to this role?... I
felt a need to just sort of really consolidate the practice and the kind of a cohesive
understanding about who we are and what we do and why we do it – Bobbie (T/P).

Through her understanding of the role, Bobbie (T/P) articulates a consistent message
to staff and parents of the original vision and intent of the school. It is a role that passes
the baton of knowledge and is essential for LCS’ progressive philosophy to continue
and for play pedagogies to thrive. Anna (F) explains her thoughts behind developing
LCS’ philosophy:
The idea was always the philosophy would have to evolve and change with time…the
major thing with a philosophy is that it needs to be flexible and it needs to listen to its
community and to society and to children so that it fits – Anna (F).

Anna looked to the REEP for inspiration to consider how LCS could interpret their
project into a school context in Western Australia utilising the Pedagogista role to
develop a progressive philosophy.
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4.5.2 Progressive Philosophy
This theme encapsulates the concept of play and play pedagogies within a
contemporary context. It draws on Dewey’s progressive education to recognise the
contemporary nature of the school philosophy. Progressive philosophy speaks to the
vision of LCS in offering a present-day philosophy for children that has been
developed through an early childhood lens.

Anna (F) explains the rationale of

developing a progressive philosophy:
…the idea was that LCS would be a model of excellence for the 21st century and embedded
in today, the challenges that kids had today and the opportunities that kids had today…It
was about saying, ‘Okay, this is a here and now. What do kids need here and now?’ –
Anna (F).

The current context of a crowded curriculum (Polesel, Rice & Dulfer, 2014) and
necessity for a WA play charter (Hesterman, 2018) reflect the need for children in the
here and now to play and to have pedagogies that support them. Balancing play
pedagogies with curriculum requires bravery and advocacy in the current educational
landscape.

4.5.2.1 Defining play and play pedagogies
To unpack how play pedagogies fit within the LCS philosophy, participants were
asked to define play. Findings suggest participants believe that play is fundamental
for children’s learning.

There is a shared understanding of its importance and

embeddedness within LCS in both indoor and outdoor settings.

The following

exemplary quotes from Debbie (T) and Eva (P) highlight this understanding is across
the school community:
It’s not like, this is play time, and this is the work time. I try to combine as much as
possible while giving time and space for instructed sessions – Debbie (T).
Play to me means allowing a child to explore in nature or in the classroom in an
unstructured way – Eva (P).

Several terms to discuss play within the school context were used – play-based, playworks, playful learning, playful approach, being playful, playful element, play as
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foundation, framework of play, playfulness. The term ‘preciousness of play’ was used
by one participate to convey not only the importance of play, but the ability of LCS to
preserve it.
Anna (F) confirmed play was not a word explicitly used during her time at the school.
Instead, LCS engaged a playful learning approach rather than a traditional play-based
early childhood program, as the following quote highlights:
I think that a lot of it has to got to do with what you think play is and what you don’t
think play is…LCS has never been play-based in the western idea of what play is. It’s
sort of play-works based. It was learning through play, but it wasn’t play-based – Anna
(F).

Anna’s explanation goes some way to demonstrate the complexity of the notion of
play and play pedagogies. It aligns with Bobbie’s (T/P) understanding of playful
learning at LCS and both suggest a much broader view than traditional play-based
learning. More clarity is provided in the recent publication of a LCS magazine (2020)
with the inaugural issue being a tribute to the importance of play and its current focus
within the school. The dedication of the magazine states the school’s position:
We have dedicated our first edition…to play and how we continue to embrace a
playful approach to learning (Cover).

Here the term, playful approach, is emphasised. In her editorial of the magazine,
Bobbie (T/P) acknowledges the complexity of play as well as how it may be utilised
within pedagogies by considering core elements that allow for playfulness, as
outlined by Zosh et al., 2017:
•

the amount of choice or self-direction in decision-making;

•

the experiencing of positive emotions such as joy, delight, challenge, curiosity
or wonder; and

•

the meaningfulness of the activity to the person.

The written accounts of play featured in the LCS magazine provide shared language
of play and playful learning for the LCS community which strengthens the
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understanding of a playful approach within the school. During our interview, Bobbie
referenced Sahlberg’s (2019) characteristics of play. These include Zoch et al. (2017)
elements as above of being self-directed; utilising imagination; and experiencing
positive emotions.

Two additional characteristics include being intrinsically

motivated and process orientated and all five characteristics point to children being
in “deep play” (Sahlberg & Doyle, 2019, p.307). These characteristics support Bobbie’s
(T/P) thinking, although no other participant identified them in our interviews. This
perhaps suggests a consciousness by Bobbie, in her Pedagogista role, to more clearly
articulate the notion of play at LCS, hence the magazine’s priority of play. This
evolution of articulation speaks to the Pedagogista role, as well as the fluid nature of
defining play pedagogies more generally.
Participants believe play goes beyond children and ECE at LCS to the heart of the
culture of the organisation. Bobbie’s (T/P) quote articulates this sentiment:
I think it’s almost like just a way of approaching life…I think it’s ingrained in the
school’s culture because the school has always been kind of at that forefront of asking why
not, and looking to do things differently…that’s a kind of playful approach. I really think
you can’t offer that environment to children if you’re not offering it to your
educators as well… it has to be part of the culture of the organisation for it to be successful
– Bobbie (T/P).

Here Jane (T/P) indicates there is a need for shared understandings and agreement to
the value of play in an organisation for it to be successful:
I believe that rich learning can happen in a play-based setting, however it requires all of
the educators to be in agreement as to the value of play, the amount of time it needs and
the flexibility it requires in the learning environment, temporal and physical, and the
language and social-emotional support the children need to grow through play – Jane
(T/P).

This observation of shared values speaks to the culture of the organisation. It provides
a strong foundation on which to build and to instil confidence in staff to allow playful
learning and exploration, both for children and for themselves.
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4.5.2.2 Play as a vehicle for learning
Participants believe that play allows children to explore their environment and the
materials within it in order to develop relationships and understandings that support
learning. Hazel (T) provides an example of this approach in the following quote:
…a technique like water base (water coloured paint) they’re going to have to explore
because as soon as you drop water and you put water colour, it’s going to happen some
things that you cannot control. And through that play they will learn the qualities of
the medium as well – Hazel (T).

Another idea expressed during interviews was the notion that learning through play
allows for social development and skills such as negotiation, flexibility, use of
language and agency so that adult intervention is minimised during children’s play,
as the following example illustrates:
It was play they already started before this child came in, but he knew how to use the
language [“What could I be in the game?”] and they knew how to respond – Ivy (A).

Faith (T/P) explains that play has an important role in developing young children’s
social and emotional skills:
We notice that cooperation, collaboration and negotiation is easier to facilitate and
support in a play-based classroom – Faith (T/P).

A further idea discussed during interviews is that play allows exploration of dark
themes in a safe context by supporting children’s socio-emotional development in
their play. Jane and Ivy elaborate on this idea:
I think because we allowed them to have this play, we allowed them to have to go – Ivy
(A) …They go a long way to darker areas and dangerous scenes – Jane (T/P).

In this example, a group of children developed long-term play that allowed for
an exploration of emotions in a safe environment through the concept of power.
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The children were allowed time, space and resources to explore this play which
provided rich language and literacy, mathematics concepts and developed
confidence and bravery within social interactions.
Participants identified that feelings are able to be explored through the use of class
meetings where children are able to discuss their feelings, sometimes with the aid of
signs they have made in their play, dictating sad faces or similar. This allows space
for adults to discuss strategies that children can utilise to feel safe and to work through
shared language and understandings as Jane discusses here:
I think that if you were not to have as much time for the play, how could they go into the
spaces where they’re allowed a bit of conflict and a bit of tension. It’s not always a
comfortable play, and sometimes its political and exclusive. But if they’re allowed to talk
about it afterwards, sometimes there’s a good reason – Jane (T/P).

Jane (T/P) identifies the critical role for adults in supporting children’s play. In this
instance, the opportunity for a class to unpack play episodes through a meeting
facilitated by teachers post-play to discuss issues and feelings, allows children to voice
concerns, resolve conflicts and to further their play in subsequent sessions, thereby
maximising children’s learning through play.

4.5.2.3 Play and the role of the adult
Play is seen by participants as being on a continuum at LCS with the school’s ‘wild
spaces’ (outdoor nature areas) being at one end, where self-directed, free nature play
occurs. At the opposite end are adult-planned learning outcomes although these also
incorporate playful elements as much as possible. The role of the adult parallels the
play along the continuum. From an observer and facilitator in the wild space through
to an active, playful instructor of curriculum at the opposite end, it underscores the
significant role of the adult in children’s play at LCS as Faith (T/P) explains:
Play is child-led but supported by observant, listening adults who provide a range of
provocations and opportunities for children – Faith (T/P).
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This role is considered in Anna’s (F) document, The Role of the Adult in the Outdoor
Classroom (2015). Debbie (T) referenced this document in our interview, believing the
role applies to the indoor classroom as much as the outdoor one. The document states
that, “Adults will assume multiple roles to support children in their play…active
observer; provisioner; monitor; mentor; companion; guide; connector”. The moving
in and out of these various roles is reflective of moving along a continuum where
different levels of support are required depending on where the child is at and where
they need to go.
Anna identifies children need play all the way through their development and to be
supported by adults, as age appropriate, in the aforementioned roles throughout their
playful learning. These exemplary quotes by Anna (F) underscore this sentiment:
I saw play as changing with different age groups…learning through play…handson…authentic experiences for it to be embedded in everything…connected to some
emotion…learning only occurs when it’s connected and embedded and with emotion –
Anna (F).
The idea was always to go through to Year 12. Because we figured that kids need
that opportunity all the way through. They don’t stop wanting to play or needing
to play when they turn five.

And that play changes, the support they need

changes. The way they play change, but they don’t stop playing – Anna (F).

According to Anna (F), the key for the adult is in being able to understand how the
play changes and develops and evolves alongside the child and recognising the need
for an emotional connection of the child for maximum learning impact. This crucial
adult role in playful learning is seen, not only for supporting children’s learning, but
also for developing one’s own learning. That is, for teachers to understand the role of
experimentation and how it relates to pedagogy by being flexible, adaptive, responsive
and reflective. Jane (T/P) sums up her experience of the evolving nature of play for
educators in this quote:
…my understanding of play grows daily – Jane (T/P).
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Several parents commented on their own learning journey with their children
regarding their understanding of play and the value of it within the classroom. Here
Grace (P) explains her experience:
I think as an outsider who doesn’t understand what’s going on, you may believe that
it’s just loose, sort of meaningless, free time. But having observed my own kids and
observed how they do it at LCS, it’s actually not at all. And at every age and stage,
there’s sort of a framework around the play to encourage and to allow the kids to do
whatever they need to be doing at that developmental stage – Grace (P).

The link between play and research and the need for creativity to nurture learning was
identified by another parent:
…when you hear scientists and they’ve just found this amazing investigation, they’ll
nearly always say, ‘Oh, I was just playing around with this and then this
popped up’, or ‘I was playing around with this and then I got this new idea’. So, from
play comes creativity and without either, how are we going to move forward? – Maria
(P).

LCS moved forward from a private kindergarten to a registered school by embracing
a playful approach, research and creativity. It did this with bravery and by prioritising
children’s needs.

4.5.2.4 Bravery and advocacy
According to the Oxford dictionary, to be brave is to be, “willing to do things that are
difficult, dangerous or painful” (“Brave”, 2021).

It took bravery to establish and

sustain an alternative educational path at LCS and it requires bravery to implement
play pedagogies in the current climate of prioritising standardised testing. Bravery is
alluded to by participants through the use of the term, ‘scary’ to describe
implementing play pedagogies and the need for curriculum. The following quotes
capture this sentiment:
And it’s quite scary, sometimes because you have your plans of what you want out of
the day and you have to say, I think this is important and they seem to want this so let’s
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just let them take a lead and we will chase afterwards following with curriculum to see
what it is they’re exploring. And sure enough, it’s there – Jane (T/P).
I know the pressure to meet the curriculum and how much scarier it is to give over a day
with letting your planning go to play – Debbie (T).

Participants suggest that educators require skilful listening, the professional space to
enable it and need to understand play is often messy. Further, it also requires adults
to be advocates of children’s rights. Jane (T/P) provides an example of her bravery in
this role:
And I do think that mostly early childhood teachers are not outspoken political type
characters. I find that in myself that I find that oh, my goodness I said that. Even today
I said something, but I can’t help it anymore because you’re really passionate and believe
in what you’re doing – Jane (T/P).

Through bravery, LCS’ lens on curriculum takes a creative approach. The following
exemplary quotes provide insights into how LCS teachers view curriculum and how
that view underlies a confidence in delivery:
The curriculum is not the vessel. We are on the vessel touching the curriculum. So, the
curriculum is the water. So, you’re not stuck on the curriculum, you are navigating –
Hazel (T).
You just need to re-look at the curriculum from a different perspective…I think our staff
are very good at looking deeply into the activities that have been provided and being able
to tick the box on the curriculum that they need to. They map the activities that the
children need for their development and then match the curriculum to that – Kerry (T/P).
But it [application of REEP] really is about relaxing your hand, and having confidence
in your ability to see what you need to see and be creative enough to move and adapt
what they’re researching, curriculum or whatever else needs to come up or whatever
else you want to work on them, where you want to guide them for maximum value –
Debbie (T).
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Despite a progressive philosophy that allows for play pedagogies and an associated
confidence that comes from it, participants agreed that stipulated curriculum learning
outcomes still impacts them. Tensions exist even in a setting such as LCS due to
unavoidable external factors such as compliance with curriculum, as the following
quotes attest:
Within the [Year 1-2] class, there is a sense of keeping play at the forefront, but this is
heavily influenced by the needs of the Australian Curriculum.

We try to

integrate learning, follow children’s wondering and keep a playful atmosphere but the
pushdown of content and expectations leaves less time for the sort of actual play and
wondering conversations that open up that world of possibilities – Faith (T/P).
I have more knowledge of where they’re going as well and I can’t deny that the has made
me feel like I need to do a little bit more – Debbie (T).

Participants regard the Pedagogista as crucial to offering scaffolds for staff to support
play pedagogies amid curriculum demands. Jane (T/P) explains that Bobbie (T/P),
in her current Pedagogista role, developed a planning backward design map to
extrapolate learning, that is, “being able to recognise something in play or in a child
and relate it back to curriculum”. Jane clarifies this further in this quote:
…it’s like interviewing yourself against her criteria and then it’s so startling when it’s
right there, you go, “Oh, why didn’t I see this before?” But her process is awesome – Jane
(T/P).

This scaffold offers consistency across the school in having a tangible document to
refer to and speaks to the consolidation Bobbie (T/P) is aiming to achieve during this
stage of LCS’ development by ensuring written documents provide support for
sustainability. It also supports children in their interests so that staff can facilitate
child-led, play pedagogies in their classrooms alongside curriculum expectations.
This is reflective of the LCS value of prioritising children and their right to play.

4.5.2.5 Prioritising children
Many of the LCS foundational decisions prioritised children’s voices and were often
in stark contrast to traditional Western Australian schools.
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Time and flexibility
There are no bells or sirens at LCS, reflective of children’s innate need to play. Instead,
a rhythm of the day gives autonomy for teaching teams to respond to children’s needs
in terms of breaks and to provide a flow to their learning. This autonomy extends to
timetabling with the exception of specialist programs and the use of the shared
outdoor wild spaces. Hazel (T) elaborates on this idea of time for children:
It’s just allowing and giving the time. Because I think we live in a time…that’s too
chronological. It’s very blocked and children they don’t live in that time – Hazel (T).

In comparing the flexibility of time at LCS with the lack of it in mainstream settings,
one parent observed that play is not able to evolve without it. The following quote
captures her sentiment:
You’re always being stopped. It’s never kind of enough time. I think that eventually
stunts all sorts of things. It stunts your imagination. It stunts your desire to keep
playing. If you’re continually stopped all the time, it doesn’t allow the same learning of
the science for the evolution of the play – Grace (P).

The flexibility of time for staff at LCS allows for different dynamics of children each
year to be catered for, as well as empowering and providing agency for staff.
Nature-based education
Introduced by Anna (F) to LCS as a priority, before the influx of nature play in Western
Australia, nature-based education became a focus of LCS pedagogy and embedded
into the school philosophy for the huge benefits to children and their learning.
As an advocate for nature-based education through her Forest Schools in Scotland,
Claire Warden was invited by Anna to be the keynote speaker at a LCS conference in
2009, entitled Nature and Digital Technologies. It marked LCS at the forefront of
education, extending beyond its initial roots, inviting educators to join the school in
understanding the benefits to children working outdoors in a nature-based, placebased context. The integration of nature-based education and its focus on nature play
alongside Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) is still progressive all
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these years later. It recognises both nature-based education and ICT within the
context of the Hundred Languages of Children and multi-literacies (Cope & Kalantzis,
2009). Nature-based education is embedded at LCS with each class spending at least
one day per week in a dedicated outdoor wild space program with specialist and
generalist staff.
Low prioritisation of standardised high-stakes testing (NAPLAN)
In keeping with prioritising children, standardised high-stakes testing is a low priority
for the school as it does not align with LCS values. Both teachers and parents share
this outlook, highlighted in the following quotes:
Standardised testing is not prioritised in the school because it does not align with
the philosophical principles inspired by the REEP – Lily (T).

…it’s just not put down as a priority. It’s just this is it. So, I’ve never even looked at
NAPLAN. I don’t even know whether they’re doing well or not – Maria (P).

This was the case when NAPLAN was first introduced when Anna (F) decided to
make the experience a playful and supportive one for the children sitting the tests by
supplying care packages (a hamper of milo and biscuits for each class).

Anna

understood the crucial link to funding required of the tests and sought to soften the
experience. Despite these gestures of caring for students and providing creative and
stimulating environments for children to thrive, LCS encountered a significant issue.
There existed a lack of comprehensive operational documentation that spelt out the
values and philosophy that Anna (F) had created with the community. This came to
a head in 2017 and resulted in a full school review, restructuring and written
documents to support LCS philosophy and play pedagogies.

4.5.2.6 Written school documents to support philosophy
Over time LCS documents developed to articulate the school vision. Of significance
are the LCS Philosophy and Constitution. The educational philosophy enabled the
school to set out its underlying beliefs and values so families had a reference point to
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understand the school’s operations. This summary of the LCS Philosophy (2018)
introduces the document:
The philosophy of [LCS] holds at its core the right of the child to participate in a learning
environment which promotes mutual respect, shared learning, reflectivity, creativity,
imagination and problem solving and participation in the life of the community. The
school’s innovate educational philosophy seeks to consider the whole child, not in
isolation, but in a context of a community of learners (p.2).

The school philosophy summary captures the spirit of play pedagogies and the
centrality of the child in their learning, as well as the social-constructivist
environments in which LCS operates. The LCS Philosophy is incorporated into the
enrolment process with families signing as understanding and agreeing to the LCS
philosophy upon commencement at the school.
The decision to include the core educational philosophy as part of the LCS
Constitution, not just in terms of staff votes, but in setting out the objectives of the
organisation have also enshrined the school’s values.
A progressive philosophy requires bravery, shared values and articulation of vision
to prioritise children supported by written documentation. It also requires a
supportive community to understand and continue to maintain it.

4.5.3 Culture of community
The original tenet of building a community at LCS has borne fruit. It is the glue
sustaining the school. It has grown from decisions that explicitly built LCS from the
outset such as community governance, balanced with the organic nature of parents
‘finding their tribe’.

4.5.3.1 Governance structure
A significant decision in the original structure of LCS was to emulate the lack of a
hierarchical structure within the REEP to embrace the significance of community as
articulated by Anna (F):
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I believe that we needed to be a community that worked together, not a hierarchy –
Anna (F).

A community governance model was adopted at LCS rather than the traditional
corporate model of Western Australian independent schools. This model gives voting
rights to LCS staff and parents. This is a contentious issue as staff at schools are
usually not involved in governance decision making.
The LCS Constitution sets out the current make-up of the board:
(i)

Principal;

(ii)

Pedagogista;

(iii)

One other staff member; and

(iv)

Four parents.

The Constitution has been updated several times since the school’s inception, taking
into account legislative changes including the update of the WA Associations
Incorporation Act (2015). While the numbers of staff and parents have altered, the
voting rights of staff remain. This has been vital to ensure the educational philosophy
of LCS is not compromised by parent agendas and/or transitioning of parent board
members. Bobbie acknowledges the significance of this model in this quote:
I think it’s (community governance model) been critical, very much because it just
gives that voice to the pedagogy – Bobbie (T/P).

Pedagogy in this instance refers to the educational nature of the school being
considered at a board level. This provides a more holistic picture of the school for
board members (in parallel to the holistic view of the child within the school setting),
rather than decision-making being only on a governance and financial decisionmaking basis. The controversial decision to enshrine staff voting rights through the
community governance model in the Constitution demonstrates the strength of
pedagogy at LCS as well as the school’s progressive nature being nurtured by a
community working together within a non-hierarchical structure.
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4.5.3.2 Building community
Since its inception, each school year at LCS commences with a community breakfast
and ends with a community party. International Mud Day, scheduled for the middle
of the year, was added to the annual community events in 2009. These three events
signpost the school year and were specifically created to celebrate and connect the
LCS community. Anna explains the rationale:
Things like putting in important community events…those were the three we were all
about, just building a group of people and community. So, having the place as community
– Anna (F).

The three community events set the scene for the school year and were complemented
with initiatives that contributed to building community incidentally. These initiatives
were a Reggio reading group, the Wednesday afternoon program and embedding
mutual respect as a policy amongst the community.
Reggio reading group
The LCS Reggio reading group was established at the beginning of the school’s
journey and played an important role in establishing and building community. Faith
(T/P) shares the significance of this initiative in this quote:
Luckily, because I was here at the time when you and [Anna] were here, and there used
to be a wonderful reading group. So much rich learning about Reggio and lots of
different readings – Faith (T/P).

The group was made up of staff and parents, led by Anna (F) and operated like a book
club. Meetings were held regularly with an assigned reading relating to REEP theory
to be read beforehand and discussed together.

This reinforced the partnership

between the staff and families and the sense of the school being developed and
understood together. This meeting of minds extended the partnership between the
staff and parents in which parents felt involved and able to participate in the
development of LCS with a theoretical understanding of social constructivism, one
that supports play pedagogies in a school setting.
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Wednesday program and professional learning
A key initiative put in place by Anna (F) is the tradition of Wednesdays at LCS. The
school program runs for the morning with children finishing at lunchtime (and high
school students finishing early afternoon). Families provide a nutritious lunch for the
staff to share together ahead of their professional learning afternoon. This community
building initiate is also a fundraiser for the school with staff paying for the lunch
donated by families. It offers a tangible way for the families to show their support for
the staff as this quote highlights:
They’re so enthusiastic about making lunches for the teachers…that they feel really like
they’re contributing on another level. That it’s kind of making us valued in a sense –
Jane (T/P).

Wednesday afternoons are valued by families and allow community building
amongst staff. For families, Wednesday afternoons allow more play for children and
connection for parents in being able to stay at the school, have lunch together and then
move into a relaxing afternoon. In talking to families who struggle with the logistics
of a Wednesday afternoon, Jane (T/P) described her reasoning to a parent as follows:
And I said, it’s so integral to our school teaching learning philosophy. It’s why we are
what we are – Jane (T/P).

The Wednesday afternoon program at LCS supports staff development and
collegiality. It is perhaps the single most important decision that Anna implemented;
the ‘how’ of LCS.
There are a few things that I did and put in place which I think made a huge difference to the
development of LCS. One of them was to establish the Wednesday afternoon professional
development – Anna (F).

On a personal level, the Wednesday afternoon enables staff to connect, chatting over
a shared meal tapping into the power of food gatherings as Jane (T/P) shares here:
It’s really valuable that we talk a lot. That all the staff feel comfortable and know each
other’s names and can walk into each other’s spaces, generally…it’s quite important that
there’s a sense of the staff understanding each other and supporting each other’s projects
and ideas – Jane (T/P).
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On a professional level, it offers targeted staff training and collaboration after the

shared lunch. This provides consistency of programs across the school, a continuity
of pedagogy, and provides a tangible context for Bobbie (T/P) to work with staff
directly in her Pedagogista role.
To further support staff development, Anna (F) embedded a staff retreat. It was
initially held at the beginning of a school year so that teaching teams had the
opportunity to work together prior to the start of the school year. It moved to being
held annually over a three-day period during the year to provide a space for staff
away from their daily commitments to be together, be creative and to learn together.
It is supported by the community with pupil free days, and is currently offered every
two years.
Professional outreach was a priority for Anna (F). This encompassed hosting
workshops and conferences, as well as publishing as part of LCS staff development.
The rationale was that rather than sending one or two staff to professional
development, Anna organised for innovative and contemporary professionals into the
school for all staff to benefit. To cut the costs, other educators were invited to join in
for a fee. It also allowed LCS to share their story. As part of the conferences held at
the school, LCS staff were involved in presenting their work through workshops and
documentation as part of their own professional learning.
Mutual respect
Several participants reference the school mutual respect policy during their
interviews. This was the original policy of the school, the only one that Anna (F)
wrote. While it was developed over the years, it still clearly states that it is the
‘fundamental, underlying policy’ of the school:
[LCS] is committed to providing a safe and supportive environment where all members
of the community are valued and respected. All community members are to interact
with each other in a respectful manner that promotes the ethos of the school – Mutual
Respect Policy (2017, p.1).
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Of course, all members include the children of LCS. Long-term members of the school
refer to the policy as being core to their understanding of how children and adults are
expected to conduct themselves as members of the LCS community. These notable
quotes encapsulate the value of the policy for both parents and teachers:
It’s one of the really major things that I love about LCS, which I notice in all of my kids,
is that incredible teaching of mutual respect. That mutual respect policy, which I know
is an early foundation that’s still really strong – Grace (P).
…when people say that that’s not enough, I always say, how can it not be enough? It’s
at the heart. If that is in the heart, then we don’t really have any problems – Faith (T/P).
…I began to understand that there was a role for an adult to take on as supervisor, guide,
advisor and sometimes ‘director’ of play. The Mutual Respect policy at LCS sits
supportively alongside children’s play. It was an approach to sorting out problems,
issues, that arose between children…I have come to believe that it is a space adults can
enter into and leave and we can offer guidance and moral support to create a fairer
environment for all children’s voices to be heard” – Jane (T/P).

The strategy of empowering children to use their voice when encountering conflict is
powerful. Hearing children say to their peers, “Please stop! I don’t like it” allows for
children to resolve their issues directly rather than relying on adults, at least in the
first instance.
Maria (P), as a new parent, made comment that the mutual respect policy was without
an accompanying process and needs to be rewritten.

This is an interesting

observation. Perhaps she had only read it and not been exposed to the first-hand
power of the interactions that result from the policy. Or perhaps it taps into the
progressive nature of the school to have a policy that is not recognised as such on face
value but prioritises children in having a voice in their interactions with each other
and with adults. The value of long-term community members understanding the
mutual respect policy for its core sentiment appears crucial for its sustainability.
The original Reggio reading group, ongoing Wednesday program with professional
learning, and the support of the LCS mutual respect policy all contribute to the
building of community alongside the three main community annual events. Weaved
around this was the human connection that built community from within.
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Finding my tribe
There were mechanisms put in place at LCS for building community but a significant
element was the identification that several parent participants described as ‘finding
my tribe’. Rather than structural, it was the philosophy of LCS that brought people
together, as Grace (P) explains:
And I found also, like nowhere else that I found since, that the community of people that
were attracted to LCS were really like-minded on all kinds of levels in terms of their
educational philosophies and just general sort of life philosophy… It’s like you found your
tribe, which nowhere else is the same fit – Grace (P).

Maria (P) described it as a team; a supportive community, using an example of
running late to school and being able to message the group of parents to help. She
also spoke of seeking connection in order to raise her child within a village, as this
quote highlights:
If you’re looking at the whole child, who is the team that’s going to support that child?
It’s the community. It’s me, it’s my friends, like the other parents – Maria (P).

As the newer member to LCS, Maria was the only one to note that an appeal of the
school was the option for longevity. That is, being able to start at the playgroup and
stay through to Year 12. The element of community exists as a central factor in
remaining at LCS, as she explains in this quote:
But I guess the fact that it goes all the way through to Year 12, is a reason to stay
longer and keep that community feeling going, if this is where L still fits in – Maria
(P).

This perhaps speaks to a new demographic of families entering the school. It is in
contrast to founding families who did not know if the school would survive year to
year beyond the early years. The case remains that without a committed community
of parents supporting and paying fees there is no school.
The partnership with families has developed and changed over the years. Moving
from intimate reading groups to whole school philosophy nights to end-of-term arts
showcases reflects LCS’ journey. From the hands-on commitment of the founding
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families when decisions were still being made regarding strategic and operational
direction of the school (and before the arrival of social media) to the more polished
offerings available now, there has been a need to evolve.
Maria (P) identifies founding families must have had a lot of trust in Anna (F) to be
involved from the early days, intimating perhaps she would not. This is significant
for in the description of founding families having a leap of faith in sharing the school’s
early journey, trust underlies faith. Indeed, families and staff did put immense trust
in Anna (F).
Maria’s (P) observation speaks to a shift in the parents’ role at LCS since its inception.
Having now existed for 20 years with alumni who have graduated from university,
LCS has evidence for new parents to consider upon enrolment. An observation from
Hazel (T) noted that she remembered parents having to organise things like
community events but now she feels that the staff organise these. This may point to a
more curated experience for new families to experience the school. It does allude to
the shift in focus for current parents who are provided with opportunities to see and
understand the school through staff presentations, rather than being on the ground
and working alongside staff. Hazel’s observation points to a paradigm shift in the
parent role at LCS and how trust still exists, but perhaps in a different context. In this
quote, Hazel elaborates on this concept of trust:
Do you think it comes with the trust, so they don’t need – it just came to my mind now.
Because sometimes we don’t have as many parents coming for opening nights and
things like that. Do you think it’s just because they trust and that they don’t feel like
they have to come in and listen…? – Hazel (T).

Perhaps it is the expensive school fees that have increased exponentially that require
parents to work and therefore have less time to be actively involved, thus being more
the consumer and less an active participant. Or maybe it is the strength of community.
The larger number of enrolments over the full range of schooling years has built on
the existing culture. It is also the stage of development of the school. Now twenty
years established, it does not need the fight and drive of early parents who were
forging an unknown path. The excitement of working alongside the staff to define
LCS culture, to engage others in the cause. Perhaps it is a combination of both.
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An organisation is only as strong as its culture. A committed parent base supported
by a Pedagogista as the custodian of community holds the key to ensuring the culture
develops. It is a testament to the school’s culture that LCS continues to grow beyond
Anna’s retirement. In the early days at LCS there was a general sentiment of, “What
happens if Anna gets hit by a bus?” Anna was not fond of that bus, but she listened
and implemented strategies over the years to ensure a continuity of community and
of philosophy.
A team leader structure was put in place to share knowledge and responsibility across
the school, while the evolution of the Pedagogista role as the builder of community to
support philosophy was prioritised. Anna (F) distils the role in this quote:
The Pedagogista’s role, I think in our context, in our society, is to connect the mentors
[educators] and the community and to support – Anna (F).

Supporting the community and nurturing the philosophy is a balancing act, a doubleedged sword. It requires constant guarding and an understanding of how to evolve
a philosophy rather than changing it. Anna uses a metaphor of a pest in a garden to
illustrate the point:
It’s like this is the garden you’re going to play in, and which your children can play in.
If you want something from outside the garden, we’ll talk about it. But if it doesn’t fit, if
it’s going to be a pest – you know what I mean? – Anna (F).

The role of community is to support the philosophy and the rights of the child and
educator to engage in a respectful, social-constructivist learning environment, as well
as to support the evolution of it. The documents that enshrine the philosophy are
essential to retain the vision and history of the LCS.
The building of community at LCS, explicitly through specific structures, and
implicitly through human connection, has developed a culture of community that
supports the progressive philosophy of the school. Anna, as the innovative founder,
the progressive philosophy and the culture of community have all been significantly
influenced by the REEP.
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4.5.4 REEP as a beacon of hope
The REEP has heavily influenced participants’ lived experiences and professional
capacity as well as the school’s organisational structure and pedagogies. In essence,
the influence of the REEP on LCS is central to its existence.

4.5.4.1 Personal and professional insights
The emotional connection for participants who have visited Reggio Emilia is profound
as the following exemplary quotes convey:
It changed my life and I tattooed it on my arm – Debbie (T).

The experience had a profound impact on my pedagogical practice – Lily (T).
It was incredibly awe inspiring. The level of thought and thinking around learning and
the respect for children was just truly inspiring. It was a very emotional experience in a
way – Bobbie (T/P).

There is a confidence gained as a professional educator through visiting and
experiencing the REEP, one in which affirmation of the school’s vision and values are
reinforced. Jane (T/P) captures the sentiment in this quote:
Everything was up for review in my pedagogy, but not in a demanding, negative way. I
felt inspired and ready to work to make changes and experiment more in my teaching –
Jane (T/P).

Having visited Reggio Emilia several times, Anna (F) distils her experience in this
quote:
…what I got from Reggio was the importance of making it [learning] visible, and their
[educators’] passion for kids in education and the way that they looked at everything,
totally everything – Anna (F).

While not having been to Reggio Emilia, Carol (A), Faith (T/P) and Grace (P), all longtime LCS members, referred to their experiences of listening to REEP educators whom
Anna had invited to the school in the early days. The impact of visiting Reggio Emilia
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and/or listening to REEP educators first-hand is deep. The difference between Reggio
Emilia and Perth, in culture and in how childhood is valued, is vast. Anna speaks of
this difference as an attitude towards life in this quote:
I think it’s an attitude of the way that you approach life. And I think more than anything,
that probably is a lesson that people should learn from Reggio, is that Reggio is a way of
life. It’s not just about teaching. In Reggio, their teachers, it is their life. We’re not
going to have that here, but we can try – Anna (F).

The differences in culture and in the teaching profession is explored in this
observation by Hazel (T):
But I think sometimes what we could do better here is the sense of the soul in the
environment. It’s almost like when you look at Reggio’s pictures and videos, you almost
feel like there’s a presence during every single project because they share so much. The
teachers, they give so many hours after work to brainstorm to build on projects. And here
I think, because the structure of our community, not just our school, but our society, it is
almost, like 5.00pm, it’s time to go. And as much as [Bobbie] tries to have these meetings
afterwards, it has to come for here, from the heart…So, it’s almost giving more than what
you’re getting in terms of salary…And that’s what I feel in Reggio. Their commitment
goes above that – Hazel (T).

The challenge for LCS was to harness and nurture the inspiration of the REEP and to
adapt into its local context in a way that could be sustained beyond ECE. This
required significant operational support that was devised by Anna (F) through several
mechanisms. These included teachers working in teaching teams rather than in
isolation; utilising the environment as third teacher; understanding the centrality of
the arts (Hundred Languages of Children) and the role of pedagogical documentation.
Teaching teams
The concept of a teaching team is essential to LCS pedagogy.

Inspired by the

educators of the REEP working collaboratively, Anna’s decision to have two educators
in each classroom enables play pedagogies to flourish. These two exemplary quotes
demonstrate the belief in the power of a teaching team:
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Believing that there needs to be a team in a classroom so they can support each other –
Anna (F).
…two educators in a room that collaborate and work together in the learning
program...this idea of multiple perspectives – Bobbie (T/P).

Having teaching teams requires a balancing act between LCS philosophy and
budgeting. In consideration of this, Anna (F) devised a Teaching Intern program for
teaching students to gain experience working alongside a qualified teacher while
completing their studies. This program is still in place, although the intern role has
been filled in recent years with qualified teachers looking to gain further experience.
Bobbie (T/P) explains the juggling act of sustaining the approach in this quote:
You can’t have an organisation if you’re not financially viable. But we would be a whole
lot more financially viable if we didn’t have two educators in a room. But that’s our
choice and our decision and that’s the critical part of the pedagogy. So that needs to be
valued at the board level as well, and it is – Bobbi (T/P).

In keeping with a more level structure in line with the REEP, the intern’s role is as an
equal partner in the learning journey, as Anna (F) outlines here:
Including our interns in professional development as equal partners I think was an
important thing. Not having them as there as sort of a second-class citizen, if you like.
And expecting them to work in the classroom with the children at all levels…what we
were trying to do was to actually take the level structure of Reggio, which they have, as
much as we could and bring it into our community and build a community – Anna (F).

Teaching teams allow for a rich professional context for educators to collaborate and
implement play pedagogies. At LCS teaching teams are supported in their classrooms
through the ‘environment as third teacher’, a REEP concept that defines the space
where children and adults co-construct their learning.
Environment as third teacher
The role of the LCS environment is critical for supporting children’s learning through
play. Inspired by the REEP, the environments are set up to be the ‘third teacher’ so
that children are able to work fluidly in the space without the need for direct adult
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intervention. Anna (F) speaks of this concept in this powerful quote that outlines the
role of the environment at LCS:
You remember, I always used to say, when the children walk in in the morning, then
80% of your work should be done. Because you have structured the environment to
support the children in the play that they wanted to do at that particular time. And
then the other 20% you help them to interact…Listening to the kid’s questions and
structuring the environment so that they can find their answers – Anna (F).

Figure 5 LCS pre-primary classroom

Perhaps it is because the environments are so ingrained as part of LCS culture they
were only mentioned incidentally in interviews. The power of the environment is
striking on entering the classrooms. The internal environments combine a home-like
environment with an art studio vibe – welcoming and beautiful, but more importantly
considered for children’s learning as the following quotes attest:
And you look around and every year the rooms, they’re all different. They never look the
same. The teachers have put so much work and let the materials talk to each other. It’s
not just let’s put things for aesthetically beautifully looking classrooms, we know the
meaning behind. So, it’s why it’s there – Ivy (A).

It’s really important, even just the way the classrooms are set up…if you want to
go and sit at a table and write, you can, but you can also try some stuff on the floor, go
out and use the sand trays, painting on the windows… – Kerry (T/P).
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One of the core tenets of the LCS philosophy is nature-based education and the
outdoor environments are just as important as the indoor environments at LCS, as Lily
highlights in this quote:
Providing natural learning spaces, promoting outdoor learning as an extension of the
classroom and as a legitimate and valued learning environment – Lily (T).

Providing multiple, stimulating environments supports the REEP concept of the
Hundred Languages of Children, which is encapsulated at LCS through the integrated
role of the arts in children’s learning.
Role of the arts (The Hundred Languages of Children)
The Hundred Languages of Children of the REEP has influenced LCS in
understanding the central role of the arts. Always valued at LCS, the arts were
consolidated into a formal integrated program by Anna in 2011. This embedded,
whole-school arts program incorporates visual, dance, drama, media, music,
sustainability and design technologies. This positions the arts as central to the LCS
philosophy and ensures arts-based pedagogies enable playful learning across the
ages. The important role of the arts to support play pedagogies and to be a rich context
for learning are highlighted in Bobbie (T/P) and Jane’s (T/P) quotes:
I think they (arts specialists) have a really important role to fulfil and bringing this arts
pedagogy playful approach as well in supporting our classroom educators – Bobbie (T/P).

I think having a rich arts program can be the context for these deeper and higher order
thinking to emerge and imagination to be explored – Jane (T/P).

Playful learning is supported through the arts program which provides a common
thread throughout the school. It enables arts specialists to work directly with children
on specific skills as well as working alongside teaching teams to integrate learning
across learning areas, similar to an Atelierista role in the REEP. Lily (T) identifies a
shift in her professional understanding and the importance of the arts for children’s
learning in this quote:

85

One of the biggest pedagogical shifts LCS has provided me is prioritising the arts.
I firmly believe that arts, another important concept developed by the Founder, enables
educators to bind together the ideas and thoughts of the children within the
educational project – Lily (T).

The playful approach of arts programs underscores the importance of an emotional
connection for children to engage in authentic learning. To ensure the significance of
this learning is understood and communicated, LCS has harnessed the power of the
REEP’s pedagogical documentation.
Pedagogical documentation
Pedagogical documentation at LCS is a direct influence of the REEP. The art form of
‘making learning visible’, documentation is a pedagogical tool requiring reflective
practitioners to record and examine children’s learning. It is a potent visual of
accountability, offering qualitative data. It has taken many forms at LCS over the
years from journals, portfolios, banners, electronic programs such as EDUCA and
video vignettes to a new magazine publication for wider distribution. The role of
documentation and its ability to link to curriculum is highlighted by Jane (T/P) here:
So, we’re conscious, I think, of communicating the value of what we’re seeing, the theory
that supports our belief, and the tick boxes, the outcomes that we’re seeing – Jane (T/P).

There is a need for LCS to document and make children’s learning visible in order to
comply with system expectations, to have evidence for the approach. But just as
important is the process for educators to be reflective practitioners as in the REEP; to
understand children’s learning and the continual role of the adult in understanding
where children are at and what they need to further their learning.
The power of documentation as communication to promote and explain the theory
behind the pedagogies and children’s learning is crucial.

Like all good

communication, it requires a partnership, in this case with the parents of the school so
that they have a shared language and understanding of their child’s learning. Ivy (A)
pinpoints the expectation that parents need to be active in this communication in the
following quote:
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And they [parents] have to be participants as well in this. They cannot just take this
[look at the documentation on a superficial level], they need to really process and
understand the way that we work. And I believe that the majority of the parents are really
truly supporting children’s play – Ivy (A).

As community members, LCS parents have a vital role to play in being involved and
supportive. Pedagogical documentation provides an insight into their child’s learning
and the pedagogical decision-making that supports it. This documentation is utilised
throughout the school, providing evidence of children’s learning throughout their
LCS journey and highlighting the need for play pedagogies beyond the early
childhood years.
4.5.4.2 Moving beyond the REEP
LCS is a living experiment. Grace (P) realised after being at the school for some years
that the REEP at the time only catered for children aged birth to 6 years, with children
in Reggio Emilia moving into regimented state schools. She summaries her realisation
of this here:
So, I found that a bit of a shock. I can remember because I thought, Oh, it’s almost
like LCS at that point was a social experiment, we started somewhere else and are taking
it further – Grace (P).

The influence of the REEP on the establishment and sustainability of LCS cannot be
overstated. Bobbi (T/P) outlines the significance in this quote:
…to have that model or that approach as inspiration was really quite formative, I think, for
the school…it gave us language often to describe what we were trying to do. It gave us
examples. And also, importantly, I think we emulated a number of their organisational
structures and I think that was pretty critical – Bobbie (T/P).

In essence, the REEP gave LCS theory on which to build its philosophy and pedagogy.
The core lesson from the REEP is to understand one’s own context and to apply social
constructivism to it in order to offer an authentic playful learning environment for
children’s learning. LCS understood this lesson and embraced it as it built a school
beyond the current scope of the REEP catering for children up to 18 years. LCS did
this by prioritising children in its early decision making.
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Building up from early childhood
The REEP is recognised for its outstanding early childhood programs. LCS took
inspiration and expanded beyond the early childhood years through to the end of
schooling. This allowed an early childhood lens to shape the building of the school.
Anna explains the significance of this perspective here:
...I think that [having an early childhood background] makes a big difference in the way I
don’t think that primary trained or especially secondary trained people, as a general rule,
can connect. They don’t think the same way. They’re not wired the same – Anna (F).

This lens is currently sustained at LCS by Bobbie in the current Pedagogista role whose
background and experience at LCS is in early childhood. Her visits to Reggio Emilia
and understanding of the educational project ensures the LCS philosophy is valued
and pedagogies support it. The REEP as original inspiration for LCS continues to
inspire and offer hope for staff and is captured in the following exemplary quotes:
The passion and resilience of the Reggio educators gave me hope and solidified my resolve
in the belief in the philosophy – Lily (T).
And the presence of so many people from all over the world to think, yes, it is there. The
moment is there. It’s happening. You just have to believe that there will be a change for
the future of the children and something will be done for them. We have to believe – Ivy
(A).

The REEP remains a symbol of hope to LCS in our current neoliberal times. Jane (T/P)
hints to the challenge of walking an alternative path in this quote:
So, we really are out on a limb…It’s funny, because for a while, maybe five years ago, I
thought we were right on the mainstream when the Early Years Learning Framework came
out and I thought we are what everyone is moving toward. And now I see we’re on the
edge again… - Jane (T/P)

Being on the edge can be scary with the constant threat of falling off. Having the REEP
as an anchor offers hope to all LCS community members. Despite the vast differences
in culture, LCS is unique for developing a school within its own context. Anna (F)
shares an observation by Carla Rinaldi (Director of Reggio Children) when she visited
LCS in 2015:
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LCS is the best example of Reggio embedded in a community that I’ve seen.

Anna explains her interpretation of Carla’s observation:
And that was why, because we didn’t say we’re just going to do Reggio. We took lessons
from how they went and found things and how they anchored it in the society, in the
community that it’s situated – Anna (F).

The REEP gave Anna and the founding families confidence by seeing a marriage of
theory and practice in action. Building on this with an understanding of local context
allows LCS to situate early childhood philosophy into a school setting. This literally
established the school from the ground up. LCS developed and grew from early
childhood (1998), to primary (2002), to middle school (2006), and eventually to
secondary school (2011), all with an early childhood philosophy that championed play
pedagogies, and the REEP’s image of the child at its heart.
The inspiration of the REEP as the underlying philosophy of LCS is evident. It
provides a significant piece of the puzzle in considering the overall research question
of how a school balances play pedagogies in an era of standardised testing.

4.6

CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter sets out the findings of the case study in relation to the emergent themes
from the data analysis. It provides an overview of the LCS context and each of the
participants. The chapter offers insights into the responses given to the purposeful
conversations, as well as considers the context of school documents and site
observations to clarify understandings. Themes to emerge from the data include an
innovative founder, a progressive philosophy, a culture of community and the REEP
as inspiration and a beacon of hope for LCS and beyond.
The intersection of themes speaks to the uniqueness of LCS and the underlying balance
required to practice play pedagogies alongside a crowded and pushed down
curriculum and priority for standardised testing. The following chapter discusses each
theme and their interconnectedness in relation to theory and existing literature as
discussed in Chapter 2.
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CHAPTER 5 - DISCUSSION

5.1

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this study is to consider how a school balances play pedagogies with
curriculum obligations in the current climate of standardised testing prioritisation. In
the previous chapter, I presented the participants’ understandings that shaped the
emergent themes.

The data offers insights into how one independent school

considered its role in supporting children to learn authentically and in supporting an
adult community seeking a choice in how children are schooled. This chapter presents
the themes in context of the theory and literature review presented in Chapter 2 to
answer the overall research question of the study: How does a school community
maintain play pedagogies in an era of standardised testing?

5.2

DISCUSSION OF THEME ONE – INNOVATIVE FOUNDER

A key finding of the current study identified Anna (Founder - F) as the driving force
of LCS and is indicative of her influence on the school. A unique personality able to
interpret the Pedagogista role for a Western Australian school context defines Anna
as the innovative founding principal of LCS. This leadership role was developed by
an early childhood practitioner who was able to harness the concept of research in
bridging theory and praxis. Anna was inspired by the REEP to lead a new way of
developing a Western Australian school.

5.2.1 Research in schools; teacher as reflective practitioner
Anna (F) acknowledged the ‘academic-practitioner divide’ in her interview, making a
poignant observation that research should be undertaken solely to improve practice.
She made a link to NAPLAN, suggesting it should have a research role to aid practice
(Moss & Urban, 2020) rather than being the current tool to measure the academic
performance of schools.
Anna’s legacy (1998 – 2015) is in the school itself, rather than any published works, as
well as being in the children she influenced. Faith explained that many of the children
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in the original families of LCS are still in contact with each other and her observation
of Anna’s influence on them is profound:
…what an amazing bunch of young people. They are incredible…all so creative and
open…if you want to see [Anna’s] vision in action, I reckon that group of kids really are
– Faith (T/P).

Anna taught this group of young people during their early childhood years, as she
was still involved in direct teaching during that time. As LCS grew, the demands of
running the school required more of Anna’s attention and she was no longer teaching
in the classrooms, instead focussing on the Pedagogista role. Anna explained how her
Pedagogista role at LCS involved working with all teaching staff to gauge where they
needed support. She describes her process:
I do a lot of reading, and then I would share the reading, and I would pick out things after
discussing with staff what they felt at the end of every year, where they wanted to go,
where they wanted more knowledge, what would help them, and then we would put that
in as a whole-school focus for the next year. And most of the [internal] PDs, most of the
external PDs and most of the readings and things that we’ve given to the staff were
related to that particular focus – Anna (F).

This working research paralleled Malaguzzi’s approach in the REEP, whereby he
instilled in the Reggio educators the importance of research as an integral part of
everyday life, not just as a separate and academic pursuit (Rinaldi, 2006). Malaguzzi
believed that teachers needed to see themselves as researchers who were able to think
and create a co-curriculum with the children (Malaguzzi, 1993). The concept of
engaging children alongside the adults in the research is core to the REEP’s
philosophy, termed as ‘theoretical practitioners’, in which the value and experience of
being a thinker is shared together (Cagliari, 2016; Vecchi, 2010). This was a finding in
Glassman and Whaley’s (2000) study that found that teaching goes beyond a mentor
role to that of a guide, working alongside the child in a co-constructor role.
This idea of practical research encapsulates Anna’s Pedagogista role at LCS. Her drive
to include a professional outreach programs within the school challenged teaching
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staff to engage in their research more formally by producing documentation banners,
books and presentations of their work at conferences, both in-house and externally.
The observation of Reggio as a place of practical research was iterated by Anna (F) in
her interview where she reflected on Moss’ (2020) call for research to have a practical
element, rather than purely as an academic pursuit. This call for practical research
alludes to critics of Malaguzzi who cite a lack of publications of his work, although
countered by Moss (2016) who suggests that the schools of Reggio are his ‘books’.
Rinaldi (2006) went further when she articulated the loss of Malaguzzi after his
sudden death to explain that the knowledge she had acquired working alongside him
was a “living heritage, permanent research” (p.53) of the work they had achieved
together. This parallels Anna’s contribution to LCS.
REEP educators as co-contributors to children’s learning corresponds to the coexistence of theory and praxis in the REEP. Operating within a social-constructivist
lens embeds reflective practice through pedagogical documentation. This tool for
making learning visible differentiates the REEP from traditional European-Western
industrial models of schooling with their preference for quantitative data (Rinaldi,
2006). As Martlew et al. (2011) found in their study, pedagogical documentation is a
tool to provide qualitative data in response to increasing accountability of schools.
The REEP embodies intellectual academic thought alongside the practical wisdom of
the practitioner. As the Founder of LCS, Anna embraces this concept of bridging
theory with reflective practice through her understanding of the role of Pedagogista
in a school.

5.2.2 Pedagogista in a Western Australian school
A Pedagogista in a Western Australian school was a unique concept in 1998 when LCS
was founded. However, Anna (F) explained it was not a term originally used, with
her initial appointment as Chief Executive Officer when the school was formed. Her
role at that time combined the administrative tasks of building and running a school
as well as leading and mentoring staff. Yet her understanding of the teaching and
learning aspect of her role, and specifically the need to support teaching staff was
paramount. Anna explains this understanding in the following quote:
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There are things that [I] put in place which I think the Pedagogista is there to support the
teachers in their practice and to find ways to allow them to become, I don’t know, more
flexible, to actually sort of find themselves as educators – Anna (F).

Anna’s (F) thinking reflects her understanding of the Pedagogista role and how it
interacts and supports teaching staff. The professional discovery Anna refers to is
removed from the general training of teachers in Western Australia. Teachers are
trained to deliver the curriculum devised by the state and to manage the behaviour of
the children in their classroom in order to deliver it. The teachers who work at LCS
have no additional training before commencing at the school so require a spirit of
adventure to engage in this innovative environment.
LCS staff do have the opportunity to learn and research alongside each other through
the unique in-house professional development programs on Wednesday afternoons.
This community initiative of fundraising, sharing a meal and professional
development was identified by participants as fundamental to LCS sustainability. It
nurtures a sense of community and develops a culture of self-reflective practitioners,
as well as providing dedicated time and resources to support collaboration and
pedagogical documentation.

This level of support nurtures the ‘collaborative

community of practice’ identified in Lee-Hammond and Bjervås’ (2020) study, as well
as the ‘community of learners’ in Jay and Kraus’ (2018) study that enables play
pedagogies in schools.
The development of LCS philosophy over the initial years was like a jigsaw with Anna
gaining different pieces of the puzzle from influential thinkers and theories such as
the REEP, nature-based and place-based education, play and arts-based pedagogies.
This was similar to Malaguzzi’s approach of looking in multiple places for inspiration
and innovation (Cagliari et al., 2016).
Anna (F) understood the value of stepping back and supporting teachers in their role,
similar to how she works with children in the classroom, encompassing play
pedagogies with appropriate scaffolding. That is, working as a Pedagogista. Anna
paralleled the staff’s learning with the children’s in the way she listened, researched
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and brought back to the classroom supports that would further understandings and
pedagogy. In this way, the Pedagogista role reflects Vygotsky’s (1978) ZPD and MKO
roles for adults.

Alongside the Pedagogista role, Anna also engaged in her more

traditional leadership role as school principal. This traditional role involved the
administrative side of running the business of the school as well as the teaching and
learning decision-making. A passionate and knowledgeable manager was found to
be valuable in the implementation of play-based learning in Jay and Knaus’ (2018)
study.
The LCS professional development programs reflects Malaguzzi’s ongoing
commitment to his and the Reggio educators professional learning (Moss, 2018).
There are parallels between Malaguzzi’s priority for introducing new concepts to
educators and that of Anna (F) at LCS. Vecchi (2010) recalls her experience working
within the REEP under Malaguzzi’s guidance whereby she describes listening to
lectures on neurobiology, discussing it within the context of their work, as well as
theories of complexity, entropy and time flow, theories of learning, mind, ecology and
fractals, identifying the innovation of such wide-ranging topics within Italian
education. This reflects an outward looking approach beyond ECE and beyond
schooling.
Participants identified Anna’s (F) ability to be responsive and innovate. Her passion
for LCS inspired trust amongst staff and parents of the school. This trait is identified
as an important factor in the understanding of an innovative leader (Cunniff et al.,
2013), as is a willingness to be progressive (Stamopoulos, 2012). Yet, there was a
personal toll for Anna taking on this role over a sustained period with her describing
it as “all consuming”. This resulted in the need for her to leave LCS, retiring in 2015,
“before I killed it or it killed me”. This indicates a huge personal cost in being the
founder and the enormity of the establishment of LCS. It reinforces the bravery it
took, being difficult, dangerous and painful, to develop a progressive philosophy.

5.3

DISCUSSION OF THEME TWO – PROGRESSIVE PHILOSOPHY

From its outset, LCS offered a progressive philosophy to provide families an
educational choice in the way their child experienced school. It did this by looking
abroad to the REEP for inspiration and contextualising it within a contemporary
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Western Australian setting. An early childhood lens enabled environments to be
created in which children could play. There was an understanding of the link between
play and children’s learning (Ashiabi, 2007; Bubilova-Moan et al., 2019; Piaget, 1967;
Pyle & Danniels, 2017; Siraj-Blatchford & Brock, 2016; Stagnitti et al., 2007; Wood &
Bennett, 1998), and a recognition of adults having a crucial role to engage play
pedagogies (Leggett & Newman, 2017; Deluca & Hughes, 2014; Thomas et al., 2011).
This was achieved at LCS through advocacy of ECE, prioritising children and
enshrining LCS philosophy within school documents. This section will explore these
enabling factors in context of the literature and theoretical framework.
5.3.1 Play and play pedagogies
The multitude of terminologies to describe play by the participants – play-based, playworks, playful learning, playful approach, being playful, playful element, play as
foundation, framework of play, playfulness - aligns with the research that indicates a
complexity in defining play and play pedagogies due to multiple forms, functions,
characteristics and contexts (Bubilova-Moan et al., 2019; Sutton-Smith, 1997; Wood,
2009).
The broad descriptors of play and play pedagogies both within LCS and the literature
allude to the evolution of understandings regarding children and play. For Anna (F),
her use of “play-works based” connects with the play workers’ perspective that she
has explored more fully since her time at LCS and is reflected in her terminology to
describe educators throughout our interview as “mentors”, with the qualification that
this is because there has been a shift in her thinking regarding the role of educators.
This change of terminology exemplifies Anna’s ongoing professional development as
she continues to explore the role of the adult in supporting children’s learning. It also
points to the expansive nature of play within ECE and the variability of its definition
as explored in studies by Breathnach et al. (2016), as well as Wood and Attfield (2005).
The lack of clarity surrounding play and play pedagogies exacerbates the issue of it
being universally understood and utilised within schools. Given the wide-ranging
terminology one might expect more precision of language within a context that offers
comprehensive professional development. Yet, even within the unique context of LCS
with all its support, it is still grappling with shared language to describe its playful
approach.
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As part of defining play, Bobbie (Teacher/Practitioner, T/P) offered Sahlberg’s
characteristics of play (2019) to clarify her understanding. These characteristics
incorporate elements of earlier versions (Barblett, 2010; Shipley, 2008) and indicate
children’s agency, emotional connection and relevance to learning in contrast to the
industrial educational models that support didactic teaching and standardised testing
(Nicolopoulou et al., 2015). Instead, participants observe place-based, nature-based,
arts-based pedagogies at LCS to support playfulness and children’s learning through
more individualised experiences along the play continuum (Figure 2), which
also includes incorporating elements of direct instruction as found in Thomas et al.
(2011) study. This has been communicated more fully at LCS in the new magazine
initiative the school has recently launched.

This speaks to Bobbie’s (T/P)

interpretation of her current Pedagogista role in consolidating the work of LCS.
While there was broad language in describing play and play pedagogies, participants
understood the intersection between play and learning as explored in the literature
(Fleer, 2017; Nilsson, et al., 2017; Wallerstedt & Pramling, 2012).

5.3.2 Link between play and learning
Participant responses indicate that play promotes cognition and social competence
(Nicolopoulou et al., 2015; Vygotsky, 1978) and that they recognise there is a distinct
connection between play and children’s learning and development.

This

understanding supports Fleer’s (2009) findings in which play allows objects and
actions to be attributed to meaning through exploration to support cognitive
development. This aligns with Nilsson et al. (2017) and their findings of the link
between play, exploration and learning in context of Vygotsky’s (1978) theories of
play, imagination, creativity and realistic thinking.
Two key components of children’s play and how meaning is made were identified by
Vygotsky (1978) and reinforced by participant responses. Language (symbolic
representation) and self-regulation are emphasised within children’s sociodramatic
play where children are able to demonstrate learning through imagination, as well as
cognitive and social-emotional development (Ashiabi, 2007; Stagnitti et al., 2016;
Sharipo, 2019).
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Jane (Teacher/Parent) and Ivy (Assistant) provided the example of a group of children
examining the role of giants in their play, where they spent considerable time
investigating the concept of power and learning through the play in a variety of
learning areas that included social and language skills. This connects with Perry’s
(1996) study that found alignment between play, oral language and social skills. The
giants play also became a space to explore the LCS mutual respect policy and how it
might support the children with their play. This offered a safe environment for
children to explore darker concepts and dangerous role-playing.
In offering playful environments at LCS, Anna (F) identified the need for children to
have a connection to emotion for learning to occur through play for meaning making.
This emotional connection to learning relates to Bobbie’s (T/P) observation that
playful learning is necessary for educators as well as children. This taps into an
interesting aspect of play whereby educators also benefit from an emotional
connection in order to play, to be playful and to allow children to play. Kerry (T/P)
suggested that getting caught up in the curriculum and having a didactic focus is to
lose the passion, and therefore the fun, of teaching and learning. Thus, the role of the
adult is significant for play pedagogies, not only in terms of interactions with children,
but for understanding that a playful element is useful for adults to feel emotionally
connected, allowing adults and children to engage in concurrent playful learning
(Diaz-Varela & Wright, 2019; Goouch, 2008).

5.3.3 Role of the adult in play pedagogies
While participant perspectives on the definition of play varied in language, the role of
the adult at LCS within play pedagogies was more consistent amongst participants
and aligned with contemporary definitions that entrench the role of the adult. This
connects with Leggett and Newman’s (2017) study, in which educators’ perceptions
of their role as intentional teachers to support children’s learning through play
parallels LCS’ educators’ beliefs. It also supports Thomas et al. (2011) in which their
study found a need to balance intentional teaching with play pedagogies, and which
Fleer’s (2009) study defines as teacher-as-mediator.
This adult role reflects Vygotsky’s (1978) concepts that underpin social constructivism
within the classroom (ZPD and a MKO), and which create a co-construction of
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knowledge model (Sharipo, 2019). Dewey (1916) also saw the role of the teacher as
collaborator, researcher and co-learner in partnership with children (Glassman &
Whaley, 2000). He believed that schools should provide contexts for children to be
fully democratic citizens, that is, facilitating freedom, choice and responsibility of
being a participating democratic by learning to solve problems through working with
others (Simpson & Sacken, 2014). Participant responses support this collaboration of
children and adults.
This co-construction is the basis of a social constructivist classroom, which Malaguzzi
and the REEP have embedded in their praxis, whereby adults and peers construct
their knowledge alongside each other (Edwards et al., 1998). Relationships play a core
role within this context. While there are multiple relationships to consider (people,
environment and materials), the core relationship is between the educator and each of
the children with whom they are working. It is this context in which LCS classes
operate and which participants view the role of the adult in the classroom.
The social constructivist classroom can often be misinterpreted, particularly the role
of the adult and play pedagogies. The idea that the REEP allows total freedom for
children drew the ire of Anna, as she indicates here:
It makes me mad when people talk about Reggio as being child-led in terms of the
children are just allowed to do anything they want, because that’s never been…play is
more seen as the child’s research and the environment is there to support

the

child’s

research – Anna (F).

Social constructivism positions the teacher as an active participant rather than a
passive observer of children’s play both within the REEP and at LCS. Teaching teams
and multi-aged classes allow LCS to work in this social constructivist way whereby
adults have a role to scaffold children’s learning (Bruner, 1974), as do children within
multi-aged settings.

While scaffolding can be misinterpreted as direct teaching

(Rogoff, 1998), it is seen as a facilitation role in the REEP (Hewett, 2001; McNally &
Slutsky, 2016; Westerberg & Vandermaas-Peeler, 2021) or teacher-as-mediator (Fleer,
2009). A teaching team enables LCS educators to work as facilitators of children’s
learning. This more active role of the adult in a social constructivist classroom may
98

offer more acceptability of play in this context. That is, there is an active role for the
adult, rather than the more ‘sit back and watch’ approach of Piagetian constructivism
that relies on the child’s self-discovery (Piaget, 1967). This active adult role is found to
elicit more credibility for accountability purposes, as found in the study by Martlew
et al. (2011).
The role of the adult at LCS in play pedagogies parallels the continuum of play (Figure
2) and reflects the fluidity that teachers utilise moving between facilitation and direct
instruction (Brown & Patte, 2012).

The middle of the continuum reflects the

facilitation point and this more collaborative approach aligns with the contemporary
interpretation of play pedagogies requiring an active adult role (Deluca & Hughes,
2014: Leggett & Newman, 2017; Thomas, Warren & de Vries, 2011) and incorporates
the theory of adults supporting children’s play for learning (Malaguzzi, 1994;
Vygotsky, 1978). Bobbie (T/P) captures this notion of a play continuum at LCS here,
It’s…like a continuum…you can have that really self-directed and free play out in nature.
And we see that a lot in our wild spaces…one end of the continuum…go[ing] towards
the other end of the continuum where there may be less of the, perhaps, self-directed
nature, but it still has playful elements. So, the educators can often…when you’re trying
to develop particular skills or fluency in literacy or numeracy, you can embrace elements
of play in that, but with the teacher’s intention of the sort of learning outcome that I want
from that. I think it’s really selecting the right pedagogy for the right time for the right
learning.

With reference to the research question, this viewpoint supports a significant role for
adults in play pedagogies in the current context. It is critical for considering how a
school is able to balance play pedagogies with curriculum obligations. It is the role of
the teacher alongside the image of the child that dictates how a learning environment
is designed before a child even enters a classroom. This facilitation role contributes to
providing another puzzle piece in finding a balance between play pedagogies and
curriculum implementation.

5.3.4 Educators as advocates of play
Participant perspectives on the concept of bravery, or risk-taking regarded as
challenge (Cooke, Press & Wong, 2020), relates to educators who promote pedagogies
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to support children’s learning through their own praxis, as well as finding their voice
to advocate for children’s right to play. Such a view supports the critical role of
educators as advocates of play-based pedagogies identified in the literature
(Breathanach et al., 2016; Mardell, et al., 2019). Specifically, it links to Sims (2014)
study that found an advocacy role is a crucial characteristic for early childhood
professionals to convey to parents, politicians, educators and the wider community.
LCS required an advocacy role since its inception, to promote the value of its approach
to multiple audiences - government registration visitors, fee-paying parents and
colleagues attending professional development workshops and conferences. This has
been developed over time with multiple platforms and more tightened LCS policy
and processes to support it.
The LCS advocacy role continues today with the need to actively embrace and
promote play pedagogies in the current climate of standardised testing. Participant
responses support this view, indicating an understanding of the need for bravery
requiring leadership to enact and promote advocacy, acknowledging LCS provides a
space to develop confidence in finding their voices. The REEP and LCS bravely situate
the child at the centre of decision-making in order to respect the rights of the child
(UN, 1989).

5.3.5 Children as priority
Participants’ responses identified the mutually respectful learning environment
created at LCS, where children are seen as active contributors to their learning
(Edwards et al., 1998). This aligns with the REEP’s image of the child (Malaguzzi,
1993) and is at the core of LCS decision-making. Data shows that LCS prioritises
children through time, flexibility and responsiveness to children’s voices, offering
nature-based education alongside other pedagogies in a respectful setting.
Time, in particular, is critical for play (Wood, 2009). It provides children with social
and cooperation skills that are able to develop in complexity and challenge so that a
progression in play can develop (Broadhead, 2004). Participants identified the value
of children’s agency at LCS and how the flexibility in a rhythm of the day rather than
rigid timetabling supports children’s learning.
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Children at LCS are also prioritised through the low value attributed to high-stakes
testing, namely NAPLAN. This reflects LCS’ desire to consider the whole child in a
holistic context and aligns to valuing a more holistic approach to assessment and
accountability as found in Deluca and Hughes’ (2014) study. LCS views NAPLAN as
a compliance tool tied to school funding. Anna offers her rationale of NAPLAN
within the LCS context:
We have to do it. Let’s make the most of it. Let’s not put any emphasis on it. Let’s tell
the parents this and treat it as a snapshot in time. Let’s make the children celebrate it by
giving them release and stuff like that. And then look at the data in context, but
understand – I don’t know if they get it out a bit earlier now, but the data was never
released in time for it to be of any use to us, so what’s the point? And not to see it as a
diagnosis on the school because it doesn’t have all the other parameters – Anna (F).

LCS complies with NAPLAN within a nurturing environment and places little value
on results, both for individual children and the school as a whole. This approach
supports the school’s values of prioritising children.

These shared values are

supported by written school documents that sustain philosophy and play pedagogies
at LCS.

5.3.6 Written school documents to support LCS philosophy
Overall, participant responses reveal LCS champions play pedagogies for all ages.
This is in contrast to research that outlines an undervaluing of play for compulsory
years of schooling (Nolan & Paatsch, 2017; Henderson, 2014; Barblett et al., 2016).
These pedagogies are enshrined in the LCS Philosophy and LSC Constitution as core
to the school’s operation. Written school documents can offer evidence to help offset
the demand for accountability and assessment purposes (Deluca & Hughes, 2014).
Having the progressive philosophy of LCS embedded in school documents supports
play pedagogies within the school by providing a voice for its pedagogical values.
This articulation of the educational philosophy of the school, for parents, the school
board and other stake-holders, provides a foundation of confidence for educators and
administrators to make decisions pertaining to the environments, time and resources
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to support pedagogies. This articulation of the school’s values has contributed to
shared language and understandings that promote in building community.

5.4

DISCUSSION OF THEME THREE – CULTURE OF COMMUNITY

A culture of community was developed at LCS, deliberately through organisational
structure and organically through human connection. The deliberate decisions to
construct a working partnership between children, educators and families were based
on the community governance of the REEP, the essence of which is explained by
Malaguzzi (cited in Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 1998):
Our goal is to build an amiable school, where children, teachers and families feel at
home. Such a school requires careful thinking and planning, concerning procedures,
motivations and interests.

It must embody ways of getting along together, of

intensifying relationships… (pp.64-65).

LCS set out to offer a similar experience for children, teaching staff and families. The
first step was to establish a community-based governing structure.

5.4.1 Governance structure
The REEP’s sentiment of intensifying relationships is in contrast to corporate
governance models of schools in Western Australia in which a school board is
governed by non-staff members. Instead, a community governance model allows for
equal representation for stake holders, with parents and staff having the right to vote
on governance matters (Edwards, et al., 1998).

Furthermore, it allows for the

pedagogy of the school to remain at the core of decision-making. LCS embraced these
innovative measures when establishing the school to support the progressive
philosophy of LCS.
Faith (T/P) observes there was an intellectual aspect to the knowledge,
understandings and articulation of the REEP that some parents brought to the
community which provided reassurance to others. The REEP provided that
intellectual thread, the proven track record of seeing social constructivism in action,
together with Anna’s strong leadership that reassured families to embark on this new
school choice.
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Participant responses identify shared values as being central to build and sustain the
culture of an organisation. LCS is a school where values where created through
communication and debate in relation to its cultural, political and historical context to
define its culture (Rinaldi, 2017). These values are embedded in the ‘listening to
children’ motto of the school that drives pedagogies and the relationship with families
to create a shared community.
Bobbie’s (T/P) observation was that personal values need to align with an
organisation’s values for the best outcome. In terms of a school community, this belief
suggests that family values regarding childhood and schooling should align. When
values are out of sync, issues may arise.
LCS values ECE and social-constructivism and has built a school through this lens.
This has shaped the development of LCS from the early years, pushing the pedagogy
up, rather than curriculum down. This was facilitated by key leadership positions
being held by ECE qualified staff during the development phase of the school. It
allowed play pedagogies to be supported across the school, aligning with the call for
early childhood leaders to support play pedagogies in schools, as outlined in Barblett
et al. (2016) study.
The anchoring of early childhood philosophy for all children at LCS values children
in the early years, the educators working alongside them and the play pedagogies
they operate within. This approach counters the ‘invisibility’ of early childhood
teachers in recent studies (Henderson, 2014; Nolan & Paatsh, 2017). Furthermore, the
focus on play pedagogies within a social-constructivist setting beyond the early years
at LCS champions early childhood, placing it at the core of the organisation.

5.4.2 Building community
The building of community was a conscious decision from the school’s inception.
Learning together through the Reggio reading group and dedicated weekly
professional development programs within a climate of mutual respect provided a
strong foundation on which to build. Establishing the role of Pedagogista as a
developer of community culture, to link and strengthen the relationships of children,
teachers and parents with an understanding of philosophy and pedagogies, was
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crucial to the school’s sustainability. The development of annual community events
enabled parents to see the village contributing to raising their child, while they
connected with other like-minded parents, thus finding their ‘tribe’. Data from this
study reveals that families are often seeking a ‘village’ community to share raising
their child.

These elements all combined to build a culture of community at LCS.

However, this culture of community concept appears to be an under researched one,
given the difficulty in locating relevant studies that enable play pedagogies.
Participants acknowledged that parent involvement and contribution to LCS looks
different to the earlier years of the organisation’s growth. The REEP have also
acknowledged change in parent participation over time, identifying shifting reasons
and motives for engagement by parents as a trend (Edwards et al., 1998). This
parallels the growth of LCS whereby reasons and motives have moved for parents,
from forging to supporting, and makes parent participation look different from the
early years until now. That is, it has moved from a hands-on approach of parents
being on the ground working alongside the staff to build the school, to one in which
parents support the school from the sidelines.
The REEP identifies communication as a key concept to connect community, and to
enable sustainability. Malaguzzi (cited in Edwards, et al., p.109) described this as “the
pedagogy of communication”. As LCS has grown, more resources have been directed
to developing multiple communication channels across the school to enable parent
participation in their child’s schooling experience. Yet, growth may have eroded some
of the deep emotional connection that families and staff possessed that enabled them
to forge new ground with the establishment of LCS. Described by participants as the
“heart…passion… magic” of LCS, it was the force that drove and sustained it,
particularly during difficult times.
This was evident in 2007 when a small group of new parents believed a more
traditional governance model was needed and sought to overhaul the school
structure. It was a destabilising time and required the loyalty of founding families to
lead the community to support Anna and the staff. Faith provides an insightful
perspective on this time regarding the founding families:
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I think because that group of parents had such faith in what was here and so they wouldn’t
have been shaken about it [events of 2007] – Faith.

The events of 2007 led to affirmation for those families who had chosen LCS for their
children and departure of those new families who were seeking otherwise. It led to a
review of the school operations resulting in more robust governance and transparency.
It was timely for a small organisation experiencing growing pains and needing to
articulate the magic of the pedagogy with a written philosophy and supporting policy
and procedures. It tightened operations, strengthened the Constitution and shared the
overwhelming workload for Anna into a Co-Principalship model, in which pedagogy
was separated from administration. This was not a decision taking lightly given the
additional costs involved, however LCS has always been privileged to have families
support the substantial fee structure of the school. A robust Board was recreated from
the original Advisory Council of the first Constitution and filled with professionals
with a business focus, which provided security of the school compliance in all aspects.
It was the heart and passion of the founding families who supported the school
through this tumultuous time that transitioned the organisation to its next
development phase.
The REEP was central to the development of a culture of community at LCS and has
proved vital to supporting a contemporary and relevant education for children. One
that embraces and promotes play pedagogies in a school context.

5.5

DISCUSSION OF THEME FOUR – REEP AS A BEACON OF HOPE

Data from the current study suggest the influence of the REEP on LCS is profound,
both organisationally and personally. This influence extends beyond the early years
at LCS through to Year 12 (the final year of school in Western Australia). Socialconstructivism is anchored within the LCS educational philosophy as the core
theoretical approach. This shaped decision-making of the school from its inception,
stemming from the way children are viewed at LCS in line with the REEP’s ‘image of
the child’:
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Our image of children no longer considers them as isolated and egocentric, does
not see them only engaged in action with objects, does not emphasize only the
cognitive aspects, does not belittle feelings or what is not logical and does not
consider with ambiguity the role of the affective domain. Instead our image of
the child is rich in potential, strong, powerful, competent and, most of all,
connected to adults and other children.
(Malaguzzi, 1993, p.10).

The ‘image of the child’ inspired Malaguzzi to develop the Hundred Languages of
Children and articulate this image as a metaphor, a philosophy and a teaching
approach (Gandini, 2011). In developing the pedagogy of the REEP, Malaguzzi looked
abroad for inspiration. Initially heavily influenced by Piaget and his cognitive
constructivism, Malaguzzi began to question the isolation of the child and lack of
emphasis on the social interaction of children’s learning, as well as the narrowness of
a linear progression of development in favour of a more sociocultural approach
(Edwards, et al., 1998).
This lens influences decision-making by a democratic community of learners –
children, teachers, environment, curriculum, families and the broader community - to
develop a culture of community and support sociocultural theory in praxis through
pedagogical documentation (Malaguzzi, 1993). This section will consider the role of
documentation, operational support and inspiration of the REEP that LCS utilised to
enable play pedagogies to thrive within the restraints of a school context.

5.5.1 Pedagogical documentation
Participants understood the power of pedagogical documentation in promoting LCS
philosophy as a communication tool for families and the broader community in
understanding how play pedagogies are supported. Participants spoke of the need
for parents to understand the pedagogies of the school through developing an
understanding of the theory behind their work.

As such, the various forms of

documentation (banners, displays, journals) were a crucial communication role in this
understanding. The role of research in linking theory and praxis is enabled through
pedagogical documentation of the REEP, making learning visible (Rinaldi, 2006).
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As with other related concepts of the REEP (image of the child; teacher as coconstructor of knowledge; teacher-as-researcher), documentation aligns with the
REEP values of the ethics and politics of childhood (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). These
democratic principles and ethics, the image of the child, aesthetics, and constructivist
approach reflect Dewey’s influence on the REEP (Lindsay, 2015). Dewey’s focus on
active participation for children through interaction with materials, people and the
environment (Dewey, 1939) aligns with social constructivism as interpreted by the
REEP.
Pedagogical documentation offers qualitative data as a holistic assessment tool to
counter fears surrounding accountability and assessment (Margrain, Hope & Stover,
2019) and in understanding how to balance play pedagogies with curriculum
obligations, as considered in Martlew et al. (2011) study. As Lee-Hammond and
Bjervås (2020) found in their study, it is difficult to implement pedagogical
documentation in isolation.

It requires substantial administrative support to

maximise its value which schools would need to consider to further balance play
pedagogies with curriculum and standardised testing.

5.5.2 Operational support
Participants identified that LCS developed with substantial operational support of the
learning programs. These comprised of: teachers working in teams through the
development of an intern programs; understanding the value of classrooms being set
up as creative environments to support children’s learning; and, recognising the
importance of the arts in supporting play pedagogies.
Teaching teams
The innovation of a teaching intern program to enable multiple perspectives and
collaborative learning within a classroom was a significant original decision of LCS.
This enables teaching teams to work more authentically within a social-constructivist
environment to support play pedagogies. This ‘community of learning’ was identified
as being central to play pedagogies being utilised in Junior Primary classrooms in Jay
and Knaus’ (2018) study. Furthermore, teaching teams allow classrooms to operate as
environments that support play pedagogies and children’s learning through the REEP
concept of the environment as third teacher (Edwards, et al., 1998).
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Environment as third teacher
The environment as third teacher in the REEP reflects Dewey’s beliefs in how children
learn and the role of art (Vecchi, 2010). The role of visual arts in schools was a theme
within several of Dewey’s writings translated into Italian around the time Malaguzzi
was conceiving the central role of the atelier (art studio) in the REEP (Lindsay, 2015).
Dewey recognised that art laboratories could play a role for democratic and
transformative education (Lindsay, 2015). While heavily influenced by Dewey’s
democratic ideals, it was also Malaguzzi’s belief that art should not be confined to
galleries and museums (Gandini, 2012). Thus, aesthetics has a central role in the
classroom environments of the REEP and LCS.
The atelier (art studio) is the hub of the environments as a place of research within the
schools of the REEP, with an emphasis on the encompassing role of artist languages
through the role of an Atelierista, an artistic expert working alongside the children
(Edwards, et al., 1998). LCS has expanded this Atelierisa role into the integrated arts
programs which operates across the school and promotes arts and play pedagogies.
Integrated arts program (The Hundred Languages of Children)
Participants spoke of the value of the current arts program at LCS which Anna
introduced in 2013. This program built on the existing arts program within the school,
which had always been given priority for the value that creativity contributes to but
re-envisioned to embed the arts more fully into the school. This initiative evolved
after an Atelierista-in-residence was trialled some years earlier in which one person
worked with educators across the school.

While valuable, it did not have the

sustainability of an integrated arts program that encompasses multiple perspectives
across multiple languages.
While it is a poem, The Hundred Languages of Children (Malaguzzi, cited in Edwards et
al., 1998) is also a context for constructing concepts and consolidating meaning,
championing the importance of all languages, not just the narrow, traditional few,
namely reading, writing and arithmetic (Rinaldi, 2006). The hundred languages
provide broad scope for children to play with materials to further their learning and
to understand and appreciate aesthetic beauty. This exposure to extensive materials
is demonstrated through children having use of a multitude of tools such as paint,
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clay, wire, charcoal, dance, music, drama as well as technological tools - digital
cameras, video cameras, computers, iPads, augmented reality sandbox - which speaks
to Vygotsky’s relationship of cultural tools for thought and learning as well as
Dewey’s belief that art plays a role in everyday life (Dewey, 1934). It also underscores
the role of digital tools for enhancing the complexity of children’s play and learning
as examined by George, Howitt and Oakley (2020) and Fleer (2014).
The dual role of the art specialists at LCS engaging children with the multiple
‘languages’ of art, as well as upskilling teaching staff, reflects the Atelierista role of
the REEP (Vecchi, 2010). Working alongside teaching staff, art specialists are able
share their expertise and upskill staff such as in digital technologies to assist the
production of pedagogical documentation. The arts program, alongside the studio
environments and collaborative teaching teams all contribute to balancing play
pedagogies with external obligations.

5.5.3 REEP as inspiration
A ‘trajectory of hope’ is the phrase used by Giamminuti et al. (2015, p. 89) in a study
that identified a link between the image of the child and early childhood reforms. It
is a term that offers possibility and optimism, one in which a reimaged childhood
(Rinaldi, 2017) may counteract the current era of education in Western Australia.
Specifically, the qualitative documentation of the REEP offers hope today in providing
an alternative lens to counter the accountability and assessment fears of Australian
educators. It provides data that can be used as evidence of children’s learning as
outlined in Martlew et al. (2011) study.
Participants spoke with deep passion about how they believe the REEP influenced
them and identified educational philosophy and operational structure of the REEP as
directly shaping LCS.

This is credit to the educators of Reggio who have not only

developed their innovative programs but set up a mechanism to share their stories
with an international audience.

Reggio Children was established to support the

international community and to protect the work of the REEP, as outlined on their
website:
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Reggio Children is an international centre for the defence and promotion of children’s
rights and potentials. It was created with the intention of valorising and safeguarding
the experience of Reggio Emilia’s Municipal Infant-Toddler Centres and Preschools,
known in Italy and throughout the world as the Reggio Emilia Approach®.
(www.reggiochildren.it, 2020)

This inspirational quote talks of the preservation of children’s rights and aligns with
the UNCRC and the Australian Early Childhood code of ethics (ECA, 2016) that
advocates for children’s rights. The REEP’s willingness to share their journey is
powerful

and

important

for

maintaining

integrity

of

their

work.

The

commercialisation of the Reggio approach goes beyond Reggio Children with claims
around the world of early childhood practitioners ‘doing Reggio’. Without Reggio
Children, the REEP is at risk of having their approach misinterpreted, with people
making pretty environments without understanding the theory behind it, using it as
a marketing tool to attract parents to fee-paying venues. It is to LCS’ credit that in
understanding the REEP’s lessons, the philosophy is underpinned by the Reggio
approach, but it is contextualised within its school setting and grown well beyond the
scope of early childhood, through to the end of secondary school.

First-hand

experience of visiting Reggio Emilia and/or having educators visit LCS is a critical
element to understanding the deep passion of participants.
The language of Reggio inspires. The combination of Italian expressions and passion
for children helps to capture the international community’s imagination. Rinaldi’s
exemplary quotes below provides a flavour of inspiration that reinforces the REEP as
a beacon of hope:
In an age of educational conformity in early childhood education, Reggio Emilia offers
the hope that a different way of thinking and acting exists. It represents an island of
dissent and creates an opportunity for change (Rinaldi, 2004, p.3, as cited in
Giamminuti, 2009).
Reggio is a metaphor and a symbolical place. Being in relation with Reggio allows people
to hope, to believe change is possible. It enables you to cultivate dreams… (Rinaldi, 2006,
p.197).
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The REEP has endured seven decades of working within social-constructivist
environments weaving theory and praxis in their work and respecting the rights of
children. The REEP has evolved beyond the death of Malaguzzi and is currently
supported by Reggio Children, who in turn, support the international community to
interpret their work. The REEP has been interpreted as representing the Zone of
Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978) for the early childhood community (New,
2007). This advocacy role by the educators of the REEP inspires LCS to be bold in their
decision-making, to value and prioritise children, and to be advocates for ECE and
beyond. In so doing, LCS maintains a balancing act between offering play pedagogies
within a school context and complying with Western Australian education
requirements, including high-stakes testing (NAPLAN).

5.6

CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter discusses the findings and emergent themes of the case study. It has
presented these themes and their relationship to the research questions alongside
theory and literature discussed in Chapter 2. The final chapter will conclude the study
by reiterating its scope and purpose, discussing the significance of the research
findings, the limitations of the study and possible implications for further research.
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CHAPTER 6 - CONCLUSION

6.1

INTRODUCTION

The chapter will reiterate the purpose of this study and present a review of significant
findings that offer a contribution to new knowledge. The chapter will also consider
recommendations that identify the crucial role of early childhood educators and
leaders within Australian schools, as well as consider the limitations of the study.
6.2

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The study set out to examine how a school balances play pedagogies within the
current Australian context of standardised testing and an overcrowded curriculum.
This context has seen schools placed under increased scrutiny to perform through
national testing with comparative data available to the public, hence high-stakes
testing. It has resulted, intended or otherwise, in an era whereby children and their
childhoods are seen as commodities for investment in the future benefit of the nation.
To counter this view, this study offers an alternative lens for educators, school leaders
and policy makers to consider a school setting in which children and their current
needs are prioritised and play is valued as an important pedagogical tool.
To this end, the lens in which children are viewed is crucial. The case study asserts
the importance of understanding the link between this view and the pedagogies
implemented within classrooms.
6.3

RESEARCH FINDINGS

The key themes of this study of an innovative founder, a progressive philosophy, a
culture of community and the REEP as inspiration combine to answer the overall
research question of how a school community balances play pedagogies in this era of
standardised testing.

The factors that influence early childhood educators

pedagogical decision-making at LCS and enable play to be embedded at the school
include the role of the Pedagogista; the LCS Philosophy that embraces social
constructivism within a contemporary context; teaching teams who recognise the role
of the adult in play pedagogies; and the understanding of the roles of advocacy and
bravery for early childhood educators.
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The REEP had an immense influence on the original vision of LCS, the emotional
connection of early childhood educators, and the ongoing pedagogies of the school.
Significantly, the REEP has influenced much of the fabric of LCS through concepts of
a Pedagogista, teaching teams, the environment as third teacher, the central role of the
arts, and making learning visible through pedagogical documentation.
The community building mechanisms that support the culture of the school include
the historic Reggio reading group, the Wednesday afternoon staff lunches and
professional learning program, the LCS Mutual Respect Policy, and committed
parents who have ‘found their tribe’.
These combined enabling factors that allow play pedagogies to flourish at LCS do not
align with the current context of government prioritisation of standardised testing.
This is because of opposing priorities. LCS’ decision-making prioritises children
through time and flexibility, arts and nature-based education, and places low priority
on standardised testing (NAPLAN).

6.4

SIGNIFICANCE OF RESEARCH FINDINGS

The study contributes to the dialogue of children’s right to play and early childhood
educators’ professional right to implement play pedagogies within the early years of
schooling. In answering the question of how a school maintains play pedagogies
within the current climate, a set of findings reveal that in order to do so, there is a
multi-layered approach encompassing leadership, educational philosophy, a
supportive community and an inspiring international ECE model.
To unpack how the aforementioned themes translate into a practical application for
schools, the following points reiterate the key elements for a school to balance play
pedagogies and external obligations.
1. Early childhood leadership (including consideration of a Pedagogista role).
2. Social constructivist classrooms that include a shared image of the child as a
competent protagonist in their own learning; creative environments; the roles
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of the teacher as facilitator and reflective practitioner; co-constructors of
knowledge, play pedagogies and advocacy (being brave);
3. Operational support for prioritising children including teaching teams, flexible
timetabling, specialist teachers (arts and nature), inspired indoor and outdoor
environments.
4. Dedicated professional learning to promote the above (importantly the link
between play and learning).
5. Values articulated in school documents to avoid ambiguity.
6. Build community with families to support ECE and play pedagogies through
the building of relationship over time.
7. Utilise pedagogical documentation as a tool for qualitative data for assessment
and accountability purposes.
8. Champion ECE - push pedagogies up, instead of curriculum down.
In summary, play pedagogies support children’s learning and development and can
be implemented in Australian schools in the current climate with consideration of the
aforementioned factors.

6.5

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

The study reported here is a single case study of a very unique school; one that is only
available to families who can afford to pay substantial fees. Few parents were
interviewed who were not also LCS staff, with only one new parent adding their voice
to the story. Further, the study only focuses on the external factors that support play
pedagogies within that school’s context. It may be the case that in different settings
the factors enabling play pedagogies could be different. In addition, participants were
not invited to share their experiences of implementing play pedagogies within the
classroom, per se, rather they were asked how they were supported to do so. This could
have been important given that similar criticism of the REEP is that there is a lot of
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theoretical talk around it, rather than the pragmatic ‘How?’ on a practitioner level.
Research that assists practitioners in implementing play pedagogies in the classroom
strengthen the nexus in line with the bridging theory and praxis argument presented
in the previous chapter.

6.6

IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

While a single case study is naturally of limited scope, this study examined an
alternative lens to consider how we might prioritise children and their learning within
the current Western Australian schooling system. The aim of the study was to explore
how one school is supported to implement play pedagogies, and the role of the REEP
to inspire a culture of community, both philosophically and practically.
The growth of LCS from early childhood through to secondary school ensured a
different perspective to most mainstream schools in Western Australia. The
background of the Founder as an early childhood educator was instrumental in the
focus being the child and their individual development rather than curriculum.
The following recommendations have been made based on the case study findings
that sought to ascertain how a school might balance play pedagogies with external
expectations.
Recommendation 1
Schools will benefit from early childhood educators in school leadership positions,
especially school principal roles, to support play pedagogies in schools. An early
childhood lens provides support to classrooms through recognition of the value of
agency, flexible timetabling, collaborative teaching, creative environments and
integrated curriculum. To achieve this, operational support is necessary from a
Principal or school leadership perspective. This case study supports this premise with
the Founding Principal of the school trained in ECE.
Furthermore, consideration of a Pedagogista-type leadership role for support of early
childhood educators would further enhance the opportunities to embrace play
pedagogies within a school setting. As is the case at LCS, the value lies in this person
being trained in ECE.
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Recommendation 2
While schools may benefit with additional early childhood leaders to support play
pedagogies, they will also benefit from early childhood educators teaching in the
junior primary years of school, that is Pre-Primary to Year 2 in Western Australia. This
is important for establishing strong early childhood philosophy within these years to
balance play pedagogies with curriculum obligations.
Recommendation 3
Targeted, comprehensive and ongoing professional learning for leaders and educators
of children in Pre-Primary to Year 2, that encompasses educational philosophy, early
childhood theory and pedagogical documentation is recommended to maximise the
benefit of collaborative learning and for the effective implementation of play
pedagogies.
Recommendation 4
Rethinking the delivery of curriculum in school settings to allow children more time
and flexible timetabling in order to facilitate play pedagogies, as well as integrating
arts and nature-based programs.
Further research involving additional case studies in a broader study may result in
further findings to support a range of schools to utilise play pedagogies. While this
study is limited in scope to the early years, implementing play pedagogies in the older
years would be of value. Given the recent focus of STEM and STEAM for primary
and secondary schools, incorporating and understanding how play pedagogies
interweave with these concepts would assist in de-mystifying play pedagogies in a
school setting.
6.7

FINAL WORDS

The REEP translated Dewey’s original vision for his laboratory school and integrated
Vygotsky’s social constructivism into their creative environments. When asked how
he felt about the origins of the REEP, Malaguzzi (cited in Edwards et al., 1998) referred
to the humble beginnings of the project as well as the human emotions involved,
referencing Dewey (“the foundations of the mind”) and Vygotsky (“the loan of
consciousness”), to be mindful of these concepts especially in difficult times, when it
is crucial to remember the purpose of the project, particularly in light of the future of
humankind (p.57).
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This quote reminds us of the original intent of the REEP – to offer an education to
young children that allows them to think for themselves after the aftermath of the
second world war. This advocacy for critical thinking is perhaps even more powerful
today. Our world is still controlled by cult leaders, weakened by conspiracy theories,
dominated by neoliberalism, even in the midst of a worldwide pandemic. We must
strive to offer an education in which children are enabled to think for themselves,
while simultaneously offering playful environments to nurture their growth and
development, their creativity, joy and agency.
The future outlook of the REEP resonates today for early childhood educators who
are seeking a more authentic childhood experience for children’s learning. It continues
to

resonate

for

LCS

whose

progressive

approach

required

exploration,

experimentation, innovation, risk-taking and tenacity alongside a committed
community to progress into unchartered territory to develop a school from the ground
up, with an early childhood educator at the helm. This required a play mindset and
a playful approach to consider how to develop a concept into an institution recognised
as a school by the Western Australian Department of Education.
Sociocultural theory within a social constructivist classroom offers a legitimate context
to advocate for play pedagogies in the primary classroom. The REEP offers key
insights into how Australian schools might consider the balancing act of honouring
childhood and meeting curriculum and NAPLAN pressures. However, it requires a
rethinking of how we see the role of schools (Rinaldi, 2017) and how decision-making
regarding schools needs reframing to consider the child as priority.
LCS rethought the schooling experience.

It embraced the REEP’s challenge of

prioritising children and its internal decision-making reflects this premise. In so
doing, LCS honours its original vision to offer a contemporary education, becoming
its own beacon of hope within an Australian context.
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APPENDIX A

WA
Play is essential for health, happiness and resilience.
It supports physical, social, emotional, creative,
intellectual, spiritual and cultural development and
learning. Children’s own identity and their relationships
with others are strengthened through play.
Play is a fundamental human right, enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child. We owe it to all children and young people to make it a priority in
every aspect of their lives, irrespective of age, ability, gender, ethnicity, or circumstance.
By endorsing the WA Play Charter individuals and organisations affirm their support for,
and commitment to, the following:
WE BELIEVE
• Play is a vital component of childhood, adolescence and throughout the lifespan.
• Play is varied and can be anything a child chooses it to be.
• Adults have a collective responsibility to protect and promote play opportunities for all
children and young people.
WE WILL
• Protect children’s right to play.
• Advocate for the importance of play in children’s lives.
• Respect children’s intrinsic desire to play.
• Promote the value of learning through play.
• Minimise barriers to play.

Endorse the WA Play Charter at
playmatterswa.org.au/waplaycharter

The Play Matters
Collective is a
collaborative
project initiated by

Proudly
supported by

APPENDIX B

5 February 2019
A school community balancing play pedagogies with standardised testing in early childhood education.

We invite you to participate in a research study looking at the development of the Bold Park Community
School (BPCS) culture in supporting play-based pedagogies within the classrooms. This study is part of
my Master of Education (Research) degree at Murdoch University under the supervision of Dr Libby LeeHammond and Dr Sandra Hesterman.
As background, I was employed at BPCS from 2004 and 2013. During that time, I held positions as an
Early Childhood Teacher, Assistant and Co-Principal, as well as BPCS Advisory Council member. I took
long service leave during 2014 and maternity leave the following year and elected not to return to BPCS
due to our family’s relocation to Margaret River where we are happily settled. I am looking forward to
reconnecting to the school through this study.
Aim of the study
The aim of the study is to conduct a case study of the early childhood programs at BPCS in order to
investigate the pedagogical approaches to learning in a Western Australian school that integrates
play within its educational philosophy and pedagogies while meeting mandated curriculum and
learning outcomes. It also aims to document and analyse the practices of a small, community school
to investigate how the culture of the school was developed to support early childhood education
within a school context.
What the study will involve
Participants of the study will need to have been employed at BPCS in an early childhood setting for
compulsory aged children (4-8 years). Alternatively, participants will need to be or have been a
board member/parent of BPCS while their child/ren are/were engaged in an early childhood setting
for compulsory aged children (4-8 years).

If you decide to be involved in this study, you will be invited to
•
•
•

Participate in a semi-structured, in-depth interview of approximately 40-60 minutes duration
which will be audio recorded and transcribed.
Provide optional feedback on a transcript of your interview before data is analysed.
Be observed at the school in the usual course of business including staff meetings,
professional development training and mentoring, parent workshops, school tours and staff
events which will be recorded via field notes and may be photographed (with no individuals
identifiable).
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Voluntary participation and withdrawal from the study
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You may decide to withdraw your consent to
participate in this research, and may request to withdraw their material before the data analysis is
complete. Withdrawing from the research will have no consequences for the school’s ongoing
participation in the project.
Benefits of the Study
It is possible that there may be no direct benefit to you from participation in this study although we
hope it will provide an opportunity to reflect on the culture of the school community.

The study may provide an example of a school where play-based pedagogies operate alongside
mandated curriculum requirements. This may be beneficial to families and educational professionals
seeking confirmation that it is possible for schools to offer both simultaneously, which may lead to a
positive impact for children beyond the context of BPCS.
Possible Risks
There are no specific risks anticipated with participation in this study. However, Libby, Sandra and I
are happy to discuss with you any concerns you may have. If you are willing to consent to
participation in this study, please complete the attached Consent Form.

Once we have analysed the information from this study we will email a summary of our findings,
which we anticipate being available by mid-2020.
We thank you for your assistance with this research project.
Sincerely
Amanda Winnett
Researcher
0457 674 685
amandawinnett07@gmail.com

Dr. Libby Lee-Hammond
Principal Supervisor
Associate Professor
HDR Director
9360 2627
l.lee@murdoch.edu.au

Dr. Sandra Hesterman
Co-Supervisor
Senior Lecturer
ECE Director
9360 6305
s.hesterman@murdoch.edu.au

This study has been approved by the Murdoch University Human Research Ethics Committee (Approval
2018/201). If you have any reservation or complaint about the ethical conduct of this research, and
wish to talk with an independent person, you may contact Murdoch University’s Research Ethics Office
(Tel. (+61 8) 9360 6677) or e-mail ethics@murdoch.edu.au). Any issues you raise will be treated in
confidence and investigated fully, and you will be informed of the outcome.
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APPENDIX C
The following central research question will drive the proposed study:
How does a school community maintain play-based pedagogies in an era of
standardised testing prioritisation?

To consider this, subsequent questions aim to guide the direction of the research design:
•
•
•
•

How have recent Australian school reforms impacted early childhood pedagogies
through a neoliberal agenda?
What is the political context for early childhood education in WA?
What is play and how is it embedded into practice through play-based pedagogies?
How might the Reggio Emilia Educational Project (REEP) influence the WA
educational experience?

The proposed guiding interview questions for the case study relate to these concepts and
have been grouped accordingly. These groupings are represented in the diagram below.

Early Childhood
Education

Play-based
Pedagogies

Reggio Emilia
Educational
Project

Influences of
historical decision
making

The guiding questions have been broken into three categories of participants:
Founder/Pedagogista
Educators/Staff
Parents/Board Members

Guiding Interview Questions – Founder/Pedagogista
Background and early childhood education

1. What was/is your role at Lakeview Community School (LCS) and how long were
you/have you been in the positon?
2. What qualifications do you hold?
3. What is your role of pedagogista?
Play and play pedagogies at LCS

4. How is play embedded in the pedagogy of LCS?
5. How would you characterise the role of play in the curriculum at LCS?
Influence of Reggio Emilia Educational Project on LCS development

6. What were your experiences of visiting Reggio Emilia and how did your visits
influence your pedagogy?
7. What play pedagogies did you observe the educators in Reggio Emilia engaging in?
8. How does LCS compare to the REEP’s educational experience?
Historical decisions that influenced play pedagogies at LCS

9. How do you think the historical decisions made for the school impact on the
pedagogy of the school today, in particular for those children aged 4-8 years?
10. What role does the LCS Philosophy have in linking historical decisions of the school
to the current pedagogies?
11. What is the role of school community (parents and staff) in sustaining the philosophy
and pedagogies of LCS?
12. What factors do you believe allow LCE early childhood programs to thrive today?
13. How is this managed within today’s context which prioritises standardised testing?

Guiding Interview Questions – Educators/Staff
Background and early childhood education

1. What is your role at Lakeview Community School (LCS) and how long have you been
in the positon?
2. What qualifications do you hold?
3. What is your understanding of early childhood education and play-based
pedagogies?
Play and play pedagogies at LCS

4. How is play embedded in your pedagogy?
5. Can you describe how play is delivered in your program?
6. What is your understanding of the origins of LCS?
Influence of Reggio Emilia Educational Project on LCS development

7. Have you visited Reggio Emilia? If so, what was your experience and how did it
impact on your pedagogy?
8. What is your understanding of the Reggio Emilia Educational Project?
9. How do the educators in Reggio Emilia integrate play within their schools?
10. How does LCS compare to the REEP’s educational experience?
Historical decisions that influenced play pedagogies at LCS

11. How do you think the historical decisions made for the school impact on the
pedagogy of the school today, in particular for those children aged 4-8 years?
12. How does the LCS educational philosophy influence your pedagogy?
13. What is the role of school community (parents and staff) in sustaining the philosophy
and pedagogies of LCS?
14. What factors do you believe allow LCE early childhood programs to thrive today?
15. How is this managed within today’s context which prioritises standardised testing?

Guiding Interview Questions – Board Members/Parents
Background and early childhood education

1. What is your role at Lakeview Community School (LCS) and how long have you been
involved at the school?
2. What is your understanding of early childhood education?
3. Why did you choose to send your child to LCS?
Play and play pedagogies at LCS

4. What does play mean to you?
5. How does play feature in the programs at LCS? What value do you place on it?
Influence of Reggio Emilia Educational Project on LCS development

6. What is your understanding of the Reggio Emilia Educational Project (REEP)?
7. How has the REEP influenced the philosophy of LCS?
Historical decisions that influenced play pedagogies at LCS

8. What governance model does LCS operate under? What does this mean to you?
9. What is the role of school community (parents and staff) in sustaining the philosophy
and programs of LCS?
10. How do you think the historical decisions made for the school impact on the
programs today, in particular for those children aged 4-8 years?
11. What role does the LCS Philosophy have in linking historical decisions of the school
to the current programs?
12. What factors do you believe allow LCE early childhood programs to thrive today?
13. How is this managed within today’s context which prioritises standardised testing?
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Project No.
Project Title

2018/201
A school community balancing play pedagogies with standardised
testing in early childhood education.

I have read the participant information letter, which explains the nature of the research. The information has
been explained to me and all my questions have been satisfactorily answered. I have been given a copy of
the information letter to keep.
I am happy to be interviewed and for the interview to be audio recorded as part of this research. I
understand that I do not have to answer particular questions if I do not want to and that I can withdraw at
any time before completion of the data analysis without needing to give a reason and without consequences
to myself. I am also happy to be observed as part of my working day at BPCS with the understanding that
observations will be non-disruptive to school operations and that field notes will be made and photographs
may be taken (where individuals are not identifiable).
I agree that research data from the results of the study may be published provided my name or any
identifying data is not used. I have also been informed that I may not receive any direct benefits from
participating in this study.
I understand that all information provided by me is treated as confidential and will not be released by the
researcher to a third party unless required to do so by law.

Participant’s name:

________________________

Signature of Participant:

________________________

Date: …..../..…../…….

I confirm that I have provided the Information Letter concerning this study to the above participant; I have
explained the study and have answered all questions asked of me.

Signature of researcher:

________________________

Date: …..../..…../…….

APPENDIX E - BRAINSTORMING SHEET: INITIAL FINDINGS FROM
PARTICIPANT INTERVIEWS

Participant/s: Interview 8
___________________________________________________________________________
SIMILARITIES
Recurring terminology/phrasing/interpretations between interviewees:
Brave.
Time.
Keep the light in children’s eyes.
Teacher as facilitator.
DIFFERENCES
Anything stand out as significant that no one else responded with?
Raw documentation – bravery of Reggio.
Wednesday staff lunches allow for threads of connection across school.
Reggio – prefer connection at the door with parents to emails.
‘Backward design’ – internal map to document curriculum links.
OTHER COMMENTS
The value of Wednesday afternoons – connection, consistency, sharing, staff wellbeing =
community; the how of what LCS does.
It’s so integral to our school teaching and learning philosophy; its why we are what we are.
MY COMMENTS
Wednesday afternoons – nurtures a sense of community and develops a culture of being a
self-reflective practitioner; the framework that allows the magic to happen.

Scary (brave) to wait &
give space & chase after
following curriculum.
Child led.
Play as experiment to process
emotions. Adult provocation
rejected –child ownership.
Child as observer in play.
Emotional reaction; drama to process.
Transformation. Rich language (literacy)
Play allows child to be brave.
Play harder option for teachers.
Parent support – active participants.
Flexibility – child resolution.
Teaching skills to play; adult support.
Pleasure is motivation.
Development of play; Types of play.
Play = mess. Foundation skills.
Sensory play easiest for learning.
Observation as inspiration.
Role of adult lessens as child gets older.
Play as exploration (water play – maths).
Scaffolding mutual respect – role model.
Protective Behaviours; explore dark
themes in safe context.
Balance of adult role in play.

***

EC trained;long term parent; staff member.
Need to be brave (scary for teachers) to allow play.
Provocations (show, environments).
Outdoor play, nature-based, environment,
Wildspace. Time.
Beautiful materials;relationship to materials.

more help; more time.
Motivation.

Inspiration to grow:

Value of shared experience.
Deep reflection.
Passionate colleagues.
Sharing stories, In Dialogue.

***

“The light in children’s eyes”.
Flexibility of timetables – no bells.
Rhythm of the day; respond class dynamics.
Wednesday afternoons – shared lunch (fundraising); socially
connected; professional learning.
Image of the Child dictated structures of school.
Started a little revolution.

•

journals, projects verses play.
Physical site influences
terminology of early childhood.
Curriculum pressure – play is scarier
the older the children. Challenges of
lack of play for older children; getting
near to it. Inviting parents into
classes. Political role of teachers:
need to be advocates for EC; bravery
required; use of child's voice to drive
curriculum.

Integrated curriculum.
Value of verbal conversations
Value of social-emotional learning.
with parents.
Play as learning – build in curriculum links.
Role of transition –
Respect for children – image of the child
connection; parent
Observation skills of teachers.
mentoring.
Environment as third teacher.
Making learning visible – accountability.
***
Whole child. Emotional Power of documentation.
Role of the environment; arts.
experience. Brave in
documentation. Strong
Social constructivism; relationship building
core beliefs. Listens to
Critical role of Pedagogista.
research.Raw
Whole school focus PD:
Documentation.
links across ages; shared stories;
HOPE.
workshops; consistency of approach;
Tensions
Mapping curriculum – backward design.
Products of learning – portfolios,

Sense of community.
Staff collegiality/support.
Staff lunches – parent contribution,
community building, valuing of staff.
Mid-week break for families on Wed pm.
Role of environment in supporting community –
transition hub (new playground design).
Building culture through parent sharing.
Support for new parents through existing parents
Invite parents into classroom - ’keep inviting’,
give time.

***

APPENDIX E - VENN DIAGRAM
INTERVIEW 8

