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ABSTRACT
This study examined the use of children’s literature as a vehicle to teach for
social justice. It was conducted in two preschool settings that provided non-
compulsory, prior to formal school years’ care in a town on the Queensland coast of
Australia. Five early childhood educators, two groups of preschoolers (aged between
three and five years) and the researcher were involved in the participatory action
research study which included a 10 week orientation phase and an 11 week action

research phase.

The study was underpinned by the recognition paradigm of social justice
which argues that marginalisation and exploitation result from inequitable and
inadequate recognition of difference. With this paradigm in mind, the study was
framed within a participatory worldview, critical theory and socio-constructivist
perspectives. Participatory action research aligns with these perspectives and was
used in this study to produce knowledge and improve practice collaboratively in the
two preschool settings through the direct involvement of the early childhood

educators as co-researchers.

Through cyclical, critically reflective analysis of weekly videotaped
storytime sessions, the co-researchers found that the judicious use of children’s
literature worked as an appropriate pedagogical strategy to teach for social justice.
The study heightened preschoolers’ awareness and understandings of, and
sensitivities to, social justice issues related to difference, diversity and human dignity
and it transformed their language regarding these issues from exclusivity to

inclusivity.

The study concluded that teaching for social justice should begin in the early
years and the use of children’s literature is an appropriate medium to do so. Such
pedagogy should help preschoolers to develop an appreciation of and respect for
difference and diversity. A further conclusion of this study was that participatory
action research is a collaborative and socially just mode of inquiry that values and
acts upon the knowledge, skills, expertise and voices of those involved to create

positive change.
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Chapter One: Introduction

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Together we can help shape and mould the thoughts and beliefs of
those children who will become caretakers of the planet for the next
generation. We do this every time we create or support an expression
of love toward children in need. We show it by example wherever
children experience commitment to their care, their well-being, their
sense of hope and purpose. The leaders of the future are not born to
it, they are nurtured and their values and passions are shaped by the
experiences they have. (Noble, 2003, p. 4)

PROLOGUE

No-one is born hating another person because of the colour of her/his skin, or
gender, or ethnicity, or religion, or ability, or class, or sexual orientation (Mandela,
1994). People learn to hate, and this begins in infancy; however, people can be taught
to love, because love comes more naturally to the human heart (Mandela, 1994).
Indeed, both the Convention of Human Rights and the Convention on the Rights of
the Child (United Nations Children’s Fund, 2008) are “founded on respect for the
dignity and worth of each individual regardless of race, colour, gender, language,
religion, opinions, origins, wealth, birth, status or ability” (p. 1). For a future
characterised by love, care and purpose it is imperative that, as early as possible,
children are guided and nurtured to respect, value, care for and love others who may
be different from themselves (Mandela, 1994; Noble, 2003). This requires a
collaborative commitment which highlights the participatory sense in which this
world is shaped and this participatory spirit is woven into and throughout this

dissertation.

Almost a century ago Dewey (1916) urged educators to examine their
activities with the aim of discovering possible pathways towards better teaching and
ultimately better ways of life. Recently there has been an ardent call for research into
new pedagogies that promise to engross students in critical dialogues where complex
cultural particularities and social traditions are investigated, with the aim of
encouraging new ways of relating to and understanding social relations (Apple,
2004; Elenes, 2002). Similarly there is a need for researchers and educators to

explore ways whereby young children’s negative attitudes towards difference are
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challenged and they are encouraged to appreciate diversity (Connolly, 2003). The
research project reported upon in this dissertation wished to address these directives.
Such research endeavours may help create a peaceful, inclusive and just world
(Apple, 2004; Connolly, 2003; Dewey, 1916; Elenes, 2002). The research discussed
in this dissertation attempts to address the challenges posed by Apple (2004),
Connolly (2003), Dewey (1916), Elenes (2002), Mandela (1994) and Noble (2003).

This introductory chapter conceptualises and contextualises this research
project. It outlines the research project’s aims and poses the study’s research
questions. It also provides a rationale for the research project, highlights gaps in the
current body of knowledge that this study intended to address and presents a brief
outline of the research project. In addition, an overview of the dissertation is put
forward, giving a concise summation of each section. The importance of and respect
for each participant’s voice (her/his knowledge, opinions, views and understandings)
are imperative and apparent in this dissertation; therefore the voice and presence of
the researcher could not go unnoticed or undeclared. It is for this reason that this
dissertation is written in the first person. I did not separate my mind, body or spirit
from this research project; therefore I cannot, nor would I wish to, divorce my

physical, emotional or spiritual self from this dissertation.

PERSONAL CONCEPTUALISATION OF THE RESEARCH PROJECT

The concept of this study was inextricably linked with my own story: my
childhood and adolescent milieu, my background in early childhood education, my
interest in teaching for social justice and a burgeoning interest in children’s literature
as a means to assist teaching for social justice. One’s history informs one’s
consciousness, which in turn shapes one’s research perspective (Kincheloe, 2003).
Therefore my individual biography, the story “through which there is an ‘I’ with
something to tell” (Davies, 1999, p. 31), is of significance to this research project.
Guided by this assertion, that one’s history informs one’s research, and in keeping
with the importance of children’s literature (picture books) to this research project,

yet with some trepidation, I present my personal history as a picture book:
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Karen's Story
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Chapter One: Introduction

Karen was a very, very little girl with very, very
dark hair and very, very hairy legs. Her last name
came from a different country and rhymed with
"poo”. The other kids made up awful rhymes with
her last name and laughed at her. Karen pushed
the hurt way down, and tried to laugh with them.
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Karen had a friend called Maria. Maria had red
hair and freckles. Maria always came last in every
Friday test and she came last in every race. The
other kids laughed at Maria, too. Karen couldn't
understand why they had to laugh AND she
couldn’'t understand why, when Maria called out in
a really loud voice: "YOU'RE MY BEST FRIEND,
KAREN!" she felt really, really embarrassed.
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Karen's Mum and Dad were always concerned and
rallying neighbours.

"Vern, I'm voting 'yes' and I've rallied all the
neighbours. Finally, the Aboriginal people will have
a say. I'm so ashamed when I think what we've
done to these people!”

"Barb, it's gut-wrenching what's going on in

III

Vietnam!" Then he'd turn to me and tell me the
story about the cobbler... again! (You know the
one: if it weren't for cobblers there'd be no wars
because the soldiers would have no boots so they
couldn't go to war...)

But one night Karen saw something on the telly
that changed her life...
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"How could this happen? How could adults do this
to children? How could I stop this?" Karen cried.’
Karen decided that if she helped kids understand
love, respect, care, compassion, empathy and

justice then the kids would grow up and there'd
be no wars.

! Permission to use the photograph may be found in Appendix A.
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So she grew up and became a teacher

Karen wanted to guide kids to respect one
another, even if they looked and acted
differently.
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Now Karen is much, much, mUCh older but

she is still looking for ways to help kids
understand love, care, respect, compassion,
empathy and justice. She is still looking for ways
to celebrate difference, diversity and human
dignity and she is still looking for ways to help
kids stand against injustice.
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Although it was a happy childhood, it was marred by other children’s
prejudice against my non-Anglo surname and my ethnic appearance. I also
experienced (second-hand) the prejudice against (dis)ability and had to examine my
own conscience of wanting to stand against this injustice yet wanting to be accepted
by the group. However, despite childhood taunts regarding my European heritage, |
feel that my life was, and shamefully still is, surrounded by white privilege (Derman-
Sparks & Ramsey, 2006; Kendall, 2006; for an extended discussion see Chapter Two
pp. 46-50 of this dissertation). My parents always held views that were considered
“left of centre” and were not afraid to voice their opinions to anyone who would
listen. Therefore I grew up in a household that challenged the status quo, encouraged
open debate and was constantly concerned about injustices happening in the troubled

world.

However, apart from this open debate and rallying neighbours to take action,
I always felt that more could be done. Through my teaching experiences I have
grown to believe that the most effective way that we can challenge and change the
ills and injustices of this world is to inform and guide the children of today. To this
end I continue to search for specific strategies to assist this belief in practical

classroom situations.

This research project began to germinate during my postgraduate studies in
special needs education and a masters degree majoring in children’s literature. From
personal observations of my own and others’ teaching practices in preschool settings
I had noted that storytime (when a picture book is read by the teacher to the
preschool group) was used, at best, to teach literacy skills (e.g., reading
directionality, comprehension, word recognition) or, at worst, as a transition exercise
to fill in five minutes between the end of the school day and the collection of the
children by their parents or guardians. Using children’s literature for social agency in
preschool settings (facilities providing non-compulsory, before formal school years
care with an educational purpose) was, as far as I could research, untalpped.2 The
outcome of my postgraduate studies and personal observations was a desire to

investigate the possibility of using children’s literature in preschool settings to

% A number of scholars have explored this notion of using children’s literature for social agency and
philosophical thinking in formal school settings (Greene, 1995; Lipman, 2003; Noddings, 1998,
2005).
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heighten young children’s awareness and understandings of and sensitivities to social

justice issues related to difference, diversity and human dignity.

RESEARCH AIMS

The aims of this research project began to develop during my postgraduate
studies and arose from my background as an early childhood educator with a passion
for children’s literature and teaching for social justice. They emanated from my
personal and professional background, and addressed gaps in the current body of

knowledge (outlined in this chapter on pp. 16-18):

e to identify appropriate pedagogical strategies to teach for social justice in

early childhood classrooms;

® to investigate ways in which children's literature could help preschoolers to
reflect upon, clarify and articulate their awareness of and sensitivities to
social justice issues and promote positive attitudes towards difference and

diversity;

® to explore how preschoolers could critically examine children's literature to

identify and challenge social injustices and stereotypes;

¢ to conduct this research project through a collaborative, caring and socially
just mode of inquiry where the voices of all participants were valued, trusted

and acted upon.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The research questions for this study were formulated to address the above
aims and also the challenges posed by Noble (2003), Mandela (1994), Elenes (2002),
Apple (2004) and Connolly (2003):

How might children’s literature be used with young children in preschool
settings to heighten, nurture and support their awareness and understandings of, and
sensitivities to, social justice issues related to difference, diversity and human dignity

and encourage them to identify social injustices?

11
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How might teachers take on a collaborative role and develop as a research
team to address the first research question and explore the pedagogical strategy of

using children’s literature to teach for social justice?

These research questions are positive inquiries that allow for an exploration
of strengths, as opposed to deficits. They anticipate that through the examination of
children’s literature preschool children may gain heightened awareness of and
sensitivities to social justice issues related to difference, diversity and dignity.3
However, when the questions were posed, the answer of how was the unknown.
Posing the questions for this study was encouraged by Ludema, Cooperrider and
Barret (2006), who contend that possibly the most significant task of action

researchers

is continuously to craft the unconditional positive question that allows the

whole system to discover, amplify and multiply the alignment of strengths in

such a way that weaknesses and deficiencies become increasingly irrelevant.

For the questions we ask set the stage for what we ‘find’, and what we find

becomes the knowledge out of which the future is conceived, conversed

about and constructed. (p. 165)

The positive research questions posed by this research project allowed five
early childhood educators and me (as co-researchers in this participatory action
research project) to explore how children’s literature could provide strategies to teach
for social justice in preschool settings. The above discussion has indicated that action
research is of significance to this study. Indeed, how the co-researchers became a

research team and utilised participatory action research is explored in the second

research question in this dissertation.

RATIONALE CONCEPTUALISING THE RESEARCH PROJECT

It is interesting to note that Derrida (1994) “calls” for justice (p. 56) and
Levinas (1974) “cries out” for justice (p. 201). The title of this study also implores “a
cry”. A cry implies that someone is calling out in urgency. This urgency is driven by

an ever shrinking world owing to globalisation yet also by ever increasing incidents

? Difference, diversity and dignity constitute social justice for this research project because it was
framed by the recognition paradigm of social justice (discussed in Chapter Two) that asserts that
marginalisation and exploitation result from inequitable and inadequate recognition of difference and
diversity. Dignity is also important to this project’s understanding of social justice as I believe in the
sacredness of humanity. This spiritual aspect permeates this dissertation.

12
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of xenophobia, hatred, violence and intolerance (Milanovic, 2003; Mittelman, 2001;
Nyamnjoh, 2006; Sachs, 2002). To address this duality this study embraced the
notion of teaching for social justice. The cry to teach for social justice that is
mirrored in the research project’s title implies that there is an urgency to facilitate
preschoolers’ awareness of and sensitivity to social justice issues regarding

difference, diversity and human dignity.

Many researchers, academics and writers use and often interweave terms such
as civics education, citizenship education, character education, values teaching, anti-
bias education, teaching for democracy, social justice education and teaching for
social justice (Adams, 2007; Arthur, Davison & Stow, 2000; Dau, 2001; Derman-
Sparks & Ramsey, 2007; Noddings, 2005). These terms are inextricably linked
(Global Education Project, 2002). However, the term “teaching for social justice”
was chosen for use in this research project as it encapsulates the spirit of this study:
to guide young children to a sensitive awareness and positive recognition of
difference, diversity and human dignity in the hope of shaping socially just citizens
in a global context. Teaching for social justice is situated under the banner of

transformational learning (Ayres, 2004).

Transformational learning concerns the repositioning of one’s frame of
reference regarding how one perceives the world and one’s assumptions, feelings and
cognitions regarding self, others and the planet (Mezirow, 2000). Transformational
learning encourages critical reflection on taken for granted assumptions. Therefore,
transformative pedagogies, such as teaching for social justice, develop in both
teachers and students a critical and dynamic view of the world, where their frames of
reference and the status quo are challenged and reflected upon (Mack, 2002).
Transformative pedagogies highlight a shared view of the teaching/learning process
where both teachers and students are guided, challenged and supported by one
another. Transformative pedagogies engage teachers and learners “in processes that
enable them to construct new knowledge that will enhance the quality of their
personal lives, their communities and their worlds” (Crowther, personal

communication, 6 September, 2005).
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Transformative learning environments are evolving forms of life, as
Discourse (Gee, 1990), and also as the discourse practices (Gee, 1990) that animate
teachers and learners in a coherent community of practice (Michaels, 1997).
Transformative teaching/learning might be regarded as a theory in process which
highlights the need for further research into this topical subject (Mezirow, 2000).
Therefore it may be said that investigating strategies to support and promote teaching

for social justice is of current research interest.

Social justice in education is of great significance. “In fact, [social justice]
remains the central debate in education and should remain the central pursuit of
educators at all levels of education” (Sturman, 1997, p. xiii). It follows that
examining strategies to enhance teaching for social justice and how these strategies
raise critical consciousness in both students and educators should be of great
consequence to educational researchers. Indeed, exploring critical consciousness in
education is important and should be pursued in educational research (Siraj-
Blatchford, 1994). Scholars, critical thinkers and research philosophers have called
for research into new pedagogies that will inform policy and teacher development
regarding anti-bias in the classroom and teaching for social justice (Connolly, 2003;
Denman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006; Elenes, 2002; Lingard, Hayes & Mills, 2000; Mac
Naughton, 2003a; Noddings, 1995).

In particular, this area of research has attracted considerable attention in the
upper primary, secondary and post secondary levels of education (Siraj-Blatchford,
1995). However, while there is a large amount of research regarding young
children’s physical and intellectual development, there is much less research
focusing on their development of critical consciousness and social justice
understandings regarding difference, diversity and human dignity (Glover, 2001;
Mac Naughton, 2003a, 2003b). This is rather surprising given that the preschool
years are critical in forming attitudes towards diversity and difference (Dau, 2001;
Carlsson-Paige & Lantieri, 2005; Connolly, 2003; Mac Naughton, 2003b; Nixon &
Aldwinkle, 2005; Swiniarski & Breitborde, 2003).

A submission prepared for the Vinson Inquiry into the provision of public

education in New South Wales stated that for Australian society “to develop
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participatory, critically minded and just citizens, research ... has demonstrated that
the target group with whom to initiate this educational process would be young
children, beginning at the early childhood and preschool level” (Bonnor, Dhanji &
Pavia, 2001, p. 6). To build a just society we must challenge bias, prejudice and
stereotyping where it could begin — early childhood (Dau, 2001). Prejudice in any
form, be it racism, sexism, able-ism, ageism or homophobia, “is a major threat to
minorities, to democracy, to human rights, and to public order and harmony”
(Glover, 2001, p. 12). If Australia, and indeed any nation, is to become a democratic,
strong and harmonious nation where all citizens are treated fairly, we must educate
our young children to accept, respect and appreciate difference, diversity and human
dignity; to recognise and challenge bias, prejudice and stereotyping; and to take
action against bias and discrimination (Bonnor et al., 2001; Dau, 2001; Glover,

2001).

However, young children's thoughts and understandings of social diversity
upon which anti-bias curricula are based remain poorly theorised (Mac Naughton,
2003a). It appears that when gathering data many researchers overlook children’s
voices (Walsh, Tobin & Graue, 1993). To address this there is a growing international
movement in research that aims to foreground children’s perceptions and conceptions
of their life experiences (Kinash & Kinash, 2008; Potter, 2004). Furthermore, it is not
only children’s voices that are ignored in research circles, but also the voices of
teachers which are often devalued or silenced (Cooper & White, 2006; Kincheloe,
2003; Walsh et al., 1993). The most obvious response to critical concerns regarding
representation and voice is empowerment research, and participatory action research
has been cited as the most developed genre of this type (Gergen & Gergen, 2003;
Martin, lisahunter & McLaren, 2006).

While teaching for social justice and anti-bias curricula are of definite
concern in educational circles, it is alarming to note that, at the time of this research
project, many educators were struggling to promote such curricula in their
classrooms because they were not equipped with appropriate pedagogical strategies
(Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006; Lingard et al., 2000; Siraj-Blatchford & Clarke,
2000). However, the judicious use of literature may be a powerful tool to assist

educators to raise critical consciousness in their classrooms (Greene, 1995; Lipman,
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2003; Noddings, 1998, 2005). Noddings (1998) argues for the use of stories on two
counts. Firstly, stories may be used as a starting point to encourage critical thinking
and the theoretical study of morality and ethics. Secondly, the use of particular
stories may encourage reflection and self-examination on specific social, ethical

and/or moral issues.”

GAPS IN THE CURRENT BODY OF KNOWLEDGE

It can be seen from the above discussion that there were three main gaps in
the current body of knowledge relating to teaching for social justice and early
childhood education (explained further in Chapter Two). Firstly, very little research
involving teaching for social justice and anti-bias curricula has been undertaken in
preschool settings. Furthermore, such issues have seen little investigation in
Australia. This may be owing to the fact that psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg (1969,
1984), when proposing his stages of moral development, concluded that young
children did not act out of moral convictions but rather for reward or fear of
punishment. Previously researchers may have considered preschoolers incapable of
moral reasoning and understanding; therefore investigating their understandings of
social justice issues would be a waste of time. However, this study aligns with
research that shows that preschool children are capable of making moral judgments,
of understanding another’s point of view and of displaying empathy towards others
(Arthur, Beecher, Death, Dockett & Farmer, 2000; Barglow, Contreras, Kavesh &
Vaughn, 1998; Bartsch & Wellman, 1995; Hoffman, 1975, 1991; Johnson &
Johnson, 1996; Lindon, 1998; Smith & Cowie, 1994; Stevahn, Johnson, Johnson,
Oberle & Wahl, 2000; Turliel, 1983; Vestal & Jones, 2004; Youngstrom et al.,
2000).

Secondly, transformative and productive ways of sharing the
teaching/learning experience that facilitate preschoolers’ understandings of social
justice issues regarding difference, diversity and human dignity have seen little
exploration. Many educators have struggled to find appropriate pedagogical

strategies to promote and support teaching for social justice and an anti-bias

4 Noddings (1998, 2005) makes clear connections to Lipman’s (2003) Philosophy for Children, which
asserts that children have the ability to reason about moral and ethical concepts through engagement
with narratives.
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curriculum. This could be owing to insufficient professional training in the areas of
teaching for social justice and anti-bias/multicultural education (Derman-Sparks &
Ramsey, 2006). Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2006) propose that add-on courses at
university level and a few in-service workshops are insufficient preparation to raise
and explore these issues genuinely in early childhood contexts. However, they add
that “The children won’t wait; teachers need to avoid becoming paralysed and must
risk acting, even before they feel totally ready” (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006, p.
13). Hence, I sought to establish a research team of early childhood educators to
explore strategies that would help them support and promote teaching for social

justice in their preschool settings.

Thirdly, it is clear that research often overlooks the voices of participants,
especially children. This may be owing to a misguided perception that children make
unreliable and inadequate research respondents (Breakwell, 1995; Brooker, 2001;
David, 1992; Powney & Watts, 1987). However, the current research project is
greatly influenced by the new sociology of childhood that asserts that children are
capable and competent participants who actively shape their lives (Corsaro, 2005;
Nixon & Aldwinkle, 2005). This study intended to be part of the international
movement in research that aims to give children a voice. There is also a forward
move in contemporary research circles to empower all participants and attend to
social inclusion, cohesion and justice in the research process (Grace, 2008).
Consequently this research project aimed to align with this research movement and
give the early childhood educators, as co-researchers, a valued voice through

implementing the research design of participatory action research.

The research project outlined in this dissertation addresses the above gaps in
the current body of knowledge and heeds Greene’s (1995) and Nodding’s (1998,
2005) suggestions. It does so by examining the use of children’s literature in two
Australian preschool settings and how this might heighten preschoolers’ awareness
and understandings of, and sensitivities to, social justice issues regarding difference,
diversity and human dignity. Through the course of the action research the
preschoolers’ articulated understandings drove the direction of the study; and the
knowledge, skills and expertise of the early childhood educators were valued and

acted upon.
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This study emerged from the above discussions and was foregrounded by the
urgent need to advance the understanding that teaching for social justice,
highlighting an anti-bias curriculum, should begin in the early years. It also sought to
assist the early childhood educators involved in this research project with strategies
to teach for social justice and raise critical consciousness regarding difference and
diversity in their classrooms. Crucial to this study was the valuing of the expressed
thoughts, opinions, theories and understandings of the preschool children and the

early childhood educators.

A BRIEF OUTLINE OF THE RESEARCH PROJECT

The research project outlined in this dissertation was founded on a profound
belief that the world is shaped by participation and collaboration with one another (a
participatory worldview) and it was underpinned by a deep interest in and concern
for social justice. Therefore I investigated collaborative methodological practices that
would promote a socially just mode of inquiry and would value and uphold the
integrity of each participant involved in the study (myself included) and give each a
valued voice. This research project is set in what Denzin and Lincoln (2005) refer to
as “the eighth moment of qualitative research”, which is “concerned with moral
discourse, with the development of sacred textualities” and where ‘“social sciences
and the humanities become sites for critical conversations about democracy, race,

gender, class, nation-states, globalisation, freedom and community” (p. 3).

However, the current study gravitates towards the ninth qualitative research
moment whereby it was marked by “concerns for social justice, moral purpose, and
‘liberation methodology’” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 1123). To this end this study
adopted the collaborative design of participatory action research, a comparatively
new approach to research (Torres, 2004). The application of participatory action
research was appropriate for this study because it was an approach that produced
knowledge and improved practice through its collaborative nature: the direct
involvement of participants in setting the schedule, data collection and analysis, and
use of findings (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005; Mac Naughton, 2001). Figure 1.1
depicts the cyclical, spiralling nature of action research that this study embraced:

reflection (on a problem), planning, collaborative observation and action (Bell, 2000;
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Dick, 2002; Kemmis & McTaggert, 2005; Mac Naughton, 2001; Mclntyre, 2008;
Reason & Bradbury, 2006; Torres, 2004).

Act & Observe
@ Reflect

=

Re-reflect

Act & Observe '—_:—_> @

Figure 1.1 The Cyclical Spiralling Nature of Participatory Action Research
(Adapted from Kemmis & Wilkinson, 1998, p. 22)

Figure 1.1 represents how different aspects of the participatory action
research process are fluidly interwoven with one another in a spiral of reflection on a
problem; planning; action; observation; and reflection on the planning, action and
observation; further planning; further action; further observation; and still more
reflection. This spiral can take many cycles before reaching clear understandings and

drawing conclusions.

The study was set in the 2006 school year in South East Queensland,
Australia. The participatory action research team was established in term one, the
orientation phase took place during term two, the action research phase was

completed at the end of term three and data analysis continued during term four. Two
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preschool centres, involving 48 preschoolers, participated in the study, with the
research team consisting of five early childhood educators, who taught at the centres,
and me. Research meetings, involving research team members, were held fortnightly
during the orientation phase to discuss philosophies, methodology, pedagogy,

children’s literature and social justice.

During the action research phase weekly meetings were held to analyse
videotaped storytime sessions regarding children’s responses to children’s literature
read by the preschool teacher to the preschool group. Data analysis was cyclical and
ongoing. The action research cycle of reflection, collaborative planning, action and

observation was implemented over 10 weekly cycles of the action research phase.

The research design’s participatory nature and transformative action
encouraged educators and preschoolers to explore critically their understandings of
and sensitivities to social justice issues related to difference and diversity. Educators
and preschoolers actively and collectively shaped and reshaped their understandings
through engagement with, and discussion of, social justice issues that were

highlighted in children’s literature read during storytime sessions.

UNIFYING THE DISSERTATION

This dissertation is unified by paralleling the dimensions of a participatory
worldview with the characteristics of action research and linking these with issues of
quality and validity (see Part One of this dissertation). Validity is a complex and
vexed issue for qualitative researchers, with the term ‘“trustworthiness” usually
employed to assess the validity of the research project (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Mac
Naughton, Rolfe & Siraj-Blatchford, 2001; Stake, 1995; Wiersma, 2001). Chapter
Four enters this debate and concludes that this dialogue should shift from concerns of
idealist questions seeking “Truth” to concerns regarding “engagement, dialogue,
pragmatic outcomes and an emergent, reflexive sense of what is important” (Reason
& Bradbury, 2006, p. 343). To this end this research project was informed by Reason
and Bradbury’s (2006) five broad issues of quality and validity which are explained
in Chapter Four. Table 1.1 may assist the reader to review briefly how issues of
quality and validity are linked to the dimensions of a participatory worldview and the

characteristics of action research, which this study embraced. Table 1.1 is similar to a
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table proposed by Herr and Anderson (2005, p. 58), which also summarises this

linkage.

Table 1.1 Linking a Participatory Worldview: Action Research and Quality and

Validity

Dimensions of a
Participatory Worldview

Characteristics of Action
Research

Questions of Quality and
Validity

Participatory evolutionary
reality

Emergent developmental
form

Questions of emergence
and enduring consequence

Practical being and acting

Practical issues

Questions of outcomes
and practice

Meaning and purpose

Human flourishing

Questions about

significance
Relational ecological form | Participation and Questions of relational
democracy practice

Extended epistemology

Knowledge-in-action

Questions about plural

ways of knowing

(Source: Reason & Bradbury, 2006)

The linkage among the dimensions of a participatory worldview, the
characteristics of action research and issues of quality and validity underpins this
research project. To orientate the reader further this chapter will now offer a brief

overview of each chapter included in this dissertation.

STRUCTURE AND OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION

Because participatory action research is crucial to the study this dissertation is
organised in such a way as to mirror the structure of action research: reflection,
planning, action and observation, reflection. Usually reflection is completed at the
conclusion of an activity; however, to undertake action research, reflection must be
undertaken at the beginning of a project to help understand the underlying problem.
To this end Part One of the dissertation examines the reflection that framed the
research project; Part Two discusses the planning that set the foundation for the
research project; Part Three investigates the action and observation involved in this
study; and Part Four returns to reflection and critically reflects on the research

project as a whole.

Part One: Initial Reflections is a review of relevant literature that examines

the theoretical underpinnings of this research project. Chapter Two: Issues
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Confronting Teaching for Social Justice embarks on a review of the literature that
defines social justice, outlines the challenges that face teaching for social justice and
discusses contemporary perspectives of childhood. Chapter Three: Theoretical
Frameworks of a Participatory Worldview delves deeply into the theorisations,
epistemologies and philosophies that support this investigation. Chapter Four: Praxis
of Action Research explores the theory and practice of action research, particularly
the design of participatory action research which was embraced by this research
project. It also elucidates the research project’s methods and data analysis

procedures.

Part Two: Planning explains the initial planning that set the foundations for
this investigation. Chapter Five: Setting the Scene explains how the research team
was established, places the preschools in context and outlines ethical considerations.
Chapter Six: Orientation explains the orientation phase of the participatory action
research project. It reports on initial meetings with co-researchers and highlights
critical moments that were of significance to the project’s development and
evolution. It also examines initial conversations held with each preschool child
regarding a critical text read to the preschool group. In this way this chapter begins to

address both research questions.

Part Three: Action and Observation reports on the action research phase of
the study and considers how the research team analysed children’s responses to
storytime sessions and how their responses moved the study forward. It also explores
how the co-researchers developed their research team. Chapter Seven: From
Exclusivity to Inclusivity addresses the first research question and reports on and
analyses by using a themed approach the preschoolers’ emerging understandings of
social justice issues that were raised during storytime sessions. The chapter also
discusses concluding conversations held with each preschool child regarding a
critical text and offers a comparative analysis between the initial and concluding
conversations. Chapter FEight: From Shaky Beginnings to Solid Team Work
addresses the second research question and highlights how the early childhood
educators and I developed a strong research team and how we reflected on our own

practice.
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Part Four: Final Reflections sums up and reflects upon the participatory
action research project. Chapter Nine: Reflections addresses both research questions
and discusses and reflects on the entire study through the team’s reflections on its
own practice and through my own critical self-reflection as research facilitator.
Chapter Ten: Looking Forward, Looking Back brings this dissertation to a close by
encapsulating this participatory action research project. I have struggled with the title
of this chapter. I could not title it “Conclusion” as there is never actually a
conclusion to action research such as this; it continues in the lives of those involved

in this study.

Writing a participatory action research dissertation such as this is not an easy
task and its structure may appear unconventional (Maguire, 1993). Owing to the
nature of action research, description, analysis and interpretation usually occur
concurrently and often employ a narrative form (Herr & Anderson, 2005). Such is
the case with this dissertation. Indeed, this dissertation is organised in an
unconventional way whereby reflection on theories and philosophies is examined
followed by an explanation of the planning and orientation phase that prefaced the
research project. The action research phase is then explored using thick narrative
description (Geertz, 1983). Data are presented as illustrations of what took place and
written as vignettes (Mclntyre, 1995) and critical reflection is employed as a data
analysis tool (Hughes, 2008; Moon, 2004). The final section of the dissertation
provides the reader with an analysis of the analysis that was undertaken during the
action research phase and offers final reflections on the participatory action research

as an entirety.

SUMMARY

This chapter has provided an introduction to the research project reported in
this dissertation: A cry to teach for social justice: Linking early childhood education,
participatory action research and children’s literature. It began by offering a
personal background in which the research project was conceptualised. It then
established the study’s aims and the research questions. The chapter then put forward
a rationale conceptualising the research project which highlighted gaps in the current

body of knowledge in relation to early childhood education and teaching for social
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justice. A brief summary of the research project was outlined highlighting that
participatory action research was adopted as the research design and that data
analysis of storytime sessions was cyclical and ongoing. The chapter concluded by
explaining how the dissertation was unified and offered an explanation of the

structure of the dissertation and an overview of the sections that follow.

Although only briefly mentioned in this chapter my participatory worldview,
which frames this research project, is of paramount importance to this study and
permeates this dissertation. It is hoped that my worldview is transparent throughout

this dissertation.

Teaching for social justice is at the core of democratic education. It serves as
a reminder not only of the inequities and biases that continue to wear away at the
foundation of democratic values (equality, freedom and power to the people) but also
of powerful stories which inspire us to work towards change, to make the world a
better place (Dewey, 1919, 1938; Hunt, 1998). This dissertation is not only my story
but also the story of a group of passionate people working towards change in their

individual settings in the hope of making the world a better place.

The following chapter begins Part One: Initial Reflections by examining
relevant literature regarding teaching for social justice. It begins by explaining how
social justice is defined for the purposes of the study. The chapter then reflects on

literature that became the catalyst and the foundation for this research project.
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Chapter Two: Issues Confronting Teaching for Social Justice

CHAPTER TWO: ISSUES CONFRONTING
TEACHING FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE

In direct opposition to the current emphasis on academic
standards, a national curriculum, and national assessment, I have
argued that our main educational aim should be to encourage the
growth of competent, caring, loving and lovable people. . . . All
children must learn to care for other human beings, and all must
find an ultimate concern in some center of care: care of self, for
intimate others, for associates and acquaintances, for distant
others. (Noddings, 1995, p. 365)

INTRODUCTION

The previous chapter provided an introduction to the research project
reported in this dissertation that links early childhood education, participatory action
and children’s literature with teaching for social justice. It began by outlining the
main research questions and aims and provided a rationale as a justification for the
study. It then conceptualised and contextualised the research project. The
introductory chapter highlighted the importance of my participatory worldview to
this research project which underpinned the choice of the research design:
participatory action research. The chapter concluded by explaining the structure of

this dissertation and offered an overview of each section.

This chapter begins Part One: Initial Reflections that aims to highlight the
theoretical underpinnings of this research project. It begins by explaining how social
justice is defined for the purposes of this study. The chapter then reflects on literature
that became the catalyst and the foundation for this research project and reflects
Noddings’ (1995) concern that as educators we should be about encouraging the
development of a loving, caring humanity. Along these lines King (1963; 1994)
asserts that injustice of any and every kind (for example racism, sexism, able-ism,
heterosexism, classism) is a threat to a loving, caring humanity on a global scale and
must be challenged. This chapter outlines literature which emphasises Noddings’ and
King’s concerns and argues that social justice is an important educational issue in the
21st Century. It upholds that teaching for social justice is an imperative which must

begin in the early years. However, it is revealed that this is not always an easy task as
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research has shown that many teachers struggle for appropriate pedagogical
strategies to implement such a curriculum (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006;
Lingard, Hayes & Mills, 2000; Siraj-Blatchford & Clark, 2000) which is often made
more difficult when their student population is “all white” (Banks, 2006; Derman-
Sparks & Ramsey, 2006). With the latter complexity in mind “white privilege” is
examined. The chapter then discusses the strategy of employing children’s literature
as a vicarious experience to initiate critical discussion regarding social justice issues
of difference, diversity and human dignity. The chapter draws attention to the gaps in
this literature review which supported the necessity for this research project to be
undertaken. The chapter concludes by highlighting the sociocultural and postmodern

views of children and childhood and how these views informed the study.

TOWARDS A DEFINITION OF SOCIAL JUSTICE
Social justice is a very difficult concept to define and means different things

to different people.

The trouble with ““social justice” begins with the very meaning of the term...
(W)hole books and treatises have been written about social justice without
ever offering a definition of it. It is allowed to float in the air as if everyone
will recognise an instance of it when it appears. This vagueness seems
indispensable. The minute one begins to define social justice one runs into
embarrassing intellectual difficulties. (Novak, 2000, p. 1)

So how does one define the amorphous term of social justice? Volumes of
individual and edited texts have been devoted to the topic. Since Rawls put forward
A Theory of Justice in 1971, contemporary theorists on social justice have been in
constant debate. There seems to be no definitive answer to the meaning of social
justice. Nevertheless, and not withstanding Novak’s caution, some attempt must be

3

made to explain the term “social justice” for this study. Initially a few thoughts
regarding social justice are proposed to highlight the “slipperiness” of the term. This
section then highlights definitions that support this current study, followed by a
statement on how social justice is defined for the purposes of the research project

outlined in this dissertation.

Social justice has a temporal and spatial aspect (Rizvi, 1998; Vincent, 2003).

What is considered as just at one point in time, or in one place, or among one social
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group, is not necessarily considered so in another. Indeed, there can be different
traditions of thinking about social justice in the one sector of society (Rizvi, 1998).
Social justice can be seen in terms of fairness (Rawls, 1971), entitlement (Nozick,
1974) and democracy (Beilharz, 1989). These traditions look to the distribution of
goods and resources. However, this distributive paradigm that highlights material
inequality is no longer adequate in capturing the complexities of injustice (Rizvi,
1998). As Kuhn (1970) suggests, such a shift involves

a reconstruction of the field from new fundamentals, a reconstruction that
changes some of the field’s most elementary theoretical generalizations as
well as many of its paradigm methods and applications. . . . When the
transition is complete, the profession will have changed its view of the field,
its methods and its goals. (pp. 84—85)

The recognition paradigm of social justice

A new paradigm of social justice is emerging that not only focuses on
exploitation, interest and redistribution (on which the distributive paradigm was
centred) but also focuses on issues of cultural domination, identity, difference and
recognition (Fraser, 1995; Rizvi, 1998; Young, 1990).

The struggle for recognition is fast becoming the paradigmatic form of
political conflict in the late twentieth century. Heterogeneity and pluralism
are now regarded as the norms against which demands for justice are now
articulated. Demands for “recognition of difference” fuel struggles for groups
mobilized under the banners of nationality, ethnicity, race, gender and
sexuality. Group identity has supplanted class conflict as the chief medium of
political mobilisation. Cultural domination has supplanted economic
exploitation as the fundamental injustice. And cultural recognition has
displaced social-economic redistribution as the remedy for injustice and the

goal of political struggle. (Fraser, 1995, p. 68)

While this new recognition paradigm sees injustice as being entrenched in the
political/economic construction of society that results in economic exploitation and
marginalisation which leads to inequitable and inadequate material standards of
living; it also sees injustice resulting from cultural disrespect (Fraser, 1995; Rizvi,
1998; Young, 1990). The recognition paradigm argues that marginalisation and
exploitation result not only from inadequate distribution of goods and services but

also from inequitable and inadequate recognition of difference.

There are still further debates within this relatively new paradigm of

recognition. Social justice gains its authority from the codes of morality established
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in each culture. There are many different cultural communities in the world, which
implies that there are many different moral systems or social justice systems in the

world. However, should one moral system be given more credence than another?

A society would be intolerant and, indeed, narrow-minded to presume that
other societies with different histories and cultures to its own should share the notion
of rights particular to its own appreciation of domestic justice (Kelly, 2004).
Conceptions of social justice vary from culture to culture and there is no such thing
as an absolute moral code (Levy, 2002). A moral relativist examines the culture from

which an act may occur.

Degan and Disman (2003) appear to uphold this pluralist position. They
argue that the concept of social justice is founded on the understanding that
individuals and groups within a particular society have a right to equal opportunity,
civil liberties, fairness and participation in the economic, educational, institutional,

moral and social freedoms and responsibilities esteemed by that community.

This leads to the argument between equality and equity. Social justice is “a
belief system that is based on equity, human rights and fairness for all” (Foreman,
2005, p. 532). Equality suggests that all are equal and must be treated in the same
way; however, equity is about recognising that all people have the same rights and
should be provided with opportunities for equal outcomes (Foreman, 2005; Secada,
1989). For example, equality would propose that a student with visual impairment
should be educated in the same way, using the same resources and curriculum as a
student who has no visual impairment. However, equity would stipulate that both the
student with visual impairment and the student without visual impairment be
educated in such a way that both students have the opportunity to achieve the same
life outcomes - that is, the same social, academic and vocational goals appropriate to
their interests and abilities. The recognition paradigm argues that social justice is

about equity as opposed to equality.

Much of the above discussion implies that social justice is quite segmented.
However, a further position within the recognition paradigm of social justice believes

that social justice should be upheld not only among people within society (internally
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to each social group) but also across societies in a global sense (Hurrell, 2003).
Social justice involves people who have a sense of their own agency as well as a
sense of social responsibility and accountability towards and with others not only in
their society, but also in the broader world in which they live (Bell, 2007). Kikuchi
(2004) compiled a collection of social justice definitions from notable individuals
who support this global sense of social justice and who assert that social justice is
inextricably linked to the worldwide equitable distribution of resources, human
rights, sustainability for the environment, democracy and space for the human spirit

to survive globally.

THE MEANING OF SOCIAL JUSTICE FOR THIS PROJECT

Mindful of the preceding debates and definitions regarding social justice the
following statements delineate what social justice means for this research project:
The meaning of social justice is dynamic and ever changing. It means different
things to different people and these different views have the right to exist and be
respected. However, this study embraced the recognition paradigm of social justice
to uphold and celebrate recognition of difference and diversity. Indeed, all people are
entitled to social justice and basic needs, regardless of differences such as economic
disparity, class, gender, colour, ethnicity, citizenship, religion, age, sexual
orientation, disability or health (The Charter of the Global Greens, 2001). These
conditions are wished not only for members of our own society but also for members
of every society in our interdependent, participatory global community (Bell, 2007).
This very much mirrors my participatory worldview that underpins this study (further
explained in Chapter Three). This participatory worldview sees social justice
embracing a vision of society where difference and diversity are celebrated; where
human dignity is respected; where the distribution of resources is equitable; where all
members are safe; where individuals are equally self-determining, therefore able to
develop their full capabilities, and are interdependent, hence capable of interacting

peacefully and democratically with others (Bell, 2007).
For this study, in a very broad sense, social justice means to uphold the

dignity, rights and freedoms of all individuals and communities, especially those who

are disadvantaged, oppressed and/or discriminated against. Social justice will reject
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any attempt to dominate, oppress and subjugate any individual or group. Social
justice will oppose oppression, discrimination and prejudice against gender, race,
religion, ethnicity, sexuality, socio-economic status, age and/or (dis)ability. Social
justice will strive to give voice to the vulnerable, often “silenced”, minority groups
(e.g. refugees, [dis]abled, poorly educated, young children). Social justice is both a
process and a goal (Bell, 2007). Thus, social justice is not only theorising on the
concept but also acting on it to achieve it. Leistyna (2005) asks, “How can theorising
be used as a social practice that inspires people to not only read the world critically,
but to also act within it?” (p. 14). This study addressed Leistyna’s problem by
encouraging early childhood educators and their preschoolers to theorise critically on
social justice issues related to difference, diversity and dignity (underpinned by the
recognition paradigm of social justice) highlighted in picture books and discuss how
this theorising shaped their interactions within their preschool settings and the

broader community.

Key features of social justice that underpinned this research project
From the above discussion the following key features of social justice were
formulated to shape the study’s position on teaching for social justice. Social justice:
1. values and upholds the dignity, freedom and human rights of each
individual and/or cultural group through inclusion, acceptance and respect.
Therefore teaching for social justice guides children to identify and challenge
prejudice and discrimination and aims to counter stereotypes;
2. values and upholds the rights of individuals and groups to practice their
religion, traditions, relationships and such like. Therefore teaching for social
justice guides children to identify and challenge any form of oppression;
3. respects freedom of speech and ensures that each person’s voice (opinion)
is valued. Social justice gives voice to minority groups and upholds the
concept of multiple truths. Therefore teaching for social justice guides
children to listen respectfully to others while understanding that opinions may
not be the same as their own. Constructively critical dialogue and debate are
encouraged;
4. promotes peaceful practices. Therefore teaching for social justice guides
children to employ peaceful practices to resolve disputes and maintain

harmony.
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As shown in Table 2.1 these key features of social justice provided a
framework when examining social justice issues treated in storytime sessions in the
preschool classroom. The first key feature highlights the need to value not only each
member of the class group but also those who may be considered outside the group;
for example, diverse cultures and races. By valuing the dignity of each individual the
preschool class is valuing the dignity of diversity, celebrating similarities and
differences and breaking down the barrier of “them” versus “us”. This first feature
also aims to counter stereotypes. The second challenges any form of oppression, not
only in the preschool classroom where a child may be ostracised or bullied for
wearing glasses, but also on a more global scale where people live in poverty and
degradation. The third promotes freedom of speech where everyone is entitled to
voice an opinion in an atmosphere of tolerance and respect, even though it may not
be the view held by the majority. This feature also explores the concept of multiple
truths and encourages constructive, peaceful debate. The fourth promotes peace and
harmony in the preschool classroom and beyond. It can positively influence concepts
of sharing, communicating, cooperating and nonviolent play, all aspects needed on a
global scale to promote peace and harmony among nations. Peace is not simply the
absence of conflict and hostilities, “but a positive human security founded in equity”

(al-Hussein, 2000, p. 162).

Table 2.1 Examples of Key Features of Social Justice in Context

KEY FEATURE PRESCHOOL GLOBAL CHILDREN’S
CONTEXT CONTEXT LITERATURE '
Challenges Ensuring play Dignity in Princess
prejudice/discrimination/ | equipment is shared | diversity. Smartypants.
stereotypes equally among all Celebrating Grandpa and Ah
preschoolers differences - e.g., Gong.
colour, culture, Turtle Bay.

gender, ability,
class, sexuality,

ethnicity
Challenges oppression Countering bullying | Boycotting goods Once Upon a Time.
and exclusion made in Rainbow Fish to the
‘sweatshops’ Rescue.
The Rabbits.
Upholds freedom of Ensuring that Studying and Voices in the Park.
speech everyone’s opinion | respecting a My Gran’s

! For ease of reference the complete bibliographic information for all children’s literature used in the
research project and cited in this dissertation may be found in Appendix B. This information is also
included within the reference section.
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is heard and valued

diversity of
religious and
cultural beliefs.
Being involved in
these celebrations

Different.
Is it True
Grandfather?

Promotes peaceful
practices

Implementing a
peaceful plan of
action for resolving
disputes and
conflict using

Active
participation in
World Peace Day

Peace Crane

We Share One
World.

What Does Peace
Feel Like?

dialogue and role
play

Table 2.1 displays the key features of social justice that underpinned this
study, places them in a preschool and global context, and suggests children’s
literature that addresses these features. Using the above key features, this study
analysed preschool storytime sessions to determine how children’s literature might
assist preschoolers’ awareness and understandings of and sensitivities to social

justice issues of difference, diversity and human dignity.

One of the most thought-provoking failures of 21* Century discourse
regarding teaching and education involves the inability to create a democratic vision
of educational purpose (Kincheloe, 2003). Without such a vision educators are
incapable of imagining what kinds of students they wish to cultivate, what kinds of
abilities and skills they would need to acquire and what kind of world they would
wish to create (Kincheloe, 2003; Knobel & Lankshear, 1999). However, this research
project and the participants involved in it envisioned the purpose of early childhood
education as guiding young children to celebrate difference and diversity and to
challenge injustice. A vision such as this “respects the untapped capacities of human
beings and the role that education can play in producing a just, inclusive, democratic,
and imaginative future” (Kincheloe, 2003, p. 111). The term inclusive became quite
pertinent to the research project reported in this dissertation. It was found that the
preschool children involved in the study used exclusivist language when discussing
difference and diversity at the beginning of the study. However, at the conclusion of
the study the preschoolers were using inclusivist language when discussing these

issues (see Chapter Seven).
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SOCIAL JUSTICE: AN IMPORTANT EDUCATIONAL ISSUE IN THE 21*
CENTURY

Owing to improved telecommunications and transport the planet is becoming
increasingly “smaller” (Milanovic, 2003; Mittelman, 2001; Nyamnjoh, 2006; Sachs,
2002). Hence the need increases to examine global perspectives on a local scale to
appreciate diversity, difference and human dignity through inclusion, understanding,
compassion and the valuing of human rights. Racial, ethnic, cultural, religious and
language diversity is increasing in schools throughout the Western world (Banks,
2004). Indeed 21st Century Australian students are members of a global community
in a localised setting (Swiniarski & Breitborde, 2003). Classrooms may be shared
among Indigenous Australian, Anglo Australian, European Australian and Asian
Australian classmates from varying religious, political, cultural and economic
backgrounds. An optimist may claim that these classrooms are a rich source of
cultural exchange. Yet this “melting pot” often breeds severe discontent. Siraj-
Blatchford (1995) gives the example of 13 year old Ahmed Ullah who was stabbed
to death in an English school playground because he had dark coloured skin. In all
such abhorrent tragedies there are two victims: “the victim of racism and the
dehumanised racist as a victim of a racist society” (Siraj-Blatchford, 1995 p. 10).
Numerous academics, researchers, liberationists and educationalists (Freire, 1993;
Greene, 1995; Klein, 1990; Mandela, 1994; Siraj-Blatchford, 1995) highlight the
dehumanising effect that prejudice has, not only on the victims, but also on the
perpetrators. Racism thwarts both from a fully human experience. The victims of
racism, either dominant or dominated, “cannot have a normal relationship with
themselves or with others. Racism destroys both parties; it dehumanises” (Klein,

1990, p. 17).

Racism, sexism and prejudice are problems in today’s society (Baird &
Rosenbaum, 1999; Chin, 2004; Sachs, 2002). Omeima Sukkarieh (2004), community
liaison officer for the Australian Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission
(HREOC), reported on the findings of research conducted nationally by the HREOC:
“since 11 September 2001 in particular, Muslims and Arabs around Australia have
reported increased levels of prejudice, discrimination and vilification and community
leaders say these attitudes have caused fear, isolation and uncertainty within their

communities” (p. 1). This research reports stories of harassment and abuse. It also
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found that discrimination against other minorities - including Sikhs, Jews, Christina
Arabs and non-Arab Muslims - was prevalent. Tom Calma (2007a; 2007b),
Australian Federal Race Discrimination Commissioner, attests that race and racism

are burning issues in Australian society.

These concerns highlight the need to educate children against racism,
prejudice and violence; and to celebrate difference, diversity and human dignity.
Many researchers and scholars, including Apple (2004), Connolly (2003), Darling-
Hammond and Ancess (1996), Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2006), Elenes (2002),
Freire (1993), Giroux (1993, 1994) and Shannon (1989), have challenged educators
to create classrooms and schools that are inclusive, give space for all voices and
respect and recognition to all personal and cultural narratives. Indeed, education is a
priority in combating the social ills of racism and prejudice (al-Hussein, 2000;
Calma, 2007a, 2007b; Hollinsworth, 2006; Sukkarieh, 2004). A specific goal of the
Australian HREOC is to help educate people to understand their rights as well as
their responsibility to respect the rights of others (Sukkarieh, 2004). Gammage
(1999) warns

burying one’s head in the sand is no solution. If one is aware then one can

respond, can plan, can reflect. Humans do have choices; and noticing,

documenting and being aware . . . does help. Knowledge is power; and with
that knowledge comes the ability to project, hypothesis, to change, to adapt,

to replan, to alter. (p. xii)

Therefore, bringing to light and discussing social justice issues regarding difference
and diversity with young children gives them the knowledge and power to reflect and
position themselves accordingly. In times of escalating intolerance, prejudice and
violence, educators must “put the tools of inquiry into the hands of learners” (Lowe,
2002, p. 3). However, while children more than ever before need an education that
equips them with awareness, understanding and skills to live harmoniously in a
multicultural global society, today’s schools are increasingly driven by standards,
tests and accountability (Carlsson-Paige & Lantieri, 2005). Will researchers and

educators be remembered

by the glitz, style, and banality of too much of our culture in McLuhan’s
electronic global village or by the substance of our efforts to rekindle an ethic
of caring, community, and justice in a world driven too much by money,
technology and weaponry? (Edelman, 2000, p. 33)
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These concerns were echoed in an international study, consisting of 267
global philosophers and thinkers representing a range of political, religious, cultural
and spiritual perspectives, which found five common values that were seen as
fundamental and critical to effective functioning in daily life: respect, compassion,
fairness, responsibility and honesty (Loges & Kidder, 1997). Yet, educators have
little to assist them in how these values could be taught or promoted in everyday

classroom situations (Carlsson-Paige & Lantieri, 2005).

As we begin the 21 Century it is important that people of every race,
religion, and nation unite to develop a shared vision of a world bound in justice,
peace, and harmony (Scott King, 2000). Twenty-five Nobel Peace Prize laureates
affirmed that the first decade of this new century be dedicated to peace and
nonviolence. Sadly, at the end of the first decade of the 21 Century, there does not
seem to be much headway towards world peace (Singer, 2009). The year 2001,
which saw the destruction of the Twin Towers in New York on September 11 and
instigated an insidious “war on terror”, was devoted to nonviolence training and
education (Scott King, 2000). It is obvious that education addressing peace, justice
and harmony must be developed and continued. The queen of Jordan, Her Majesty
Queen Noor al-Hussein (2000), states “in recent years we have witnessed in our
region and elsewhere that with education and opportunity, even children can be a
force for peace out of proportion to their years, breaking down the barriers of
ignorance and prejudice through mutual respect and understanding” (p. 163).
Education for peace and justice, that challenges injustice and inhumanity, is of
paramount importance for not only future world harmony but also for human dignity

on a global scale.

At the turn of the 20 Century it was recognised that education was a fruitful
site to sow the seeds for a much needed just and peaceful world. The Global
Campaign for Peace urges

A culture of peace will be achieved when citizens of the world understand
global problems; have the skills to resolve conflicts constructively; know and
live by international standards of human rights, gender and racial equality;
appreciate cultural diversity and respect the integrity of the Earth. Such
learning cannot be achieved without intentional, sustained and systematic
education for peace. (Hague Appeal for Peace, 2001, p. 1)
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The Earth Charter Commission met at the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) Headquarters in Paris in 2000 and, through a
process of worldwide dialogue (Carlsson-Paige & Lantieri, 2005), drew up a
framework for educating global citizens to nurture the protection of human dignity
and to build a just, sustainable and peaceful global society. The Earth Charter calls
for people to look for common ground while celebrating difference and diversity. It
is underpinned by four themes: respect and care for the community of life; ecological
integrity; social and economic justice; and democracy, nonviolence, and peace (Earth

Council, 2002).

In Global Perspectives: A statement on global education for Australian
schools (Global Education Project, 2002) social justice is inextricably linked to
issues of global poverty and development, human rights, peace and conflict. It
suggests a curriculum that is focused on the future must stress an approach that
acknowledges these interconnections and promotes knowledge, skills and values that
prepare young people to become involved in constructing solutions. Similarly,
educators and policy makers must design an education curriculum that opposes social
inequalities and helps students to examine their world critically to bring about
substantive changes (Apple, 2004). Care of self, others and the planet should be
“embraced as the main goal of education. Such an aim does not work against
intellectual development or academic achievement. Rather, it supplies a firm
foundation for both” (Noddings, 1995, p. 368). The greatest hope for humanity is to
wholly engage young people with the global reality that we are all one in ways that
interest, inspire and motivate them to understand and appreciate themselves, others,
and the interdependent world in which they live; to move toward a belief in and love
of justice and peace; and to take truly active strides in their own lives to help create a

better world (Carlsson-Paige & Lantieri, 2005).

It is quite obvious that social justice should be of paramount concern to
researchers, academics and educators in the beginning of the 21st Century. The
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child states that the aim of educators
should be to prepare

the child for responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of understanding,
peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship among all peoples, ethnic,
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national and religious groups and persons of indigenous origin. (Save the
Children, 1997, Article 29. 1d, p. 109)
To address the United Nations’ challenge to prepare children for responsible life in a
multicultural society a curriculum that supports and promotes teaching for social
justice must be implemented. Embracing a curriculum that supports and promotes
teaching for social justice is not an easy task but an imperative one for a harmonious,

just and peaceful future.

TEACHING FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE

Teaching for social justice is about educating students to value and care for
themselves and others (intimate, close or distant) in an atmosphere of compassion,
understanding and respect (Greene, 1995). It celebrates and positively recognises
difference, diversity and human dignity while encouraging unity and solidarity
(Greene, 1998; Rorty, 1989). Teaching for social justice challenges and counters
stereotypes and upholds the dignity of each individual and/or group and it promotes

freedom and peaceful practices in the classroom and beyond (Burns, 2004).

There are two essential beliefs that relate to and underpin teaching for social
justice. The first belief is that there is injustice in the world where some people are
consistently and undeservedly privileged while others are consistently and
undeservedly disadvantaged (a discussion on white privilege follows later in this
chapter). The second belief is that educators can be agents for change and interrupt
(or challenge) the cycles of oppression of race, class, gender, ability, sexuality,
religion and others. Therefore, teaching for social justice means identifying
oppression in its numerous forms and taking action in the classroom to challenge

oppression (Russo, 2006; Bell, 2007).

Teaching for social justice may be conceptualized in two different, yet
complementary ways (Hutchinson & Romano, 1998). One way is to employ
strategies that afford students opportunities to experience and practice the traits and
attributes that enable social justice to flourish. This may be achieved by allowing
students real life opportunities in the classroom to handle conflict, trust one another
and build a democratic community. Another way to view teaching for social justice,

as conducted in this study, is to address specific topics relevant to social justice
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issues as a class group. This can be done by examining social justice issues in the

media and literature.

Social justice educators must be mindful that there are principles of practice
in the teaching for social justice (Adams, 2007). These principles revolve around the
upholding of all students and foregrounding this in classroom norms and guidelines
for group behaviour. Importantly teaching for social justice must begin with “the
students’ worldview and experience as the starting point for dialogue or problem
solving” (Adams, 2007, p. 33) and value, as outcomes of the learning process,

personal awareness, growth and change.

The goals of teaching for social justice are to facilitate students’ development
of critical analytical tools, skills and attitudes necessary to understand oppression and
their own socialisation within oppressive systems, and to develop a sense of agency
and capacity to disrupt and change oppressive patterns and behaviours in themselves
and in the organisations and communities of which they are a part (Ayers, Hunt &
Quinn, 1998; Bell, 2007; Noddings, 2005). No one form of oppression, whether it be
racism, sexism, classism, able-ism, heterosexism, ageism or religious oppression, is
the base for all others and therefore all forms of oppression must be challenged and
eradicated (Bell, 2007; Young, 1993). Teaching for social justice seeks to expose,
critique, challenge and transform ideas and actions that oppress and/or subjugate any

individual or group. Therefore, teaching for social justice is

teaching what we believe ought to be — not merely where moral frameworks
are concerned, but in material arrangements for people in all spheres of
society. Moreover teaching for social justice is teaching for the sake of
arousing the kinds of vivid, reflective, experiential responses that might move
students to come together in serious efforts to understand what social justice
means and what it might demand. (Greene, 1998, pp. xXix — XxX)
Teaching for social justice is a form of conscience raising (Adams, 2007; Freire,
1993; Greene, 1998) that encourages students to explore social justice issues where
sensitivities are raised to the point that make injustices intolerable. This raising of
consciousness and sensitivity does not separate principled action from sympathetic

identification, rational judgment from emotion, and logical projection from care

(Greene, 1998) as does Kant (1959) and, perhaps to an extent, Rawls (1971).
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Teaching for social justice encourages students to not only engage with issues of

social justice on a cognitive level but also on a sensitive and personal level.

Reflection and action

Teaching for social justice requires of the teacher and the students reflection
and action (Freire, 1993; Greene, 1995, 1998; Torres, 2004). If social justice is only
talked about, it is merely rhetoric; and if action is taken without reflection it becomes
reactionary (Greene, 1995). Social justice educators make connections between
reflection, awareness and action by helping students recognise a range of areas of
influence in their daily lives, analyse the comparative risk factors in challenging
discrimination and/or oppression in their network of relationships, and identify
personal or group actions for change (Adams, 2007). A good starting point for
reflection, awareness and action is classroom discussion. Although not directed to
classroom discussion both Habermas (1979) and Young (1993) agree that discussion
helps to alter people’s preferences and perceptions relating to social justice issues.
They refer to this as “communicative democracy”. In classroom situations, then,
discussion may help students challenge taken-for-granted assumptions, refine their
perceptions of the interests and needs of others, understand their relations to others
and process collective problems, aims and resolutions (Greene, 1998; Young, 1993).
Classroom discussion encourages the student to clarify and justify her/his
preferences, ideas and beliefs with a group that may or may not agree.

By listening to others and trying to understand their experience and claims,
persons or groups gain broader knowledge of the special relations in which
they are embedded and of the implications of their proposals. These
circumstances of a mutual requirement of openness to persuasion often
transform the motives, opinions, and preferences of the participants. The
transformation often takes the form of moving from being motivated by self-
interest to being concerned with justice. (Young, 1993, p. 230)
These communicative spaces must be encouraged in classrooms where honest, open
debate and multiple voices are heard. Educators can bring warmth and motivation
into the classroom lives of young children: “we can bring in the dialogues and
laughter that threaten monologues and rigidity. And surely we can affirm and
reaffirm the principles that center around belief in justice and freedom and respect
for human rights” (Greene, 1995, p. 43). Teaching for social justice can be used to

motivate and incite creativity and imagination “so that the young may be awakened
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to the joy of working for transformation in the smallest places, so that they may
become healers and change their worlds” (Greene, 1998, p. xiv). Therefore teaching
for social justice is not simply an awareness of the existence of injustices and the
respect and acknowledgement of diversity; it is an active engagement in, and
commitment to, social transformation. This is reflected in the ideals of critical
pedagogy and, because teaching for social justice aligns with critical pedagogy, it is

appropriate to discuss this relationship.

CRITICAL PEDAGOGY

Critical pedagogy has a dual purpose: to empower teachers and to teach for
empowerment (McLaren, 2003, p. xxxiv). Like teaching for social justice, critical
pedagogy is about promoting social justice. It is based in the call for educators to
become agents for positive social change and to transform existing social structures
that oppress (Cooper & White, 2006; McLaren, 2003; Parker & Stovall, 2005).
Critical pedagogy reaches beyond the basic distinction between process and content
(the how and the what). It becomes a “metaphor for the process of interrogation,
inquiry and action especially as applied to the scholarship that examines links
between racism and schooling, and the socioeconomic frameworks for liberatory
education” (Adams, 2007, p. 31). While some may debate that preschoolers do not
have the power to transform existing social structures, the educators who participated
in this research project asserted that, by exploring social justice issues of difference,
diversity and human dignity, these preschoolers will begin to understand that there is

a need for change, beginning with their own thoughts, feelings and attitudes.

Critical pedagogy involves critical thinking that requires engagement with
morality and empathy, “and most episodes of critical thinking should be liberally
sprinkled with turning points — points at which the thinker reaches toward the living
other with feeling that responds to the other’s condition” (Noddings, 1998, p. 161). It
is understood that critical thinking must begin with the provocation of feelings if
moral outcomes are a concern, and that we must care about the people, the causes
and the problems to whom and to which we direct our thinking skills (Noddings,
1998, 2005). The use of stories may be a valuable starting point for critical thinking
and moral and ethical study (Greene, 1995; Noddings, 1998, 2005). Certain stories

may promote deep reflection and self-examination on specific social justice and/or
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ethical issues. Stories may prompt self-examination of deep existential questions
proposed by Weil (1977) and Noddings (1998): What is the “other” going through?
Why do we ignore another’s plight? Why do we harm others? Can we imagine
ourselves as the other? For literature to be helpful in the shaping and influencing of
moral and social attitudes “it has to affect readers — make them feel something. And
it is those feelings that lead to lively discussion and reflection” (Noddings, 2005, pp.
133-34).

Upon reading the above discussion regarding the use of literature to inspire
critical thinking one may consider that this research fits into what may be termed
critical literacy. 1 have resisted this temptation and do not consider that what ensued
during this research project was critical literacy but was indeed critical pedagogy
with a balance of care. Eldersky and Cherland (2006) have voiced concern that
critical literacy has become a “buzz term”, and I tend to agree with them. They
contend that many educators are simply using the term without thorough knowledge
of, and commitment to critical literacy. Critical literacy instruction “includes the
critique of social systems of dominance, injustice, and privilege, and it calls for
systemic change” (Eldersky & Cherland, 2006, p. 17). While it may be said that, to a
certain extent, this study was grounded in a critical literacy approach in that the
stories and discussions encouraged critical thinking on the part of the educators and
preschoolers regarding social justice issues, systemic change was not in the forefront
of this critical thinking. The main aim was to raise awareness and sensitivities to
social justice issues regarding difference, diversity and human dignity. It is hoped
that the seeds of systemic change were planted in the minds of these very young
children; however, it is beyond the scope of this study to make any claims that this

did occur.

It may be asked: why focus a study that explores strategies to assist teaching
for social justice (underpinned by the recognition paradigm) and is grounded in a
critical approach in the early years? Authoritative literature (Dau, 2001; Derman-
Sparks & Ramsey 2006; Nixon & Aldwinkle, 2005; Siraj-Blatchford & Clarke, 2000;
Swiniarski & Breitborde, 2003; Van Ausdale & Feagin, 2002) points to the

importance of the early years when teaching for social justice.
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AN IMPERATIVE: TEACHING FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE IN THE EARLY
YEARS

Today’s preschoolers are tomorrow’s parents, citizens, leaders and decision
makers (Connolly, 2003; Swiniarski & Breitborde, 2003; Noddings, 2005) and early
childhood education sets the foundation for lifelong learning and participating
productively in a multicultural society (Carlsson-Paige & Lantieri, 2005; Swiniarski
& Breitborde, 2003).

Current theorists, based on research on the affective and cognitive
development of the young child, place an emphasis on the importance of
beginning the study of global education during the earliest years of
childhood. . . . To resolve world issues, protect the environment, seek viable
means of employment, and ensure peace and tranquility within and between
nations, tomorrow’s citizen will need to be comfortable working
cooperatively in settings with a diverse membership. (Swiniarski &
Breitborde, 2003, p. 18)
There is no doubt that throughout the preschool years children are not only becoming
more conscious of their world and how to act in it but they are also developing their
moral structures by absorbing the attitudes and values of their family, culture and
society (Dau, 2001; Nixon & Aldwinkle, 2005). Children develop an understanding
of the social world through a lengthy process of construction and they utilise what
they see, hear and experience in their lives as a foundation for building an
understanding of how people treat each other (Carlsson-Paige & Lantieri, 2005).
Therefore the preschool years are crucial in shaping cultural and racial
understandings and are critical in forming attitudes toward diversity and difference
(Mac Naughton, 2003a). However, prejudices form very early in life (Brown, 1998;
Dau, 2001; Mac Naughton, 2003; Siraj-Blatchford, 1995; Swiniarski & Breitborde,
2003). The most common form of prejudice young children experience is through
name-calling and/or through negative references to their gender, dress, appearance,
skin colour, language or culture (Siraj-Blatchford & Clarke, 2000). Name-calling,
insulting, teasing and disrespectful behaviour are forms of passive violence and they

should not be tolerated (Gandhi, 2000); yet these injustices are happening in schools
every day (Quisenberry, McIntyre & Duhon, 2002).

Research has demonstrated that by the time children reach preschool age they
have already become socially proficient in the ways they appropriate and manipulate

racist discourses (Connolly 2003; Mundine & Giugni, 2006; Palmer, 1986; Van
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Ausdale & Feagin, 2002; Siraj-Blatchford, 1995). Numerous investigations initially
pioneered in the early 1900s and repeated in a multiplicity of forms since then have
revealed that children have the capability to distinguish racial differences and to
develop negative attitudes and prejudices towards particular groups from the age of
three (Ayers, 2004; Connolly, 2003; Ehrlich, 1973). An Australian study by Harper
and Bonanno (1993) clearly shows Anglo-Australian preschoolers verbalising their
negative bias against Indigenous Australian children. Observers documented
comments such as “You're the colour of poo” and “Rack off, wog, we don’t want to
play with you.” Attitudes regarding race and sex roles “are manifesting themselves

by the age of three, and may have formed earlier even than that” (Klein, 1990, p. 25).

Thus, early childhood educators share a major responsibility in teaching for
social justice and fostering an anti-bias pedagogy that challenges racism and
prejudice and upholds equity, justice and human dignity. Without intervention by
teachers, “the racial attitudes and behaviours of students become more negative and
harder to change as they grow older” (Banks, 2006, p. 145). However, many
educators feel that only older children and adolescents are “those worthy of teaching
important concepts as justice and equality; yet it is during the early years that the

foundations of these attitudes are laid” (Siraj-Blatchford, 1995, p. xiii-xiv).

Of grave concern, however, is that a number of researchers discovered that
many educators struggle to find appropriate pedagogical strategies to support and
promote an anti-bias multicultural curriculum in their classrooms (Derman-Sparks &
Ramsey 2006; Lingard, et al., 2000; Siraj-Blatchford & Clarke 2000). The
Queensland Schools Reform Longitudinal Study (QSRLS) identified “recognition of
difference” as one of its four dimensions of productive pedagogies (Lingard, et al.,
2001, p. 22). Very briefly, this dimension examines the degree to which non-
dominant cultures are valued, upheld and included in actual classroom practice. A
major discovery of the longitudinal study highlighted the inadequate recognition of
difference in classroom practices. Analysis of data gathered by the QSRLS indicated
that teachers, although committed to diversity, did not employ specific pedagogical
strategies that would support recognition of difference in their classrooms (Lingard,

et al., 2001).
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How then, without specific strategies and appropriate attitudes, are educators
supposed to implement interventions, as Banks (2006) has suggested, promoting
positive recognition of difference and upholding human dignity? These educators
should be assisted with and encouraged to implement a curriculum that “becomes a
practice of freedom” (Shaull, 1996, p. 16) where children are guided towards an
appreciation of difference and diversity while honouring peaceful and just practices
and taking a stand against injustice. Such a curriculum, using appropriate
pedagogical strategies, will prepare future global citizens to participate in an
inclusive and respectful multicultural society and will go far towards creating a
peaceful and just world. However, could a problem arise for such teaching if all the

students share the one cultural, racial and homogeneous background?

WHAT IF ALL THE KIDS ARE WHITE?

This question became quite pertinent to this research project as most of the
children involved in this study were of Anglo-Australian background and all children
were from middle class families. Of the two children who were from non-Anglo
backgrounds, one child was third generation Italian-Australian with fair complexion
and blue eyes and one child was New Zealand Maori with darker skin and dark hair,

whose family had recently emigrated from New Zealand.

Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2006) ask the above question when discussing
anti-bias multicultural education. The term anti-bias multicultural education was
used by Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2006) to describe their work and similarly the
term could be used to describe the work of this study. This research project engaged
in work that exposed prejudice and stereotypical beliefs among preschool children
and set about challenging, with the aim of transforming, these beliefs through critical
pedagogy regarding difference and diversity, and also upholding empathy, care and
compassion for “others”. Multicultural and anti-bias education “has broadened its
scope and has shifted from a focus on cultural pluralism to critical thinking”
(Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006, p. 3). The focus has moved from ‘“‘appreciating
diversity” to working toward social justice. The term anti-bias multicultural

education is used to “embrace the 30-year history [of multicultural education] and to
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emphasise the struggle towards social, economic and cultural equity” (Derman-

Sparks & Ramsey, 2006, p. 3).

As discussed previously researchers discovered that many teachers struggle to
find appropriate pedagogical strategies to support and promote a curriculum that
focuses on teaching for social justice. However, anti-bias multicultural education is
even more problematic for teachers when the classroom consists of a homogeneous
population of all white children (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006). Banks (2006),
while calling for school-based reforms that might assist children to learn how to live
together in civic, moral and just communities that respect and value the rights of all
cultures, admits that “such efforts are made more difficult because a large percentage
of students attend single-race schools” (p. 146). Therefore how can young children
begin to understand other cultures and perspectives if they have never come into
contact with such cultures and perspectives? Indeed, as stated previously, prejudices
may have already formed before entering preschool (Siraj-Blatchford & Clarke,
2000). Siraj-Blatchford (1995) cites examples of prejudice among children as young
as three years of age against people with dark coloured skin. These children lived in
exclusively white communities and adopted negative or stereotypical views of people
with dark skin because they had no opportunity in the home or care/educational
setting to come into contact with these people in a genuine sense. Educators need to
give their students “the relevant experiences through images and activities which
allow them to explore racial difference and be willing to deal with racial prejudice
when it arises” (Siraj-Blatchford, 1995, p. 65). Very possibly these children, and
those involved in this research project, were absorbing the societal assumption of

white supremacy and were already experiencing white privilege.

White privilege

Although this study did not concentrate solely on ethnicity it is beneficial to
explore a discussion on “whiteness” and white privilege owing to the fact that almost
all the participants in this study (only one child in the research project would not
experience white privilege) have and are experiencing white advantage, albeit, for
some, at a subliminal level. The insidiousness of white privilege is indeed hard to
fathom for a person who has been born into white privilege and has lived this

privilege all her/his life. For white people it may be confronting to realise that the
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unfair and cruel treatment of people with differently coloured skin has served their
interest: the interest of the privileged — ordinarily the white, the male and the
educated (Greene, 1998). Injustice and cruelty have perpetuated white privilege and
dominance. Kozol (1991) goes so far as to say that in the areas of education and
health care “we want the game to be unfair and we have made it so” (p. 223). In
other words, at the expense of the dignity and status of others, white people choose to
continue this privilege, this unfair advantage, this domination, to maintain our top
position on the socioeconomic, cultural, hierarchical ladder which we ourselves have

created.

In the contemporary western world, the recognition of difference and
diversity seems indivisible from asymmetric dualisms and relationships of
domination. Within contemporary western culture differences often generate and are
used to validate hierarchies and relations of domination and power (Reason &
Bradbury, 2006). Children receive hierarchical messages from society with white at
the top and black at the bottom (Brown, 1998). The message received indicates that
people who do not have white skin are inferior. This evaluation is also made by
white children “because they grow up in a society which socialises them into
thinking in racist stereotypes, into believing that they are physically, mentally and
culturally superior” (Brown, 1998, p. 13). Children as young as three have an
understanding of systemic racial oppression and can create those patterns (Van
Ausdale & Feagin, 2002). From their observations Van Ausdale and Feagin (2002)
explain that white children told Black and Asian children that they could not be
leaders because only white people could be leaders. They noted that white children
excluded children who did not have white skin from play and used racial epithets
against them. However, no child with non-white skin treated a white child in this

way.

Whiteness is an advantage for white people. Being white “enables us to
assume we are the centre, the standard for what it means to be human, and releases
us from careful thinking about the reality and consequences of racial discrimination”
(Cooks & Simpson, 2007, p. 4). However, privilege, particularly white and/or male
privilege, is difficult to see and understand for those who were born with access to

resources and power (Kendall, 2006). Many white people struggle with their daily
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lives and do not feel that they have advantage over or dominate anyone. Moreover,
some people strongly deny the existence of white advantage. For those who enjoy
privilege based on ethnicity, gender, ability, age, sexual orientation and/or class, it is

normal — just how life is (Kendall, 2006).

However, even the poorest white person does not bear the additional stresses
of racial discrimination that shape and determine the lives and expectations of people
who do not have white skin (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006). The reality is that
white people do benefit from a system of unearned racial privilege (Derman-Sparks
& Ramsey, 2006; Kendall, 2006; Mclntosh, 2005). The polemic is that other racial
groups endure undeserved racial penalties (Howard, 1999). Middle class white
Australians see themselves and hear their language on television shows, in movies, in
advertisements, on birthday cards and in literature (Jones & Mules, 2001). It is quite
a comfortable existence. However, consider Indigenous Australians: how often do
they see themselves or hear their language on television shows, in movies, in
advertisements, on birthday cards and in literature? It is clear that much of their
everyday lived experience reinforces the fact that they are marginalised. Therefore, it
must be considered that

all whites, be they male or female, rich or poor, live in a protective racial
bubble that gives them a sense of belonging and access to resources that are
denied people of colour. Regardless of personal intentions, lifestyles, or
political and social beliefs, all whites must confront the fact that they benefit
from belonging to the group that currently dominates and defines the national
and global economic, cultural, and political infrastructures. (Derman-Sparks
& Ramsey, 2006, p. 35)

Many white people, even those who disapprove of racist practices,
unconsciously believe that they are inherently superior and warrant holding power
(Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006; Kendall, 2006). Straus (2005), reporting on the
2003 Global Attitudes Study, stated that six in ten white people in the United States
believed that their culture was superior to any other. This belief filters through to
very young children who develop a sense of white superiority and an understanding
of racial power codes early in life (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006; Van Ausdale &
Feagin, 2002). Indeed, research conducted in the United States and Australia
revealed that young children equated whiteness to national identity (Glover, 1996;

Mac Naughton, 2004; Van Ausdale & Feagin, 2002). Numerous studies carried out
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in the mid 20™ Century found that Anglo-American children never expressed a desire
to be dark-skinned, while African American children did wish to be white-skinned
(Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006). The conclusions of these studies were that
children with dark skin saw themselves as deficient owing to the negative effects of
racism and it was put forward by the US government that schools should be
integrated. These conclusions, however, are problematic in that there was no concern
regarding the pattern that white children displayed showing strong preference for
own-race. This mirrored the widely held assumption that integration meant that black
people must adapt to white society and not vice versa, positioning white society as

superior (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006).

Zora Neale Hurston (as cited in Fine et al., 2004a) wrote in her famous letter
to the editor of the Orlando Sentinel following the United States Supreme Court’s
decision to end segregated public schools in the south, “there has been current belief
that there is no greater delight to us [African Americans] than physical association
with whites” (p. 3). This letter was written over 50 years ago yet it echoes in the
struggles of the marginalised of today (Enns & Sinnacore, 2005; Freire, 1993;
O’Donnell, Pruyn & Chavez Chavez, 2004; Weis & Fine, 2004). As Fine et al.
(2004a) state that

the struggle for academic racial justice has, indeed, been ‘hijacked’ by the
better funded movement for White and elite privilege that founded, and
currently governs, America. The public sector of public education has been
fiscally hollowed, with the demand for equal resources trivialized into a
(denied) quest to sit beside a White child. (p. 6)
This white supremacist arrogance perpetuates white privilege. In the United States
(and the same can be said for most western countries), “while any racial group might
view itself as superior, only the white group has the power to institutionalise that
belief into laws, policies, practices and culture and to subordinate other groups based
on that institutionally held power” (Kendall, 2006, p. 21). Problems are apparent
when concepts of equality and equity are implemented. Equality implies sameness in
treatment. However, if one embraces recognition and celebration of difference, then
the concept of equality is challenged. The insidious claim of “reverse discrimination”
or the “colour blind” approach implies that the “playing field is level.” The colour
blind phenomenon is yet another manifestation of racism that perpetuates the

privilege of white supremacy (O’Donnell, et al., 2004; Parker & Stovall, 2005).
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Many white people state that they do not “see” people’s skin colour and that we are
all equal. However, from the above discussions it is clear that we are not “all equal”

and the playing field is not level.

Equality and equity issues regarding the recognition of difference are
important issues as the world becomes “smaller” owing to globalisation and the aim
of protecting human rights and upholding social justice should be shared globally
(Kelly, 2004). Globalisation highlights social justice as important in a world wide
sense. However, Amin (2005) asserts that globalisation is yet another expression of
white Western supremacy and “‘is nothing but a new way in which the inherently
imperialist nature of the system asserts itself. In this sense it can be said that
‘globalisation’ is a euphemism for that forbidden word, imperialism” (p. 28). Thus,
there is strong debate that globalisation may perpetuate white privilege and social
injustice. Notwithstanding this debate regarding the power of globalisation, it is clear
— regardless of whether one observes globalisation as a guise for imperialist activities
or as a “Global Village” concept - that the idea of white hegemonic privilege and

supremacy must be challenged.

Many contend that the fight against white privilege and white supremacy
must begin with educating the young children of white society (Apple, 2004; Brown,
1998; Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2006; Noddings, 2005). Teaching about whiteness
“is about exposing contradictions, about pulling away the layers of rhetoric and
sense-making that have maintained white privilege. . . . racism exists, social
structures and individuals with power in these structures carry and dispense racial
privilege and discrimination” (Simpson, 2007, p. 14). However, teaching about white
privilege also stresses that simultaneously there must be the message of hope,
possibility and transformation: “to take on the knowledge of racism and whiteness,
how they work and their consequences, is to simultaneously reach for a different
kind of reality” (Simpson, 2007, p. 14). This is critical education; this is teaching for

social justice.

From the above discussions it is clear that social justice is an important issue
in the 21* Century and that teaching for social justice is of paramount importance to

educators as we begin this new millennium. It is also clear that teaching for social
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justice must begin in the early years; however, this is made more difficult if students
are enmeshed in all white classrooms. Herein lies the importance of investigating
strategies that will assist early childhood educators to implement a curriculum that
supports and promotes teaching for social justice regarding issues of difference,

diversity and human dignity.

EXPLORING SOCIAL JUSTICE ISSUES IN CHILDREN’S LITERATURE
Many researchers and academics (Klein, 1990; Kroll, 2002; Leland, Harste &
Huber, 2005; Luke & Freebody, 1997; Machet, 2002; Saxby & Winch, 1991;
Sheahan-Bright, 2002; Stephens, 1992) concur that texts represent cultural, social,
political and economic ideologies, values and attitudes which represent certain
readings of the world, thus socialising their readers. Indeed, “as children listen to
stories, as they take down the books from the library shelves, they may, as Graham
Greene suggests in The Lost Children, be choosing their future and the values that
will dominate it” (The Plowden Report, 1967, Sec. 595). Although this was written
over 40 years ago its message is still pertinent today. Moreover, the reader may be
left ineffectual, impressionable and vulnerable if a text is blindly accepted (Luke &

Freebody, 1997).

Young readers subliminally absorb the attitudes, values and beliefs of the
author (Klein, 1990, p. 14). The following reflection of a Jamaican student’s
experience in an English school, cited in Klein (1990), explains how readers may be
left vulnerable and powerless if underlying values and attitudes are not challenged:

The teacher read a book called The Little Piccaninny which I thought was
ridiculous. It put across a picture of little black girls being really dim and
stupid. She looked at me and said, “We have a little Piccaninny in our class,
haven’t we?” I was very upset as I felt I was thought of as being as stupid as
this little girl. These sorts of books are damaging to the black child and other
children. This was the only black book I came across at school. (p. 26)
Indeed, children shape their attitudes regarding themselves and others from what
they hear and see around them (Siraj-Blatchford, 1995). These attitudes are formed
from their families, their friends, the books that they read or listen to, and the media
to which they are exposed. For many children this incorporates racial attitudes, with

children as young as three feeling discriminated against (Siraj-Blatchford, 1995).
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It is often not the characters in the books who are of concern to teachers who
are trying to heighten students’ awareness of social justice issues but the ones left out
of books: people with disabilities, those of differing ethnic backgrounds and
adventurous female heroines, to name but a few, whose absence from texts
conditions readers subliminally that these people are unimportant. A critical
approach to literacy and reading, remembering that this research project is not
actually referring to critical literacy, assists the reader in exposing whose voice is

dominant, whose is silent and what injustices are being depicted as the norm.

The critical approach to reading asks readers to examine the systems of
meaning that run both consciously and unconsciously in texts, as well as in
mainstream culture, to privilege some and marginalise others. This approach

includes a focus on social justice and the role that each of us plays in
challenging or helping to perpetuate the injustices we identify in our world. . .
To prepare literate individuals for the 21% century, we need to do more than
to teach them how to decode and comprehend texts. (Leland et al., 2005, p.
259-260)

What is needed now is for children to understand critically the ideologies of texts and

how texts position certain people and, indeed, the reader.

Books that authentically, respectfully and sympathetically treat a diversity of
cultures, beliefs and perspectives demonstrate to the reader that other realities, apart
from one’s own, exist and have the right to do so. Nodelman (1988) cautions:

If we are not conscious that other cultures offer different and, for those who
live within them, equally satisfactory definitions of meaning and value, and
that consequently, these cultures postulate quite different but equally
satisfactory realities, then we are doomed to a dangerous solitude, a blindness
that amounts to an unconscious form of arrogance. (p. 232)
Picture books have undergone a profound transformation over the past few years,
with authors respectfully exploring social justice issues such as sexuality, gender,
culture, ethnicity, colour and social responsibility (Wolk, 2004). The vicarious
experience of reading/listening that exposes children to other cultures, races and
viewpoints is of great significance to guiding children to an appreciation of
difference and diversity (Siraj-Blatchford, 1995). A story is not simply an arid bit of

information, nor is it merely a set of entertaining circumstances (Lowe, 2002). A

genuine story is a powerful human experience sharing universal truths that can
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impact on readers’ lives. It can take the reader to a distant objective viewpoint and
simultaneously take her/him close to the emotion of the human character in the
drama. The reader safely shares the experience. This vicarious experience can be
further extended in the preschool setting by conducting group discussion of the story

immediately after it is read.

It is well documented (Cochran-Smith, 1984; Eeds & Wells, 1989; Hansen,
2004; Rosenhouse, 1997; Short, 1995; Sipe, 2000; Whitmore, Martens, Goodman
and Owocki, 2005) that discussion following storytime gives children the
opportunity to extend their experiences vicariously. This may allow them to engage
actively in rethinking how they view their world. This is particularly beneficial in
classrooms where the student population is homogeneous. Hansen (2004) suggests
that the most important feature of discussion after storytime is that “children talk
through ideas, emotions, understandings and reactions beyond their immediate
experiences. Ideas filter through the opinions and responses of others, engaging
children in actively rethinking how they view the world” (p. 117). Could reading and
discussing stories that confront social justice issues help young children to reflect
upon and clarify their own conceptions of social justice issues regarding difference,
diversity and human dignity? By exposing students to a variety of literature
educators can “help them to understand the similarities and differences among
different religions, cultures and languages. Most importantly, books allow issues to
be raised and false notions can be challenged sensitively” (Siraj-Blatchford, 1995, p.

76).

Stories have an effect on people (Protherough, 1983). Didactic, overtly
revolutionary or doctrinal literature is not necessary “when literary works of art have
the capacity to move readers to imagine alternative ways of being alive” (Greene,
1995, p. 101). Thus, literature may have a transformative effect on readers
encouraging them to explore possible alternatives to the present situation. Masterful,
significant and inspiring literary works have lifted the imaginations of adults for
many decades (Greene, 1995). This research project supported this idea and extended

this notion to include very young children.
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Literature provides a possible starting point for critical thinking and the
philosophical examination of ethics and morality and “through it students may come
to question the ‘givenness’ of their own lives” (Noddings, 1998, p. 160). Therefore
the judicious use of literature may not only encourage the reader’s empathy and
compassion for another’s plight and history, but it may also deepen self-
understanding. Indeed, the teaching of literacy (which includes examining children’s
literature) should serve to promote democracy and an appreciation for diversity,
empower marginalised groups and enhance reader self-esteem (Meredith, Steele &

Kikusova, 2001).

Research considering social justice and children’s literature

Over the last few years there has been a growing research interest in teaching
for social justice. Yet it is noted with some concern that most of the literature
emanating from this research regarding ethnicity, gender, class and agency in
education has mainly focused on older children or students in higher education
(Siraj-Blatchford & Clarke, 2000). However, recent studies in the United States and
the United Kingdom (Arizpe & Styles, 2002; Burns, 2004; Damico & Riddle, 2004;
Galda & Beach, 2001; Leland, Harste & Huber, 2005; Mills, Stephens, O’Keefe &
Waugh, 2004; Whitmore, Martens, Goodman & Owocki, 2005; Wolk, 2004) attest to
the successful use of children's literature to initiate critical discussion regarding

unjust practices and teach for social justice in the primary school classroom.

Whitmore et al. (2005) synthesised critical lessons from research during the
past several decades to share a transactional view of early literacy development.
They reported that listening and responding to shared book experiences (storytime)
allowed group members to push one another to think more critically and glean deeper
understandings of the text. Whitmore et al. (2005) contended that critical texts,
addressing social justice issues such as culture, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, ability
and socioeconomic status, led children to search for answers to powerful questions
about these issues. They found that, by raising and resolving questions through
critical social texts, children were presented with intellectual challenges that

connected new ideas to their personal understandings of the world.
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Leland et al. (2005) found that undertaking a critical approach to storytime
heightened first grade students’ awareness of social justice issues and created a
harmonious classroom atmosphere. Arizpe and Styles (2003) examined British
children’s responses to the picture book Lily Takes a Walk (Kitamura, 1998) and
found that group discussions (usually teacher-led) helped readers work together to
arrive at more complex interpretations of the pictorial text. The researchers were
struck by the intellectual seriousness, as well as the enjoyment, with which the
children viewed the book. These children were engrossed by the task and reacted
strongly to the pictorial text, articulating not only likes and dislikes but also ethical

and moral perceptions.

All the above studies were undertaken in formal school settings. Little
investigation has occurred at the preschool level. Furthermore, although anti-bias
curricula that aim to foster children's development through addressing social
diversity and equity issues have considerable currency in Australia, “the child's
understandings of social diversity and equity upon which they are based remain
poorly theorised” (Mac Naughton, 2003, p. 1). It appears then, that the voices,
opinions, theories and ideas of children regarding their conceptions and
understandings of social justice issues have not been considered to any great extent

in previous studies.

A SOCIALLY JUST MODE OF INQUIRY?

Not only are children’s voices often unheard in research endeavours but also
those of teacher participants are often devalued or silenced (Walsh et al., 1993).
Indeed, some commentators insist that for too long educational researchers have
disengaged from the field of practice (Blumenfeld-Jones, 2006; Tate, 2006), thus
ignoring the positives that practitioners can bring to educational research. Ignoring
the knowledge, skills and expertise of research participants seems, to me, inequitable
and socially unjust. However, Grace (2008) suggests that there is a contemporary
research movement that is designed to enhance ‘“‘social inclusion, social cohesion and
social justice in the research process” (p. 224). Many cite participatory action
research as a socially just mode of inquiry where all participants’ knowledge, skills
and expertise are valued and represented throughout the research project (Greenwood

& Levin, 2005; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005; Mac Naughton, 2001). In participatory
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action research participants become co-researchers by setting the schedule, collecting

and analysing data and using the findings to improve their situations.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THIS RESEARCH PROJECT

Through the exploration of literature and research regarding teaching for
social justice, wide gaps in the current body of knowledge have been revealed.
Firstly, although it is clear that social justice is an important educational issue in the
21% Century, many educators believe that these concerns should be explored in the
upper primary to tertiary levels. Although such research is beginning to be carried
out in the US and the UK in lower primary/elementary classrooms, there has been
little research undertaken in preschool settings. However, research has shown that the
most advantageous years to begin such study are the early years. Therefore, this

study was positioned in preschool settings before formal schooling.

Secondly, although early childhood educators understood that positive
recognition of difference (which underpins teaching for social justice) was important
they were not employing appropriate pedagogical strategies to support and promote
such a curriculum (Lingard, et al., 2001). As explained briefly in Chapter One,
transformative and productive ways of sharing the teaching/learning experience that
facilitate preschoolers’ understandings of social justice issues regarding difference,
diversity and human dignity had seen little exploration. For this reason this study
examined specific pedagogical strategies that would assist the early childhood

educators participating in the research project to teach for social justice.

Thirdly, in traditional research paradigms, a problem of representation has
become apparent. It was revealed that when research examined pedagogies to assist
in teaching for social justice the ideas, opinions, thoughts and beliefs of children
regarding social justice issues were not taken into account. Their voices were not
heard. As also elucidated in Chapter One, this research project is greatly influenced
by the new sociology of childhood that argued that children are capable and
competent participants who actively shape their lives (Corsaro, 2005; Nixon &
Aldwinkle, 2005). Therefore, this study aimed to listen carefully to what the children
were saying regarding social justice issues raised during storytime sessions and

through action research act upon the preschoolers’ articulated understandings.
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Another problem regarding representation in traditional research was that teacher
participants’ knowledge, skills and expertise have not been valued. The above
indicated that such research did not place importance on a socially just mode of
inquiry. For this reason I sought a socially just mode of inquiry that would value the

teacher participants as well as the preschoolers, giving them a voice.

At this point it is advantageous to examine the literature that impacted on
how this study viewed children and childhood. This view also has implications for
the study in that children were understood to be competent research participants who

had ideas worthy of respect and attention.

THE SOCIOCULTURAL VIEW OF CHILDHOOD

Most theorists acknowledge the great importance of older members of a
society in guiding the assimilation of the younger members into that society
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005; Corsaro, 2005; Piaget, 1968a, 1968b; Vygotsky, 1978;
Rogoff, 2003). Indeed human growth and development is a cultural process whereby
“people develop as participants in cultural communities. Their development can be
understood only in the light of the cultural practices and circumstances of their
communities” (Rogoff, 2003, pp. 3-4). The values and ways of behaving within a
community or society are transmitted through the behaviours modelled by older
members of a society (Bandura, 1986) and also through the dialogues between older
and younger members within that society (Vygotsky, 1978).

As a biological species, humans are defined in terms of our cultural
participation. We are prepared by both our culture and biological heritage to
use language and other cultural tools and to learn from each other. Using such
means as language and literacy, we can collectively remember events that we
have not personally experienced — becoming involved vicariously in other
people’s experience over many generations. (Rogoff, 2003, p. 3)
Language plays a large role in facilitating thought (Bruner, 1990; Rogoff, 2003;
Vygotsky, 1962, 1978). Studies highlight the essential two-way relationship between
language development and the social context in supporting interaction in the early
years (Bruner, 1990; Rogoff, 2003; Vygotsky, 1962, 1978). Social constructivist
theory is founded on the basic principle that development occurs on the social level

within a cultural context, and language is the main tool by which adults educate

young children into a specific view of the world (Vygotsky, 1962, 1978). Social
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experiences shape the way individuals think and understand the world (Vygotsky,
1962, 1978). Thus the significant adults in a child’s life and the experiences that
these adults bring to that child’s life influence how this child views him/herself and

others.

Language is not simply a form of expression but also a basic tool for
constructing knowledge (Vygotsky, 1962). Therefore, when teachers use language
and encourage children to do the same and engage in open discussion, they are
promoting and supporting thought as well as speech (Trawick-Smith, 2006). The
educators involved in this research project used language as a tool to enhance critical
reflection on social justice issues in children’s literature read to their preschoolers.
They also used language and the social interaction of storytime to guide their
preschoolers’ learning and thinking regarding these social justice issues to uphold
difference, diversity and human dignity. This is referred to as scaffolding (Vygotsky,
1962).

Vygotsky’s theory is one of the few that values the influence of culture on
development, which indicates that individual learners can, in turn, have an impact on
culture (Trawick-Smith, 2006). This is of great consequence to this research project.
If we can guide children to appreciate difference, diversity and human dignity we

may be building a culture that upholds and celebrates these traits.

THE POSTMODERN PERSPECTIVE OF CHILDHOOD

This study is also greatly influenced by the new sociology of childhood that
believes children are active participants in their lives and instead of viewing children
as “becoming adults,” childhood is seen as a valid stage of being in its own right
(Corsaro, 2005; Nixon & Aldwinkle, 2005). Childhood, as a structural form, is a
permanent category of society that does not disappear, even though its membership
changes continuously and its nature and the understanding of it vary historically and
culturally (Corsaro, 2005). It may be difficult to acknowledge childhood as a
structural form because traditional theories tell us that childhood is exclusively seen
as a period when children are primed and socialised for entry into society. However,
“children are already a part of society from their births, as childhood is part and
parcel of society” (Corsaro, 2005, p. 3).
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Therefore, while children’s opinions may be influenced by the significant
adults in their lives, these opinions are considered important, valid and trustworthy.
This new way of conceptualising childhood stems from the growth of constructivist
and interpretive perspectives in sociology (Corsaro, 2005; James, Jenks & Prout,
1998). These perspectives see childhood and indeed all social constructs (e.g., race,
ethnicity, gender and class) as being defined, interpreted,and debated in processes of
social action (Corsaro, 2005). Constructivist and interpretive perspectives, when
applied to the sociology of childhood, argue that “children and adults alike are active
participants in the social construction of childhood and in the interpretive
reproduction of their shared culture. In contrast, traditional theories view children as
‘consumers’ of the culture established by adults” (Corsaro, 2005, p. 7). Thus the
constructivist model of childhood socialisation views children as agents and eager
learners. This perspective, which underpins this research project, sees the child as

actively constructing her/his social world and her/his place in it (Corsaro, 2005).

Young children interact and actively gather information not only from adults
but also from the environment in which they live: from what they view on television,
from what they hear and see in their community and from their relationships with
other children. Through this interactive process of not only internalising opinions and
ethics of family, culture and society, but also interpreting and reproducing (Corsaro,
2005) these opinions and ethics “children develop their own moral structures”

(Nixon & Aldwinckle, 2005, p. 90).

MORAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE YOUNG CHILD

Moral values have been defined quite differently by various theorists over
many years: Maccoby (1968, p. 229) describes moral values as beliefs “shared in a
social group about what is good or right”; Piaget (1968) understood morality as the
respect the individual has for rules; Kohlberg (1984) identified it as the development
of a sense of justice; and Siegel (1982) saw moral values as simply the development
of a sense of fairness. Numerous studies into the moral development of young
children in contemporary western society have been carried out over the last century
(e.g. Gilligan, 1982; Johnson & Johnson, 1996; Kohlberg, 1969, 1984; Piaget, 1968;
Turliel, 1983).
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Psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg (1969,1984), using Piaget’s (1950) theory
of cognitive development, proposed six progressive stages of moral development
which were then divided into three broad levels. He set preschool age children at the
first (Preconventional) level and concluded that young children did not act out of
moral convictions but for reward or fear of punishment. However, his studies are
coming under criticism. One criticism is that Kohlberg’s hierarchy of moral decision
making (used in his studies to determine moral reasoning) was biased towards boys
and against girls (Gilligan, 1982). Kohlberg placed logical, rule-based moral

reasoning above that of caring and empathy.

Gilligan (1982) proposed the theory that at some stage in development boys
are encouraged to see themselves as separate from others, while girls are encouraged
to relate in a caring way to others. This then would explain the “moral deficiency” of
females when exposed to Kohlberg’s test. Another criticism of Kohlberg’s research
is that he did not devote very much research time and energy to children under the
age of ten (Cohen, 2002). Yet a further criticism of Kohlberg’s research is that it
does not readily transfer to all cultures (Nixon & Aldwinckle, 2005).

Both Piaget’s (1950) and Kohlberg’s (1969, 1984) studies could be
considered naive (Cohen, 2002). “Part of the naiveté stems from the fact that Piaget’s
Switzerland in the 1920s either was a very different society or was perceived as
such” (Cohen, 2002, p. 75). Exposure to the media and social changes (e.g., single
parent families, divorce, second marriages, dual incomes, technology, globalisation
and multicultural societies) may have far-reaching effects on children’s development,
especially moral development (Cohen, 2002; Nixon & Aldwinckle, 2005). This may,
in part, account for the disparity between findings of recent investigations into the

moral development of young children today and those of Piaget and Kohlberg.

Research conducted towards the latter half of last century and into the 21
Century (Arthur, Davison & Stow, 2000; Connolly, 2003; Connolly & Doyle, 1984;
Dunn, 1988; Corsaro, 2005; Fein, 1984) contradict and reshape the ideas of Piaget
and Kohlberg, who argued that very young children had little capacity for developing
social understandings and competencies, and therefore social justice awareness.

These recent studies reflect Vygotsky’s (1962, 1978) argument that children develop
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as social beings from birth - and are not egocentric as Piaget (1950, 1968a) and

Kohlberg (1984) would claim.

Some theorists and researchers (Nicholls, 1978; Selman, 1980, 1981),
agreeing with Piaget and Kohlberg, have suggested that preschool children are not
capable of taking the perspective of another within a conflict to arrive at a mutually
satisfying outcome. However, more recent empirical inquiries (Barglow, Contreras,
Kavesh & Vaughn, 1998; Johnson & Johnson, 1996; Stevahn, Johnson, Johnson,
Oberle & Wahl, 2000; Vestal and Jones, 2004; Youngstrom, et al., 2000) challenge
this view and argue that young children are capable of learning the foundational
skills for solving conflicts. Research has shown that children as young as four years
of age have a natural sense of justice (Turliel, 1983) and they can understand that
others have opinions that conflict with their own (Bartsch & Wellman, 1995).
Moreover, research has found that four year olds can and do see things from the

perspective of others (Bartsch & Wellman, 1995).

Indeed, researchers have observed children as young as two years of age
demonstrating empathetic behaviour (Arthur, Beecher, Death, Dockett, & Farmer,
2000; Hoffman, 1975, 1991; Lindon, 1998; Smith & Cowie, 1994). The combination
of empathy and altruism is referred to as prosocial behaviour (Lindon, 1998). The
key features of prosocial behaviour are that “children show intentional, voluntary
behaviour which is intended to benefit someone else” (Lindon, 1998, p. 156).
Hoffman’s (1975, 1991) research has identified four stages in the development of
empathy, or showing concern and care for others: Firstly, babies show sympathy for
other babies who are crying by crying themselves; secondly, in the second year of
life, children will comfort other children who are upset by offering items that they
themselves find comforting (e.g., a teddy bear); thirdly, preschool children will feel
empathy with people whom they have never met (e.g., a child may appear visibly
distressed by the death of the father in the movie The Lion King); lastly, during the
middle childhood period children will relate to the individual human suffering caused
by larger social problems (e.g., war or poverty). It is clear that young children extend
themselves to understand, appreciate and care about others (Swiniarski & Breitborde,

2003).
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From the above smorgasbord of research into the young child’s moral
development this study embraced the following position:
Preschool children are capable of making moral judgments. Preschool children are
capable of understanding another’s point of view. They are also capable of
displaying empathy towards others. Preschool children can be encouraged and
scaffolded to enter into Hoffman’s (1995, 1991) last stage of empathy development
whereby they understand and are sensitive to the “bigger picture” of human
suffering. Preschool children are developing ideas of what it means to belong to a
society and how to act in that society. They are also developing conceptions of social
justice that belong to their society. Therefore, it is of importance that this research
project examines these burgeoning conceptions of social justice and investigates
ways that will assist young children’s awareness of and sensitivities to social justice
issues of difference, diversity and human dignity to promote a just and peaceful
world. To do this, this research project addressed the gaps that have been previously

highlighted on pages 5657 of this chapter.

The study was set in the early years involving preschool children between the
ages of three and five years of age. The specific strategy of exploring social justice
issues of difference, diversity and human dignity through children’s literature (which
had proved successful overseas in primary/elementary classrooms) was explored to
help the early childhood educators involved in the study implement, support and
promote teaching for social justice in their preschool classrooms. Using action
research cycles the children’s voices moved the study forward (see Chapter Seven).
Over the 10 week action research project their ideas, beliefs, theories and
understandings regarding the social justice issues highlighted in the picture books
were continually built upon to raise their awareness of and sensitivities to social
justice issues of difference, diversity and human dignity. The employment of
participatory action research gave the early childhood educators co-researcher status
that valued their knowledge, skills and expertise; gave each a valued voice; and
allowed them to set the research schedule, collect and analyse data and use the

findings.
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SUMMARY

This chapter began Part One: Initial Reflections and proposed a working
definition of social justice for this study and critiqued literature regarding the
importance of social justice as an educational issue in the 21* Century. It outlined
teaching for social justice and put forward the idea that teaching for social justice
must begin in the early years. The chapter discussed that this undertaking falls under
the umbrella of critical pedagogy and within the concept of care. It was discussed,
however, that educators struggle to find appropriate pedagogical strategies to
implement such a curriculum. Furthermore, it was explained that this difficulty is
compounded if all the children are white and a discussion regarding white privilege
followed. The strategy of employing children’s literature as a vicarious experience to
initiate critical discussion regarding social justice issues was discussed with
reference to successful research carried out in elementary schools in the United
States and the United Kingdom. The chapter then exposed the gaps in the current
body of literature that this research project addressed. The chapter concluded by
highlighting literature that informed the study’s view of children and childhood.

The next chapter continues to set the theoretical and conceptual framework
for this research project. It highlights that the study was framed by a participatory
worldview that identifies human beings as co-creating their world. The dimensions
of a participatory worldview are outlined. The chapter also highlights that critical
theory helped frame this research project. The philosophies that underpin my
worldview for this research project are examined. It is explained that the thinking of
Levinas, existential thought, an ethic of care and feminist perspectives permeated the
research project with the aim of building caring, trusting, collaborative and

empathetic relationships.
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CHAPTER THREE: THEORETICAL
FRAMEWORKS OF A PARTICIPATORY
WORLDVIEW

Too often, we who do empirical research in the name of emancipatory
politics fail to connect how we do research to our theoretical and
political commitments. Yet if critical inquirers are to develop a “praxis
of the present”, we must practice in our empirical endeavours what we
preach in our theoretical formulations. Research which encourages self
and social understanding and change-enhancing action on the part of
‘developing progressive groups’ requires research designs that allow us
as researchers to reflect on how our value commitments insert
themselves into our empirical work. QOur own frameworks of
understanding need to be critically examined as we look for the tensions
and contradictions they might entail. (Lather, 1991, p. 80)

INTRODUCTION

It is the intention of this chapter, and also the following chapter in Part One:
Initial Reflections to address Patti Lather’s (1991) concerns and examine my own
“frameworks of understanding” (p. 80) about this research project. These
frameworks helped develop “a praxis of the present” (Lather, 1991, p. 80) which will
be discussed in the remainder of Part One: Initial Reflections. By examining the
frameworks and value commitments that underpin the current research project this
chapter, and the ones that follow, will facilitate an understanding of how these
frameworks and value commitments have, to use Lather’s terms, inserted themselves

into my empirical work.

Previous chapters reflected on and stressed the imperative to undertake
research that examines strategies to assist early childhood educators in supporting
and promoting teaching for social justice. Chapter One introduced this dissertation
and outlined the research questions and the purpose of the research project. Chapter
Two provided a working definition of social justice and reviewed relevant literature
regarding teaching for social justice. It highlighted the fact that when investigating
strategies to support and promote teaching for social justice in primary/elementary
classrooms in Britain and the United States children’s literature was found to be very

useful.
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This chapter continues outlining the theory and philosophies that underpin the
research project. Kincheloe (2003) asserts that “Our understanding of an educational
situation depends on the context within which we encounter it and the theoretical
frames which the researcher brings to the observation. These ideological frames are
the glasses through which we see the world” (p. 84-85). Consequently the lens
through which I view the world and, indeed, this research project, is of paramount
importance to, not only this chapter but to the dissertation as a whole. Therefore, this
chapter firstly discusses the participatory worldview through which I perceive the
world and this study. This worldview emphasises participation, relationships,
interrelationships and has a deeply spiritual aspect. My participatory worldview
complements this research project’s methodology and how data were collected and
analysed (see Chapter Four). This chapter then highlights that critical theory, also,
forms part of this research project’s framework. The chapter concludes by discussing
the philosophical thinking that sustains and supports my participatory worldview and

underpins this research project.

THE PARTICIPATORY WORLDVIEW

A challenge to change our worldview is central to our times (Heron, 2001;
Reason & Bradbury, 2006; Sachs, 2002; Skrbina, 2001; Tarnas, 1991). Indeed,
nearly three decades ago Berman (1981) argued that a new, holistic and ecological
worldview was needed before we destroy our society and our environment. Not long
after, Harding (1986) suggested that “the categories of Western thought need
destabilisation” (p. 245). Later in this chapter it is suggested that philosophers of
ethics have struggled (and are still struggling) for a new ethical way of thinking to
address the problems of modernity: social fragmentation, ecological ruin and
spiritual impoverishment (Egéa-Kuehne, 2003). It is also clear that there is a need to
address the epistemological errors (the understandings that propel individualism,
capitalism and consumerism) built into our thinking by this modernity, that have
consequences for justice and ecological sustainability (Bateson, 1972). The 20"
Century's substantial and far-reaching breakdown of so many structures (e.g.,
cultural, philosophical, scientific, religious, moral, social, economic, political,
ecological) suggests that this deconstruction is necessary prior to a new worldview
(Tarnas, 1991). There is now evident a widespread and constantly growing collective

impetus in the Western mind to articulate a holistic and participatory worldview and

65



Chapter Three: Theoretical Frameworks of a Participatory Worldview

this is visible in virtually every field (Skolimowski, 1994; Tarnas, 1991). This
collective consciousness appears to be “in the grip of a powerful archetypal dynamic
in which the long-alienated modern mind is breaking through... to rediscover its
intimate relationship with nature and the larger cosmos” (Tarnas, 1991, p. 440). This
shift in consciousness has strongly influenced my worldview and research
philosophy which, consequently, has greatly impacted on this doctoral research
project: from the choice of research design through to how the co-researchers and I
viewed ways of knowing and data collection and analysis (discussed further in this

chapter and in Chapter Four). My worldview is a participatory one.

The positivist worldview, that has been considered the gold standard of
research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005), sees science as disconnected from everyday life
and the researcher as subject (who remains objective) in a world of separate objects;
mind and reality are divided; knowledge is not connected to power. Although it may
be said that worldviews do co-exist rather than replace one another, with others I
argue that this secular, dualistic, reductionist worldview, often referred to as a
mechanistic worldview, may no longer be helpful (Heron, 2001; Reason & Bradbury,
2006; Skolimowski, 1994; Skrbina, 2001; Tarnas, 1991). The new, emergent
worldview is described as

systemic, holistic, relational, feminine, experiential, but its defining
characteristic is that it is participatory: our world does not consist of separate
things but of relationships which we co-author. We participate in our world,
so that the “reality” that we experience is a co-creation that involves the
primal givenness of the cosmos and human feeling and construing. The
participative metaphor is particularly apt for action research, because as we
participate in creating our world we are already embodied and breathing
beings who are necessarily acting — and this draws us to consider how to
judge the quality of our acting. (Reason & Bradbury, 2006b, p. 7)
A participatory worldview sees human beings (along with their environment) as co-
creating their world. To do this we must be situated and reflexive. We must be
“explicit about the perspective from which knowledge is created, to see inquiry as a
process of coming to know, serving the democratic, practical ethos of action
research” (Reason & Bradbury, 2006b, p. 7). A participatory worldview competes
with positivism and the deconstructive postmodern or poststructural alternatives;
however, simultaneously, the participatory worldview draws on these paradigms. It

argues, as positivists do, that there is a “reality” (a primal givenness of being which
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we participate in and contribute to) and realises that as soon as we endeavour to
articulate this we enter a world of language and expression that is culturally framed.

This articulation draws on deconstructionist perspectives.

However, from the action researcher’s perspective it is argued that the
importance that “deconstructive and poststructuralist perspectives place on the
metaphor as ‘text’ is limiting. There is a lot of concern with discourse, text, narrative,
with the crisis of representation, but little concern for the relationship of all this to
knowledge and action” (Reason & Bradbury, 2006b, p. 6). The issue of action
remains basically under-addressed in postmodern research discourse (Lather, 1991).
Postmodern perspectives have analysed the modernist world and have exposed the

crisis it is in but have not moved beyond the problems to examine possible solutions.

The “linguistic turn” in research practice, taken up by poststructuralists,
influenced our understanding that knowledge is socially constructed. However,
philosophy and theoretical frameworks are struggling to keep up with today’s world
(Braidotti, 2003). This current historical research moment (to use Denzin and
Lincoln’s [2005] term for grouping certain trends in qualitative research history) is
concerned with the “action turn” which builds upon the linguistic turn by considering
how we might “act in an intelligent and informed way in a socially constructed
world” (Reason & Bradbury, 2006b, p. 2). The linguistic turn examined our ailing
world through the metaphor of the world as “text”; however, the need to pay
attention to the deeper structures of reality that lie under and behind scientific and
linguistic phenomena (for an extended discussion see Berry, 1999) calls for a more
creative and constructive worldview. This new worldview “can be based on the
metaphor of participation” (Reason & Bradbury, 2006b, p. 7). Figure 3.1 shows the
characteristics or dimensions of this participatory worldview which are interrelated:
the participatory and evolutionary nature of the given cosmos; the practical being and
acting in the cosmos; the relational and ecological form of the cosmos; the meaning
and purpose we place on our being, acting and knowledge; and the extended

epistemologies that inform our acting.
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Meaning and
purpose

Relational Participatory Practical
ecological <::> evolutionary <:> being and

form reality acting

Extended
epistemology

Figure 3.1 Characteristics/Dimensions of a Participatory Worldview
(Source: Reason & Bradbury, 2006b, p. 7)
Participatory evolutionary reality (Figure 3.1)

Participatory evolutionary reality is at the centre of a participatory worldview
which understands the nature of the cosmos that we co-habit and co-create. It is
founded on the assumption that we are not acting as independent parts but as an
integrated, interconnected and interacting whole (Laszlo, 1996, 2003). Every human
being is interconnected with one another and the environment, acting and co-
evolving as a whole. Continuing from this assumption is the argument that opposes
modernist and, perhaps to some extent, postmodernist ontological thinking that
matter and mind are distinct substances.

Mind and matter are not distinct substances. The Cartesian error was to
identify both matter and consciousness as kinds of substances and not to
recognise them as phases; that mind is the dynamic form inherent in the
matter itself. Mind is the self-becoming, the self-organisation — the self-
creation — of matter. Without this, matter could never produce mind.
Consciousness and matter, mind and body, subject and object, process and
substance . . . always go together. They are a unity, a nondual duality. (de
Quincey, 1999, p. 23)

Additionally all things in the universe are in constant and enduring communication
with one another (Laszlo, 2003). Such a worldview discounts an analytic paradigm
and looks to an evolutionary, emergent and reflexive one in which the universe is

continually self-ordering and self-creating (Reason & Bradbury, 2006; Tarnas,

68



Chapter Three: Theoretical Frameworks of a Participatory Worldview

1991). This perspective highlights the fact that human beings are centres of
consciousness simultaneously independent of and connected to, in and with the rest

of creation (both human and more-than-human) through constant communion.

Our realities are co-created through participation with our world (Heron,
2001; Reason & Bradbury, 2006; Skolimowski, 1994; Skrbina, 2001; Tarnas, 1991).
So our spiritual, emotional consciousness and our physical body (our bodymind) craft
with the whole of creation the realities that we experience. There is a binding
relationship as “Subject and object are interdependent. Thus participation is
fundamental to the nature of our being, an ontological given” (Reason & Bradbury,
2006b, p. 8). This leads us to examine how, as participants in this interdependent co-

creating cosmos, we engage with, and act in, our world.

The practical being and acting in the cosmos (Figure 3.1)

The human being acts in a participatory universe. The baby cries and the
parent feeds her; the toddler takes her first tentative steps while holding a sibling’s
hand; the child kicks a ball to her friends; the teenager parties well into the night; the
adult finds a partner. In all these everyday occurrences the human person is engaged
in activity that depends on the participation of another and ways of knowing support
this activity. Our ways of knowing encourage us to think about our relationships and
consider what is worthwhile and what we deem as worthy of pursuit. The following
three sections, which further outline the characteristics of a participatory worldview,

elaborate this point.

Meaning and purpose (Figure 3.1)

There is agreement among various researchers that the function of human
inquiry is to promote the flourishing of life (Fals Borda, 1988; Greenwood & Levin,
2005; Heron, 1996; Maguire, 2006; Reason & Bradbury, 2006). A participatory
worldview demands that researchers examine what this means for them and
participants in their studies and what the purposes and meanings of their research
efforts are. This may require the researcher to examine her/his own conscience and
what meaning s/he brings to the world.

Participative consciousness is part of a re-sacralisation of the world, the re-
enchantment of the world. . . . Sacred experience is based on reverence, in
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awe and love for creation, valuing it for its own sake, in its own right as a
living presence. To deny participation not only offends against human justice,
not only leads to errors in epistemology, not only strains the limits of the
natural world, but is also troublesome for human souls and for the anima
mundi. Given the condition of our times, a primary purpose of human inquiry
is not so much to search for truth but to heal, and above all to heal the
alienation, the split that characterises modern experience. (Reason &
Bradbury, 2006b, p. 11)
This participative worldview, for me, is not only a physical and scholarly
perspective, but also a spiritual one. A characteristic of the participatory worldview
is that mystery and meaning are re-established and we experience the world as a
sacred place (Reason, 1994; Tarnas, 1991). However, the notion of the spiritual need
not be inflated to a sense that it is almost unattainable, nor that it is only to concern
inner work (Reason & Bradbury, 2006). The idea of the spiritual can be experienced
in our everyday lived experiences and our inner work can ground our outer work that
involves our actions in the world. The grounding of this participatory action research
project was based on the assumption that every individual is sacred and as such all
participants (educators, preschoolers and parents) were perceived as beautiful and
wonderful in the philosophical and theological sense. This belief was held by the

research team who were fervent about guiding their preschoolers to see the beauty

and wonder in all people.

Much of the eighth historical moment of qualitative research is “concerned
with moral discourse (and) the development of sacred textualities” (Denzin and
Lincoln, 2005, p. 3). This study aligned with Denzin and Lincoln’s eighth moment as
it concerned itself with discourse into social justice issues and upheld humanity as
sacred. This idea permeates this dissertation. This research project fits Reason and
Bradbury’s (2006) definition of the practical inquiry of human persons: “(It) is a
spiritual expression, a celebration of the flowering of humanity and of the co-creating
cosmos, and as part of a sacred science is an expression of the beauty and joy of
active existence” (p. 12). The study, being a practical inquiry of human persons, as a
spiritual expression, asserts that human beings have a connection between one
another and the ecology in which we exist and that these relationships are

interrelated.
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Relational and ecological form (Figure 3.1)

Any worldview is a political statement and a participatory worldview is no
exception. It is also “a theory of knowledge (and) . . . implies democratic, peer
relationships as the political form of inquiry” (Reason & Bradbury, 2006b, p. 10).
This political aspect insists on people’s right and ability in contributing to, and
voicing a powerful and heeded say in, decisions that affect them. A participatory
worldview sees a strong connection between power and knowledge. Such emphasis
underpinned this research project in that it saw the early childhood educators and
preschoolers as holding the knowledge and having the power to change their
situation for the better. However, “the political imperative is not just a matter of
researchers being considerate about their research subjects or acting ethically: it is
about the democratic foundation of inquiry and of society” (Reason & Bradbury,
2006b, p. 10). This imperative had a great impact on the research project as it aimed
not only to conduct democratic and participatory research, but also to facilitate
preschoolers’ awareness of, and sensitivity to social justice issues such as the
positive recognition of race, gender, culture, ability, class and sexuality. A positive
understanding of these social justice issues, which are related to difference, diversity
and human dignity, will go a long way in building a democratic society. The research
was concerned with the production of knowledge and action directly useful to the
preschool situations; however, participation in the research project also empowered
the co-researchers (early childhood educators) and preschoolers at a deeper level to

challenge their perceptions of the world and how they act in it.

Another aspect of this relational ecological form as a characteristic of a
participatory worldview is the human relationship with the more-than-human world.
Although this study confined itself to examining the human side of social justice
owing to constraints of time and management, the ecological side is worthy of
examination and two excellent education based research projects undertaken as
doctoral inquiries have been conducted in this area (see Davis, 2003; Wooltorton,

2003).

Extended epistemology (Figure 3.1)
We have moved away from a view of knowledge as disinterested and have

moved towards ‘“a conceptualisation of knowledge as constructed, contested,
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incessantly perspectival and polyphonic” (Lather, 1991, p. xx). This understanding of
knowledge appears to combine many ways of knowing. A participatory worldview,
with its concept of reality as subjective-objective, entails an extended epistemology,
which means that we draw on various forms of knowing as we engage with others
and act in our world (Reason & Bradbury, 2006; Skolimowski, 1995). To frame this
study a number of epistemologies were drawn upon and are outlined below. Firstly,
Park’s (2006) epistemological framework is explained; secondly, a sacred existential
epistemology is presented; thirdly, feminist epistemology is highlighted; and finally,

critical social constructivism is discussed.

Park’s (2006) epistemological framework which highlights relational,
reflective and representational forms of knowledge was extremely helpful as he
contextualised his framework in participatory research. Representational knowledge
is divided into two subtypes: functional and interpretive. The functional subtype of
representational knowledge is usually generated by more positivist methods of
enquiry (for example: questionaries and standardised interviews) and separates the
knower from the known; it has technical efficiency. This subtype was not used in this

study.

The interpretive subtype of representative knowledge with its origins in
hermeneutics (a philosophy and science of interpretation originally used to study
theology and law) was more useful to this study as it requires the knower to come as
close as possible to the to-be-known. It necessitates “an attitude of openness and
willingness to listen to the messages emanating from the object of interpretation. The
knower and the known thus participate in the process of knowing, in which what they
bring to the encounter merges together” (Park, 2006, p. 85). This type of knowledge
is not analytic and reductive, but it is synthetic and integrative. To a certain extent
the co-researchers involved in this study gleaned this type of knowledge from

examining children’s literature and preschoolers’ responses to this literature.

When applied to human situations, interpretive knowledge, has the potential
for uniting people “in empathy and making it possible for them to know one another
as human beings affectively, as well as cognitively, which constitutes relational

knowledge” (Park, 2006, p. 86). This relational knowledge sits quite well with a
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sacred existential epistemology. Park theoretically grounds his idea of relational
knowledge in Habermas’ (1979) critical theory of communicative action which is
based on linguistics and the interplay of semantic action, semantic meaning, and
sincerity. However, in Habermas’ theory relationship is made up of communicative
exchanges and not built on the sharing of feelings and experiences but rather on
discursive consensus between the speakers concerning the reasonableness of claims
of sincerity (Park, 2006). During the course of this research project the co-
researchers grew to know, respect, empathise with and honour one another on a level

which I did not anticipate at the beginning of this study.

Relational knowledge involves communicative exchanges but so much more.
It involves a reciprocal interaction of touching, connecting, conversing, sharing and
experiencing common events. The traits that facilitate this sort of interaction that
leads to the possibility of relational knowledge are respect, trust, sincerity, caring and
authenticity (Park, 2006). This parallels closely with feminist communitarianism.
The most beneficial attitude that encourages these traits in conversations “is that of
listening, for it is in listening that we come close to someone and we are with that
person, as in putting our ear to someone’s heart” (Park, 2006, p. 88). Indeed,
listening and responding are at the heart of an ethic of care (Noddings, 2005). Our
research team developed deep care and respect for and trust in one another. We
listened to one another, the preschoolers and the parents with sincerity and
authenticity, and with the aim to improve not only our practice but also our personal
and interpersonal relationships. From this it can be seen that perhaps a deeper, more

reflective knowledge can evolve.

The idea of reflective knowledge draws from critical theory that contends that
meaningful human knowledge must not simply understand the world in which we
live but also look to change it. Reflective knowledge engages “actors themselves
critically analysing and evaluating questions of morality and values relating to their
life conditions and the proper actions to take” (Park, 2006, p. 89). Reflective
knowledge is visionary and takes place when actors go through a process of

“consciousness-raising” (Reason & Bradbury, 2006b, p. 9). Freire (1996) referred to
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this consciousness-raising as conscientization.' To generate reflective knowledge for
this study the co-researchers were required to be autonomous in a social sense with
the capability to act with confidence, determination and resourcefulness made
possible by, and communicated in, the interaction and interdependence entrenched in
our own small research community and the communities of the preschools.
Reflective knowledge generates “collective autonomy and responsibility” (Park,

2006, p. 89).

Action is an essential component of reflective knowledge (Park, 2006).
Through action we gain knowledge of how the world works and what we might do to
make it a better place; we learn with and through body, mind and spirit. This notion
is mirrored in a sacred existential epistemology, critical socio constructivism and

feminist thinking.

A sacred existential epistemology (Ayers, 2006; Christians, 2003, 2005;
Rowan, 2006) supports my philosophical underpinnings and my participatory
worldview. This epistemology identifies, questions and challenges the ways in which
gender, race and class operate as significant systems of oppression in today’s world
(Christians, 1997, 2003, 2005). This sits well with this research project. Sacred
existential epistemology is based on a philosophical anthropology affirming that “all
humans are worthy of dignity and sacred status without exception for class or
ethnicity” (Christians, 1995, p. 29). This epistemology supports a community with
common moral values grounded in concepts of care, kindness, solidarity,
empowerment, shared governance, love, community, covenant, morally involved

observers and civic transformation (Christians, 2003).

Sacred existential epistemology underpins a feminist, communitarian ethic
that Denzin and Lincoln (2003) endorsed and that our research team embraced (see
Chapter Six). This epistemology aligns well with the epistemology of participatory
action research (see Chapter Four) and also with the research team’s philosophies
borrowed from such thinkers as Greene (1995), Noddings (1995) and Nussbaum

(1990) who advocated the importance of an ethic of care. Sacred existential

" The concept of conscientization implies both conscience and consciousness and so captures the
normative and cognitive processes that constitute reflective knowledge (Park, 2006).
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epistemology is underpinned by the belief that knowledge is constructed through the

sociocultural contexts with which one engages.

Feminist epistemology highlights “the linkage of gaining voice to the
recognition of knowledge as a social construction in the context of human relations
(and) is critical to feminist-ground research” (Maguire, 2006, p. 65). This research
project strove to give voice to educators and students who are often silenced or at the
very best whose ideas and opinions are considered unimportant in scientific research
paradigms (Cooper & White, 2006; Kincheloe, 2003; Walsh, Tobin & Graue, 1993).
Feminist and action research problematise and challenge systematic relations of
power in the social construction of knowledge. Feminist grounded research is not
limited to the “struggle against gender oppression alone” (Maguire, 2006, p. 63).
Feminist grounded research, like this current study, seeks to expose and critique all
forms of oppression, subjugation, prejudice and discrimination highlighting the
dehumanising effects of bias against gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, religion, class
and ability. Indeed, the aim of such research is to change the world, not simply to
examine it (Stanley, 1990). Like all feminist grounded research this research project
was overtly political (Harding, 1986; Lather, 1991, 1992, 2000; Mac Naughton,
2001; Olesen, 2005; St. Pierre, 2000) and the values of antiracism, antisexism and

anticlassism permeated the study.

Feminist grounded research seeks to give voice to those who are often muted.
Passionate knowing is embedded in feminist notions of knowledge or women’s ways
of knowing (Kincheloe, 2003). Therefore, “feminist inspired action research
challenges us to consider how we create spaces for all voices to be heard, as well as
how we use our voices to unsettle power differentials wherever encountered”
(Maguire, 2006, p. 66). It was important to this study that the voices of both the
educators and the preschoolers were heard. Indeed their ideas, opinions, reflections
and decisions drove the study and it was their choice how the results of the study

would be used.

We are at the beginning of a new era in feminist thought which requires a
“redefinition of the relationship of power to knowledge within feminism . . . As

women of ideas devoted to the elaboration of the theory and practice of sexual
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difference, we are responsible for the very notions that we enact and empower”
(Braidotti, 1992, p. 189). This has implications for this study. As a researcher
embracing feminist perspectives I am responsible for the creation of knowledge in
this research project, as are the early childhood education co-researchers/participants.
I/we have a responsibility to empower one another in our small research community
and the members of the preschool communities through this knowledge. As a
research team we needed to think and act justly.

Thinking justly — of justness and not only of justice — is a top item on our
agenda. Feminist thinking cannot be purely strategic, that is, be the
expression of a political will; it must rather attempt to be adequate as a
representation of experience. Feminist theorising must be adequate
conceptually, as well as being suitable politically; one’s relationship to
thinking is the prototype of a different relationship to alterity altogether.
(Braidotti, 1992, p. 189)

This is an ethical, relational basis of thinking and aligns well with an ethic of care

and communitarianism (explained later in this chapter) and with the philosophies and

epistemologies that underpin participatory action research.

Critical socio constructivism assumes that it is impossible to conceive
knowledge without thinking of a knower (Kincheloe, 2003). This research project is
underpinned by the understanding that the knowers (the early childhood educators
and preschoolers involved in this study) had the capability to construct knowledge
that was pertinent to their contexts and to make positive change in their public and
private domains. Social constructivists take a critical stance towards taken-for-
granted knowledge and see knowledge embedded in one’s history and culture (Burr,
2003). The ways in which we view the world, the concepts and categories we use to
make sense of it, are culturally and historically specific. Social constructivists also
believe that knowledge and social action go together. It is through the daily
interactions among people in the course of social life that our versions of knowledge
are created (Bryman, 2008). Therefore social interactions of all kinds, particularly
language, are of great significance to social constructivists. The exchanges among
people in the course of their everyday lives are seen as the practices through which

their shared visions of knowledge are constructed (Bryman, 2008; Burr, 2003).
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Constructivism upholds that human thought cannot be meaningfully
disconnected from human feeling and action (Burr, 2003; Kincheloe, 2003).
Thought, feeling and action go together and contribute to one another. When feeling,
empathy and the body are infused into the research process, and “as the distinction
between the knower and the known is blurred, as truth is viewed as a process of
construction in which knowers play an active role, passion is injected into inquiry”
(Kincheloe, 2003, p. 64). As a research team we endeavoured to construct meaning
actively through the process of participatory action research to attain knowledge that
was meaningful and useful to the context of each team member with a view to

initiate positive change.

CRITICAL THEORY

The above epistemologies are embedded in critical theory that has also helped
frame this research project. Critical theory emerged from the work of the Frankfurt
School in post World War 1 Germany and helped address the dissatisfaction and
frustration created by positivist methods for studying cultural, social, economic,
political, psychological and educational phenomena and the oppression caused by
unchecked capitalism. The term “critical” (as it occurs in “critical theory”) was
employed to refer to social theory that was authentically self-reflexive (Peters,
Olssen & Lankshear, 2003). It appears, then, that critical theory has a twofold
undertaking: it strives to be educative by guiding its advocates to explore conditions
of possibility; and it strives to be emancipatory by providing potentially
transformative outcomes for these advocates. Indeed, the area of education is a fertile
field in which to sow critical theory as teaching involves a sense of the possible, of
considering alternatives and of developing new landscapes (Greene, 1978, 1988,

1995).

Other features of critical theory that helped frame this study are that critical
theory has explanatory, normative and practical dimensions — it must offer empirical
accounts of a social condition; critical theory must aim towards change for the better;
and critical theory must provide an improved self-understanding of the social agents
who desire transformation (Peters et al., 2003). Therefore critical theory assisted this
research project firstly, by driving the research team to explore conditions of

possibility regarding how storytime could be utilised to teach for social justice;
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secondly, by assisting the early childhood educators and the preschoolers to examine
critically children’s literature regarding social justice issues and transform their
thinking; and thirdly, through empirical accounts of storytime sessions and self-
reflection of the early childhood educators (as co-researchers) each preschool setting

changed for the better (as discussed in Part Three and Chapter Ten).

In Australia, anti-bias education within the early childhood arena has been
greatly influenced by the United States anti-bias curriculum outlined by Derman-
Sparks and the Anti-bias Curriculum Task Force (1989) which links to teaching for
social justice. This curriculum calls for children and, indeed, early childhood
education as a whole to develop critical thinking skills (see Chapter Two) and the
skills to stand against injustice such as stereotyping, bias and prejudice (Derman-
Sparks et al., 1989). Critical theory underpins the critical examination of social
justice issues such as stereotyping, bias and prejudice. Critical theory argues that
“society is structured so that powerful groups maintain and renew domination and
power over the oppressed; that normative standards inherent within society and the
language within that society uphold these power relations” (Davis, Gunn, Purowing
& Smith, 2007, p. 101). Critical theory helped frame this research project because it
provided a way of thinking about society that assisted in exposing and challenging

negative notions of race, gender, sexuality, ability, class and ethnicity.

Critical theory offers a philosophy through which action, rather than a set of
procedures, may be discussed (Kincheloe, 2003). It helped frame this study and
opened up space for discussion because it “is particularly concerned with issues of
power and justice and the ways that ... matters of race, class, gender, sexuality,
religion and other forces shape both educational institutions and individual
consciousness” (Villaverde, Kincheloe & Helyar, 2006, p. 319). This study also
aligned with the assumptions underlying critical theory that human beings are able to
act and think rationally, are capable of being self-reflexive and have the capacity to
be self-determining. This assumption applies not only to adults, but also to young

children as well.

This research project was influenced by the new sociology of childhood, the

postmodern view of children and childhood, and the children’s rights movement.
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From a sociological viewpoint, childhood is understood as a social construction and
children are seen as competent social actors co-creating their reality (Corsaro, 2005;
James & Prout, 1990; Lloyd-Smith & Tarr, 2000; Qvortrup, 1994). From the
postmodern view, children are perceived as knowledgeable, competent and powerful
members of society (Bruner, 1996; Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 1999) capable of
expressing and sharing their ideas, opinions and perspectives (Brooker, 2001;
Swiniarski & Breitborde, 2003). The contemporary rights of the child movement
stresses the importance of seriously and conscientiously upholding children’s right to
express her/his own beliefs in an atmosphere of respect and acceptance (Freeman,

1998; Garbarino, Scott & Faculty of the Erickson Institute, 1992).

While it is believed that educators of young children and, indeed, young
children themselves, are capable and knowledgeable and have the capacity to be self-
determining, it is not always the case in research projects that their voices and ideas
are heard or respected (Cooper & White, 2006; Kincheloe, 2003; Walsh, Tobin &
Graue, 1993). In this study I wished to value the expert knowledge of the educators
and children involved in this research project and ensure that their voices, opinions
and ideas were heard, respected, trusted and acted upon. What underlines critical

theory is the urge to give voice to those who are silenced (Freire, 1993).

Critical theory is an inherently pluralist exercise and, as such, presents
theorists and researchers with a range of possible methods and perspectives by which
to analyse not only cultural artefacts but also their contexts (Sim, 2001). Indeed,
pluralism is very much the present cultural paradigm in Western culture and critical
theory helps to strengthen this by advancing the debate between diverse readings and
multiple interpretations (Sim, 2001). In that sense, critical theory helps to support the
cause of democratic pluralism, and as a result is a vital element of the current

political scene. The aim of critical theory is to examine our culture intently.
The above section has explained the theories that have informed my

participatory worldview. The following section expounds the philosophy that

complements and supports this worldview.
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PHILOSOPHY

The philosophies upon which I base my appreciation of a participatory
worldview are influenced by Emmanuel Levinas’ (1999) concepts of ethics, justice
and the “Other”; by existential philosophy (Ayers, 2006; Christians, 2005; Greene,
1995; Rowan, 2006); by an ethic of care (Greene, 1978, 1988, 1995; Held, 1995,
2001, 2005; Noddings, 1995, 2005; Nussbaum, 1990, 1999) and by
communitarianism (Christians, 2003, 2005, 2006; Christians, Frerre & Fackler, 1993;
Held, 2005; Maguire, 2006; Stocker & Pollard, 1994). These philosophies may at
times seem at odds with one another; however, I will outline each and then draw
them together as a coherent whole to propose my own philosophy that underpins this
research project. I will begin by introducing Levinas’ thinking, followed by the

existential stance, the ethic of care and finally feminist philosophy.

Levinas’ philosophy

Much of Levinas’ writings on ethics and justice were developed in the
context of a renewed interest in contemporary religious thought and concerned
ethicopolitical issues (Egéa-Kuehne, 2003). Levinas’ (1974, 1985, 1987, 1990, 1999)
works were published in the second half of the 20™ Century while sciences, and the
techniques and technology they produced, grew (and are still growing) at a powerful
rate. However, just as many questions of ethics were (and are still) becoming
increasingly urgent for consumers and philosophers alike. Serres (1992, as cited in
Egéa-Kuehne, 2003) states:

The history of Western humanity, so advanced in its scientific and cultural
achievements, had probably never gone so far into abomination . . . no other
moment in history, perhaps, has had so many losers and so few winners as the
present time, a time in which, as sciences advance, the number of losers is
“exponentially increased” and the “club” of the privileged is more exclusive
and inaccessible than ever. (p. 105)
A regression and degradation of education and culture, and a proliferation of
ignorance, prejudice and illiteracy, parallel the apparent triumph of the sciences
(Egéa-Kuehne, 2003). Therefore new ethics were, and are still, needed (Egéa-
Kuehne, 2003). Indeed, the new knowledge brought about through new technologies
must be tamed with “the ideals of justice, caring and compassion summoned from

our common human spiritual and moral heritage, if we are to live in peace and

serenity in the twenty-first century” (Afkhami, 2000, p. 164).
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During the latter half of the 20™ Century many critical theorists proposed new
ethical theories. Some explored a “wisdom of immanence” devoid of religious
overtones and attached to the earth (e.g., Deleuze, 1983; Rosset, 1993); some
positioned their thinking around the Greek or Latin heritage (e.g. Foucault, 1997;
Hadot, 1995); Jonas (1984) was guided by the responsibility principle and Habermas
(1979, 1987) by communication. Indeed, some thinkers believe it is necessary to
develop an “immanent, materialist ethics based on the respect for terrestrial life . . .
together with a new global politics that is produced by . . . heterogenesis, that is,
processes of continuous resingularisation that help us to become both more unified
and also increasingly different” (Peters, 2003, p. 284). This ethic is opposed to
religious beliefs. However, Levinas saw ethics as a response to the call of infinity
and transcendence guided by the grace of God. His thinking has definite religious
overtones, yet Levinas’ model of ethics and justice might go a long way towards
addressing the challenge of materialistic ethics. He drew much of his thinking from
the Christian, Jewish and Islamic religious traditions and from studying the Bible and

the Talmud.

It should be noted that Levinas saw no contradiction between seeking the
knowledge of science and technology and acquiescence to a religious faith that, to
him, evaded reason and logic. What concerned him was the void of ethics and moral
consciousness (or morality) that would support and guide this new scientific
knowledge. Levinas (as cited in Kearney, 1986) explains:

By morality I mean a series of rules relating to social behaviour and civic
duty. But while morality thus operates in the socio-political order of
organising and improving our human survival, it is ultimately founded on an
ethical responsibility toward the other. As prima philosopher, ethics cannot
itself legislate for society or produce rules of conduct whereby society might
be revolutionised or transformed. (pp. 29-30)
Levinas (1985) links the “ethical plenitude” (p. 18) he found in the Bible to the
Hebraic tradition and to the wisdom of the eternal. His theses (1985, 1987, 1990,
1999) have obvious biblical and Talmud underpinnings and reference points and,
although his thinking is philosophical and phenomenological (he did not consider

himself a theologian), the biblical message is significant in that it lays the foundation

of the idea of the Other: “The Other is what I myself am not” (Levinas, 1987, p. 75).

81



Chapter Three: Theoretical Frameworks of a Participatory Worldview

Levinas (1985, 1999) developed a phenomenology of the face as a presence
signifying a prohibition of violence, through the infinity of which it is a trace and a
sign — the face signifies Infinity. The Face of God is an image often referred to in the
Bible and its teaching asks the reader to find the face of God in the people on Earth.
What Levinas calls the face of the Other “means the first relation to ethics. In the
face-to-face encounter, he sees, beyond all knowledge, an ‘elevation’ of the ethical
order, an indirect encounter with a transcendental God, a relation to Infinity” (Egéa-
Kuehne, 2003, pp. 109-110). It is before the face of the Other that one can have the
pure experience of the Other. Levinas (1999) sees this as one and the same with
ethics, in as much as one is conscious that one is responsible for the Other, that the
existence of the Other is more important than one’s own. Levinas (1999) concludes
that to recognise that we come after an Other, whoever s/he may be, is ethics. Moral
consciousness is developed through the face-to-face encounter with the Other, in the
course of an interpersonal relationship and through the responsibility and the respect
for the Other (Levinas, 1999). The epiphany of the face-to-face encounter with the
Other is a phenomenon in which the Other’s proximity and distance are both
powerfully felt. However, thus far this discussion has consisted of only two entities

and humanity cannot be condensed to two individuals.

Levinas (1999) suggests that the third party — the reality of society — disrupts
the simplicity of the one-to-one encounter. Such plurality is problematic: which one
comes before the other in one’s responsibility? This becomes a question of justice.
Thus the entrance of the third party into the intersubjective relation triggers a move
from ethics to justice. Levinas (1985) states “This is the fact of the multiplicity of
human beings, the presence of a third party next to the Other, which conditions the
laws and establishes justice” (p. 94). Levinas’ search for justice goes back to the face
of the Other, the source of responsibility and ethics. This initial obligation
(responsibility and respect for the Other), placed before the multiplicity of human
beings, becomes justice (Levinas, 1999). The individual’s choice to acknowledge the
Other as other can be considered an ethical decision and it is this acknowledgement
which is called justice (Levinas, 1999). Levinas’ concept of justice seems “to be
conceived in a biblical sense, as a synthesis of moral behaviours” (Egéa-Kuehne,

2003, p. 115) where the uniqueness and primacy of the Other must not be forgotten.
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In Levinas’ model of ethics and justice the Other and the others manifest
simultaneously. In reality there never was just one Other and /. There has always
been the Other, others and I in a “fraternity” based on responsibility (Levinas, 1974,
p. 202). Egéa-Kuehne (2003) comments on Levinas’ works and also quotes from
him:

The concept of “fraternity” renders justice accessible to all, which is the essence

of justice — if justice is to be just — in the fact that “I am another of the Other.

. . . The reciprocal relationship binds me to the other . . . in the trace of

transcendence, in illeity” [Levinas, 1974, p. 158]. A few pages down Levinas

[1974, p. 187] confirms that “justice can only be established if I, always

evaded from the concept of the ego, always desituated and divested of being,

always in non-reciprocatable relationship with the other, always for the other,
can become an other like the others.” The importance for justice of this

“fraternity” cannot be overlooked since it is thanks to this fraternity that there

can also be justice for “I”. (p. 116)

In his model of ethics and justice Levinas (1999) contends that responsibility to the
Other involves responsibility to all others, which leads to responsibility for social
justice and world peace. However, Levinas (1999, p. 89) did not believe he had the
“solutions to insoluble problems” such as achieving social justice and world peace,
and confessed: “I have no idea other than an idea of the idea that one should have...”

He implied that the impossible could become a possibility.

Derrida (1994) contributes to this discussion and indicates that for justice to
occur there must be a disruption, a gap between the present state of justice and the
possibility of an ideal of justice. The time is ripe to challenge the concept of justice
because a gap certainly exists between the state of justice and the ideal of justice
(Derrida, 1994; Egéa-Kuehne, 2003; Levinas, 1999). If the concept of justice is not
challenged then “justice may simply believe, in all good conscience, that it has
succeeded” (Egéa-Kuehne, 2003, p. 118). Therefore justice “may miss its chance for
the future, for the promise or the call ... (in other words, for its very possibility)”

(Derrida, 1994, p. 56).

The current research project began with the belief that there was a great need
for improvement in the teaching of social justice in early childhood education - that
there was, indeed a gap between the state of justice and the ideal of justice. Early

childhood educators ideally wanted to teach for social justice and celebrate
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difference and diversity but in reality this was not happening owing to the fact that
they did not have the pedagogical strategies to do so (Derman-Sparks & Ramsey,
2006). This project also began with a firm belief in Levinas’ model of ethics and

justice as outlined above. However...

A slight philosophical shift

At the beginning of the research project I felt that I had a total commitment
and responsibility to and for each co-researcher as philosophised by Levinas.
However, during the early stages of the research project I began to problematise this
commitment. If I had total responsibility for the Other in a non-reciprocatable
relationship, was I denying the Other a true identity and self-determination and,
indeed, the chance of experiencing an equal, mutual relationship? Although I deeply
respected Levinas’ philosophy (and still do), I wanted to build on his philosophy by
adding to it the notion of reciprocity. My philosophy began to shift during the
orientation phase of this research project (see Chapter Six) as the research team
examined philosophies regarding existential thought (Ayers, 2006; Christians, 2003,
2005; Greene, 1978, 1988; Rowan, 2006); an ethic of care (Greene, 1995; Held,
1995, 2001, 2005; Noddings, 1995, 2005; Nussbaum, 1990, 1999) and
communitarianism (Christians, 1993, 2003, 2005, 2006; Stocker & Pollard, 1994).
These philosophies are outlined below and further explained from the perspective of
the research team in Chapter Six. They shift the focus from caring for to caring with
others. This is pertinent to this study as it embraced participatory action research that

is designed to research with and by instead of research on and for participants.

Existential philosophy

The classic existential insight is that we have a deep responsibility for being
ourselves (Vale, 1998). By taking responsibility for ourselves “we are fully human”
(Rowan, 2006, p. 108). This is a vital step in psychospiritual development, “because
it is a gateway to the realisation that we must have spiritual experiences for
ourselves” (Rowan, 2006, p. 108). We cannot get these spiritual experiences from
anyone else. This is the basic premise regarding the mystic in all religious traditions
— a personal experience or face-to-face encounter with God. Levinas, perhaps, would
not have had a problem with this assertion, although he may have had one with the

premise of placing one’s self first, before others. A sacred existential epistemology,
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which connects with existential philosophy, does not place one above or before

others but with others (Christians, 2003).

The purpose of existential thinking and reflection re-establishes and supports
a true sense of self and personal legitimacy, “personal awareness, depth of real
feeling, and above all, the conviction that one can use one’s powers, that one has the
courage to be and use all one’s essence in the praxis of being” (Friedenberg, 1973,
pp- 93-94). There is a differentiation between this newly found power and that of the
old mental-egocentric power that promoted power over others. This newly found
power is power from within and is power with others (Rowan, 2006). According to
general existential thought, when an individual’s real self is fully autonomous, s/he
assumes responsibility for being in and interacting with the world (Rowan, 2006).
Frances E. Kendall may not have consciously embarked on an existential journey
when she began her “inner” work to become “whole” and “the best me I could
possibly be” (Kendal, 2006, p. 11); however, this inner work, to find her “authentic
real self”, has resulted in a life’s work championing an anti-racist cause and
highlighting the insidiousness of white privilege. “Doing the personal work required
to understand what it means to be white is the foundation for me of striving to build a
just world” (Kendall, 2006, p. 18). The inner work of deep personal awareness must
precede the outer work of action to change the world positively (Kendall, 2006).
Therefore, the groundwork of any inquiry should begin with and value this inner

work.

This view of existential philosophy had ramifications for how this research
was to begin, with each team member deeply exploring her personal journey and
why and how each one of us had arrived, at this juncture in time, to become involved
in this research project. It encouraged us to examine and challenge our deep
philosophies (further discussion may be found in Chapter Six). Social inquiry that
embraces an existential philosophy is underpinned by a humanistic approach
(Rowan, 2006) which calls for a trust in experience, the desire to observe and reflect

and an interest in the diversity of humanity (Toulmin, 1990).

I do not wish the humanistic approach, which this research project upheld, to

be confused with humanism that rejects spirituality. In this section I am examining
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the humanistic approach and certainly not humanism. It may be said that there are
two strands of humanism, one spiritual and the other agnostic/atheist. If this is true
then this research project aligns with the former. However, I am using the term
humanistic to separate this research from humanism. The humanistic approach,
which has its roots in humanistic psychology, argues that an individual is incapable
of understanding her/his own behavior and the meaning of this behavior is essentially
personal and subjective. This thought is not unscientific, because ultimately all
individuals are subjective: what makes science reliable is not that scientists are
totally objective, but that the nature of observed events may be agreed upon by
different observers (Rogers, 1978). Therefore, the humanistic researcher draws on
the spirit of co-operation, sharing and collaboration (Ayers, 2006) which is reflected
in this research project’s design: participatory action research. Research that is
grounded in the humanistic approach is a participatory pursuit perpetually asking
new questions, continuously unveiling new discoveries and reformulating and
revising revelations (Ayers, 2006). This closely mirrors action research, which is

discussed in Chapter Four.

Such exploration requires the researcher simultaneously to look outward to
the concerns of others and inwards towards self-knowledge (Ayers, 2006; Rowan,
2006). This outwards and inwards exploration is necessary, indeed obligatory, for the
humanistic researcher because

going inward without consciously connecting to a larger world leads to self-
referencing and worse, narcissism as truth; travelling outward without noting
your own embodied heart and mind can lead to ethical astigmatism, to seeing
other three-dimensional human beings as case studies or data, their lived
situations reduced to the field. (Ayers, 2006, p. 84)
The humanistic approach to research struck a chord with my participatory worldview
and my growing interest in action research, as it perceives all participants as experts
about their lived experiences and as active meaning-makers and knowledge-creators

(Ayers, 2006).

Research conducted within the humanistic approach is holistic, values
experiential knowledge over spectator knowledge, places importance on values, sees
the sacredness of those participating in the study as significant, is comprehensive and

inclusive and authentically engaged (Rowan, 2006). However, social constructivism,
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which forms part of my epistemological thinking, challenges humanistic thinking,
especially in relation to the question (or situation) of the real self or self-
actualisation, terms coined by Maslow (1987). Because social constructivism forms
part of my epistemological thinking, I needed to be quite clear about how existential
thought and a humanistic approach could fit comfortably with an epistemology that
upheld the social construction of knowledge. Social constructivists propose that there
is no real self in the sense usually projected by humanistic psychology. However, the
following argument, although not put forward in defence of humanistic thinking,
does support its insistence on the existence of self:

certain post-modern deconstructors of the self are merely the latest in a long
line of philosophic strategies motivated by a need to evade, deny or regress
the importance of early childhood experiences, especially mother-child
relationships, in the constitution of the self and the culture more generally.
Perhaps it is less threatening to have no self than to have one pervaded by
memories of, longing for, suppressed identification with or terror of the
powerful mother of infancy. (Lather, 1992, p. 203)
If there is no real self then there is no such thing as being authentic (being true to
oneself), or autonomous (taking charge of one’s life), or self-actualising (being all
that one has in oneself to be) (Rowan, 2006). If this was the case why then do action
researchers (many of whom consider themselves to be social constructivists)
endeavour to carry out research with others with the aim that all participants act
authentically leading to autonomy and self-actualisation? Even if the research is
carried out in a community context with the focus being on community
transformation, usually the individual also benefits from the research in achieving
authenticity, self-determination and self-actualisation (Goodfellow & Hedges, 2007;
Keyes, 2000; McTaggart, 1991; Stremmel, 2002). Indeed, “not only do we learn
about the educational world surrounding us, but we gain new insights into the private
world within us” (Kincheloe, 2003, p. 54). This mirrors the humanistic approach to

research which sees the researcher as a “work-in-progress”: incomplete and

provisional.

A few lines of thought regarding the real self, which may afford social
constructivists and postmodernists some piece of mind when contemplating the
usefulness of humanistic thinking, follows: The real self is simply the way the self

appears in certain contexts and has a series of layered truths, each of which depends
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on other layers. It is at the same time a unit in itself and a function of a larger field.
The real self is not a theoretical creation or concept but an experience and is ineffable

going beyond the categories of ordinary discourse (Rowan, 2006).

Existential thought and the humanistic approach can be viewed as reinventing
our lives and as a natural way of seeing and doing things (Greene, 1992). Living
persons create identities by means of their projects which are ongoing and never
ending. As an example I quote, Greene (1992) writing about teacher renewal:
“Teachers’ renewal is equally, wonderfully incomplete; there is always, always
more. Like feminist thinking too, it refuses systematisation, monologism, insularity”
(p. viii). Like Greene (1995), as one influenced by existential thought, I too look to
the future, to encourage and promote hope for a better time, to explore ways to reach

the next possibility, that which is not yet.

What drew me to existential philosophy and the humanistic approach is
twofold. Firstly, its rejection of roles in society, especially the gender roles of
hegemonic masculinity and contemporary forms of femininity, aligned with this
study’s examination and challenge of stereotypes. Secondly, humanistic psychology
promotes a standpoint of research that necessitates treating people with dignity in
their human status. This means that researchers are not concealed behind roles, and
reflexivity is of great significance. “By this we mean that what we find out in
research may be applied to us too. It also means that we do not exclude ourselves
from the research process. We refuse to be alienated” (Rowan, 2006, p. 114). Action
researchers emphasise this approach to research (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Kemmis &

McTaggart, 2005; Kincheloe, 2003; Reason & Bradbury, 2006).

Because the above blurs the delineation between researcher and researched
(in the case of this study participants were considered co-researchers), there are
critical ethical issues. Indeed,

In research where the researcher and the other participants come much closer,
and more deeply involved with one another, the personal and social
implications become far more complex. Ethical statements by people
concerned with such areas of research start to talk about interpersonal ethics —
the care with which one treats another. . . . The issue of self and others turns
out to be central to all of this. (Rowan, 2006, p. 115)
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So, after exploring and realising the importance of the “real self” in “authentically”
contributing to society and participating with others, I found myself turning back to
Levinas’ (1985, 1987, 1990, 1999) thoughts on ethics and justice to help understand
how others should be dignified and respected during this research project. Although I
felt an undertone of the patriarchal in Levinas’ ideas, his philosophy exuded a caring
approach to ethics and justice. I found that the philosophies of Nel Noddings (1995,
2005), Virginia Held (1995, 2001, 2005), Maxine Greene (1978, 1988, 1995) and
Martha Nussbaum (1990, 1999) resonated with Levinas’ thinking with, however, a
difference. They discuss an ethic of care towards others. This ethic of care is be
upheld not only in one-to-one, face-to-face encounters but also in a community

context and it has a distinctly feminine/feminist spirit.

An ethic of care

An ethic of care is based on taking into account the perspectives of others
(Greene, 1995), as opposed to an ethic of justice which predicates that there is one
right view of any situation (for extended discussions see Held, 1995, 2001). Every
person is entitled to “care and concern and everyone is ethically obliged to give it
their attention” (Aitken & Kennedy, 2007, p. 169). Caring requires one to believe in
and work continuously towards one’s competence and capability so that the
recipients of one’s care — people, animals, objects, ideas — are enhanced (Greene,
1995). “There is nothing mushy about caring. It is the strong, resilient backbone of
human life” (Noddings, 1995, p. 368). Indeed, human beings cannot flourish or
survive without caring relations (Held, 2001). However, taking care “of” and caring
“about” can become problematic as this type of caring tends to be unidimensional
and conditional. The concept of care needs to be reconceptualised to better support
leaders in activism, pedagogical social justice work and to genuinely build relations
of respect and care that would enhance relationships in collaborative research

situations (Woodrow, 2001).

Caring needs to be democratised and universalised so that individuals,
families, communities, agencies and governments understand that we all have
multifaceted systems of care responsibility to those with whom we work and to more

distant others (Tronto, 1999). Therefore, a framework and definition of care
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characterised by interdependence and reciprocity is required. According to Tronto
(1993), care

is a species activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue
and repair our “world”, so that we can live as well as possible. Care itself
consists of four elements: caring about, taking care of, care giving and care
receiving. An ethic of care has further four elements — responsibility,
competence, integrity and responsiveness. (p. 40)

However, care must focus on “the universal importance of protecting spheres of
choice and freedom within which people with diverse views on what matters in life
can pursue flourishing according to their own light” (Nussbaum, 1999, p. 9). History
shows that the attitude of the Australian government towards caring for the

Aboriginal people has been polemic to Nussbaum’s caring focus.

An abomination in the name of care can be seen in the atrocities caused by
the Australian government to the Aboriginal people during a shameful one hundred
year period (1860-1960) of Australian history. Of course, this is not the only instance
of atrocity perpetrated upon Aboriginal people by European settlers; however, this
historical period is pertinent to this argument. Painful legacies remain with the
Aboriginal people today. Between 1860 and 1960 Australian government agencies
forcibly removed over 13,000 Aboriginal children from their families - the stolen
generation. These children were sent to orphanages or white families to “breed out
the Aboriginality from their physical and mental lives” (Rudd, 2008, p. 2). This was
believed to be in the children’s best interests and to “protect” the Aboriginal race
from dying out. In the late 1800s Aboriginal people were confined to reserves
without rights to work or live independently on their own lands. This caused untold
hardships to the Aboriginal people culminating in physical, mental, emotional and
spiritual disease; alcoholism; low self esteem and became

the origins of the Australian Aboriginal welfare ghetto which many ignorant
people claim as a result of Indigenous culture. But I say to you, it was not
Aboriginal people who created the reserves, who took away rights, who
created dependency. It was Australian governments and they have been doing
so for over 100 years. (Rudd, 2008, p. 4)
These “crimes” of the Australian government were committed “on the base of a
supposedly scientific principle of the superiority of one race over another” (Rudd,

2008, p. 2). In 1967 Indigenous people were recognised as independent citizens. The

90



Chapter Three: Theoretical Frameworks of a Participatory Worldview

Aboriginal people have fought hard and long for equality and Aboriginal rights, but

still the legacies of attempted genocide, oppression, prejudice and racism remain.

On 13 February 2008 the Prime Minister of Australia, Kevin Rudd, formally
apologised on behalf of the government through an Apology Statement tabled at a
parliamentary sitting and is attempting to bring equity to this abomination in the
name of care by implementing the recommendations of the Bringing Them Home
Report tabled in 1996 that was ignored by the previous government. These
recommendations seek to empower Aboriginal communities, not through
government projects (which have failed miserably in the past) but through
Indigenous leaders and communities. Indeed, “the goal should be to put people into a
position of agency and choice, not to push them into functioning in ways deemed
desirable” (Nussbaum, 1999, p. 9). An ethic of care underpinned by agency and
choice “has its roots all over the world; it expresses the joy most people have in
using their own bodies and minds” (Nussbaum, 1999, p. 11). Therefore, an ethic of
care is not simply caring for and/or about others but with others: working with others
in a caring, supportive environment that encourages them to explore possibilities that

best cater for their needs and their own caring.

This aspect of caring gives power to the “other”, values the other’s agency
and respects the right to decide how she/he/they may thrive and flourish as
individuals or as communities. For this agency and flourishing to be achieved during
this study the research team, as individuals and as team members, needed to be
comfortable with and value diversity and ambiguity; advocate when injustice and
prejudice were apparent; confront issues and address hidden tensions or taken-for-
granted assumptions and practices; examine and be attentive to the difference
between being an authority with the right to speak as an expert in any given field and
the idea of having authority over others; use responsive listening focused on how the
other expresses her/his/their position/s, ideas, feelings in relation to my/our practices

(Aitken and Kennedy, 2007; Nussbaum, 1999; Tronto, 1999).

It is well documented that early childhood professionals have a strong sense
of caring for others: children, families and colleagues (Aitken & Kennedy, 2007,
Cherrington, 2001; Kennedy, 2003; Woodrow, 2001). The early childhood
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professionals involved in this research project were no exception. They collaborated
with this study because they cared: they cared about “better practice”, they cared
about the children in their settings, they cared about the parents and they cared about
teaching for social justice. Therefore, this research project was fortunate to begin
with people who knew the essence of care: shared consideration, sensitivity and trust
(Held, 2005). What was then needed was for the research team to continue in an ethic
of care with a sense of community. This encouraged the team to explore literature on

communitarianism.

A feminist communitarian ethic

Many feminist thinkers believe that the values of caring, trust and solidarity
can extend beyond personal friendships to the political and social arenas (Held, 2005;
Noddings, 2005; Nussbaum, 1999; Tronto, 1999). A feminist, communitarian ethic
calls for caring, trusting, collaborative, non-oppressive relationships between
researchers and participants (Christians, 2005). This ethic assumes “that investigators
are committed to recognising personal accountability, the value of individual
expressiveness and caring, the capacity for empathy, and the sharing of emotionality”
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 52). In the communitarian sense we are ‘“persons-in-
community” and bonding is the foundation of, rather than simply being influential to

social action (Barnes, 1997, p. 30).

There are tensions in understanding the term communitarianism, as some
accept the liberal, fundamentalists’ stance that communitarians defend the common
good at the expense of individual rights (Sandel 1998). My use of the term
communitarianism is broader, based on an eclectic, personal recognition of
community as the trajectory of a participatory worldview. Communitarianism is an
approach that highlights the importance of a sense of community to that of human
wholeness and selfhood which arcs back to existentialist thought (Stocker & Pollard,
1994). Communitarianism is not liberal individualism nor is it collectivism (as
Merrill, [2006] would have it). It is a third social theory whereby it “integrates
human beings into the social organism” and sees ‘“humans-in-relation” (Christians,

2006, p. 1).
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However, what constitutes a community can be problematic as definitions are
many and quite general. There are four descriptive categories of community:
geographic proximity, coincidence of interests, sense of identity and shared cultural
values (Stocker & Pollard, 1994). Fitting into all these categories is not necessarily
needed to be regarded as a community. Indeed, an on-line community is probably not
in geographic proximity; nevertheless, it would have coincidence of interests.
However, this project’s research team fits into these categories: geographic proximity
— we all belonged to the same rural coastal township of South East Queensland;
coincidence of interests - we were all early childhood professionals; sense of identity
— we were all women who thought that there was something lacking in the status
quo; shared cultural values — we all had a burning desire to explore strategies that
would support and promote teaching for social justice. Indeed, our research team had
a clear sense of community and we regarded this small research community as an
integral part of our lives, not only during the orientation and data gathering phase of
the project, but still our community continues to meet and discuss children’s

literature and strategies for teaching for social justice and to support one another.

Face-to-face communication is the crux in building a community that upholds
forming relationships with authenticity, respect and warmth (Croft, 1996). Indeed, as
Christians (2005) contends

Our widely shared moral convictions are developed through discourse within
a community. These communities where moral discourse is nurtured and
shared are a radical alternative to the utilitarian individualism of modernity.
But in feminist communitarianism, communities are entered from the
universal. The total opposite from an ethics of individual autonomy is
universal human solidarity. Our obligation to sustain one another defines our
existence. The primal sacredness of all without exception is the heart of the
moral order and the new starting point for our theorising. (p. 154)

This ethical theory presumes that the understanding of self and others is constructed

through the sociocultural contexts with which one engages and where moral

commitments, values and existential understandings are negotiated through

communication.

Communication processes (e.g., dialogue, participatory inquiry, defusing
personal agendas, mediation, strategies for promoting harmony and co-operation)

within a community are strengthened and supported by the ontological assumption of
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the spirit of peace (Boyd, 1996; Brown & Brown, 1996; Gastil, 1993). Such a
community is contrasted to collectivity because it has a depth of being for and with.

Community . . . is the being no longer side by side but with one another of a
multitude of persons. And this multitude, though it also moves towards one
goal, yet experiences a turning to, a dynamic facing of, the others, a flowing
from I to Thou. Community is where community happens. Collectivity is
based on an organised atrophy of personal existence, community on its
increase and confirmation in life lived towards one another. The modern zeal
for collectivity is a flight from community’s testing and consecration of the
person, a flight from the vital dialogic, demanding the staking of the self,
which is in the heart of the world. (Buber, 1960, p. 51)
The quality and nature of genuine community are the communion among community
members. This communion is underpinned by kinship, respect and empathy (Buber,
1960). This also means that community members, whether in the private or public
spheres treat one another with the same kinship, respect and empathy afforded to the
whole community (Croft, 1996). A community becomes a dynamic whole when a
group of people participate in common practices, depend on one another, make
decisions together, identify themselves as part of something larger than the sum of
their individual relationships and commit themselves for the long term to their own,
one another’s and the group’s well-being (Forster, 1995; Metcalf, 1996). During this
“long term” conflicts will arise that must be attended to with an ethic of care. Indeed,
“communities which avoid conflict not only fail to resolve differences satisfactorily,
they deprive themselves of a major course of creativity and vitality” (Forster, 1995,

p- 9). Also here must be a balance of freedom and responsibility with individuality

and community responsibility intertwined (Foster, 1995).

Community values can be best expressed and action taken when there is
acceptance of both personal and shared responsibility and that this sense of
responsibility and commitment leads to personal and community empowerment
(Stocker & Pollard, 1994). However, maintaining a community is not an easy task
(Barnes, 1997; Peck, 1987). There is a necessity for a community simultaneously to
uphold its members and build its community status through communication and to
work towards empowerment through action. When a community places more
emphasis on doing through community projects, members become closer, which in

turn encourages their sense of being (Metcalf, 1996). Thus, to create a vibrant,
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inclusive, empowered, communicative community it must work towards active

engagement.

Research supported by this philosophy should be “collaborative in its design
and participatory in its execution” (Christians, 2003, p. 227), where participants are
given a forum, enabling them to come to mutually held conclusions leading to
community transformation. During the course of this collaborative project the
research team, who considered themselves a small research community, actively
engaged in all research practices and processes to bring about empowerment and
transformation in both our research community and the preschool communities in
which they worked. There were spaces of disagreement; however, the research team
became a dynamic whole where co-researchers participated in active engagement,
depended on one another, made decisions together and were committed to the
research project. The importance of community and communitarianism to this
research project cannot be underestimated and will be discussed further in Chapter
Six. We believed that the philosophy of feminist communitarianism and an ethic of

care assisted the team to build an ethical framework and achieve the above.

A collaborative philosophy built on care

My research philosophy, borrowed from Levinas (1985, 1987, 1990, 1999),
existential thought, an ethic of care and feminist communitarian philosophy,
complemented my participatory worldview and strongly influenced how this research
project was conducted. I will now draw these diverse philosophies into my own
personal philosophy that has greatly impacted on this research project. This study is
inspired by Levinas’ (1985, 1999) phenomenology of the face. It is through the face-
to-face encounter that we are conscious of the closeness and the distance between
one another. It is through this encounter that we experience one another and are
conscious of our responsibility to one another. The face-to-face encounter is of great
importance to this research project. Many people were touched by this study: early
childhood educators (as co-researchers), preschool children (as our “teachers”), the
parents of the preschoolers, university doctoral supervisors and conference
audiences. In each research meeting, storytime session, supervisory meeting and
conference presentation every face that met mine had a story to tell, an idea to

present, a feeling to express and in each of these stories, ideas and feelings were
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personal values either overtly or covertly communicated. Through the
phenomenology of face I was able to listen, absorb and respond with utmost humility
and respect owing to the desire to truly experience the Other and be responsible for

this relationship.

To understand this responsibility I felt the need to do much inner work to
discover my real self, as in existential philosophy, and what sort of person and
researcher I was and wanted to become. This work resulted in the understanding that
by the arbitrary nature of my birth I encounter white privilege (see Chapter Two),
which both shames me and highlights my responsibility to challenge this taken-for-
granted assumption wherever 1 can, especially in classrooms. This is a difficult
concept for children to understand. However, I believe that we can begin in the early
years to teach for social justice highlighting the realities of others as true but often
unjust because of our taken-for-granted assumptions. Hence, this study is very close

to my inner work underpinned by existential philosophy.

This philosophy also stresses the importance of following inner work with
outer work involving empowerment with others. Such emphasis has impacted on my
philosophy about how research should be conducted. I believed in an holistic
approach to this research project whereby participant knowledge and experiential
knowledge were valued and where those involved in the study were actively
engaged. I wished the early childhood educators and myself to be regarded as co-
researchers with equal status. Therefore, because I already saw these co-researchers
(and all involved in the study) through the phenomenology of the face, an

appropriate research ethic needed to be considered.

A feminist communitarian philosophy underpinned by an ethic of care
became the foundation on which this collaborative study was built. I believed that, as
our research community relied on participant knowledge and expertise, much could
be done to support and promote teaching for social justice in each co-researcher’s
individual preschool community. The research team forged caring, trusting,
empathetic, respectful and collaborative relationships. Our weekly meetings upheld

care, equality, shared governance, harmony, respect and trust. It is my endeavour to
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infuse these qualities throughout this document as a respect to those who gave so

generously of themselves to make this dissertation a reality.

SUMMARY

This chapter has set the theoretical and conceptual framework for this
research project. It highlighted that the study was framed by a participatory
worldview that sees human beings as co-creating their world. The dimensions of a
participatory worldview were outlined which may be paralleled with the
characteristics of action research (see Chapter Four) and superimposed over issues of
quality and validity (see Chapters Eight and Nine). This chapter then explained how
critical theory also helped frame the study. The chapter concluded by examining the
philosophies that underpin my worldview for this research project. It explained that
the thinking of Levinas (1985, 1987, 1990, 1999), existential thought, an ethic of
care and feminist perspectives permeated the research project with the aim of

creating caring, trusting, collaborative and empathetic relationships.

The following chapter brings Part One: Initial Reflections to a close by
examining the research project’s methodology and design that is underpinned by the
conceptual framework outlined in this chapter. It supplies a literature review
outlining action research before leading into a discussion of participatory action
research. The following chapter discusses the characteristics of action research.
Superimposing the characteristics of action research, the dimensions of a

participatory worldview, and issues of quality and validity unifies the dissertation.
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CHAPTER FOUR: PRAXIS OF ACTION
RESEARCH

Action research is a systematic inquiry that is collective, collaborative,
self-reflexive, critical, and undertaken by the participants of the inquiry.
The goals of such research are the understanding of practice and the
articulation of a rationale or philosophy of practice in order to improve
practice. (McCutcheon & Jung, 1990, p. 148)

INTRODUCTION

Chapter Three provided the conceptual and theoretical frameworks on which
this research project was based. It discussed the participatory worldview as the lens
through which I view the world and this research project. It also discussed my
collaborative research philosophy that was based on Levinas’ (1999) philosophical
model of ethics, justice and the Other; an ethic of care (Greene, 1978, 1988, 1995;
Held, 1995, 2001, 2005; Noddings, 1995, 2005; Nussbaum, 1990, 1999); and feminist
communitarianism (Christians, 2003, 2005, 2006; Christians, Frerre & Fackler, 1993;
Held, 2005; Maguire, 2006; Stocker & Pollard, 1994). These conceptual and
theoretical frameworks underpin the choice of the research project’s methodology.
The focus will now turn to the methodology that framed this research project and the

design that propelled it.

This action research project embraced McCutcheon and Jung’s (1990)
definition of action research, as outlined in this chapter’s introductory quotation.
Indeed, the study discussed in this dissertation was collective, collaborative, self-
reflexive, critical and undertaken by the participants of the inquiry. This chapter
concludes Part One: Initial Reflections by highlighting the characteristics of action
research which may be parallelled with the dimensions of a participatory worldview
(see Chapter Three) and superimposed over issues of quality and validity (discussed
later in this chapter; see also Chapters Eight and Nine). This chapter highlights the
tensions of this challenge, which confronted the current research project, by
discussing action research with special attention to participatory action research that
was adopted for the study. The chapter concludes by explaining how data were

collected, managed and analysed.
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ACTION RESEARCH

The objective of education research should not stop at deconstructing the
obvious and simply unpacking reality, but must produce analyses that possess a
certain strategic edge to recognise those elements that have the potential to change or
oppose the social reality (Troyna, 1994). Through action research this objective may
be realised. The methodology of action research was chosen for this study based on
three considerations. Firstly, action research reflects a participatory worldview by
which this action research project was framed. Secondly, action research is a
collaborative inquiry method that values participant knowledge, skills and expertise
and seeks to empower and give voice to those involved in the study and to those who
will use the findings. Lastly, action research engages an ethical commitment to
improving society and making it more just; to improving ourselves so that we may
become more conscious of our responsibility as members of a democratic society; and
improving our lives together as we build community (Jones, 2006). The last two

considerations are underpinned by critical theory.

In opposition to the Cartesian tradition, to which positivists adhere, action
research privileges knowing through doing over knowing through thinking, although
in actuality the two go hand-in-hand. The schools of critical theory and pragmatism
(Dewey, 1938; Habermas, 1972; James, 1978; Rorty, 1999) privilege experience and
action over sterile and distanced observation. These schools of thought “draw
attention to knowing through doing (rather than doubting) and emphasise the social
nature of all experience and action” (Reason & Bradbury, 2006a, p. xxv).
Furthermore, action researchers argue that objective knowledge is impossible because
the researcher is constantly part of the world s/he examines, and they point out that
knowledge construction can never be neutral and disinterested as it is a political
process dealing with particular purposes (Kincheloe, 2003; Reason & Bradbury,
2006; Tobin & Kincheloe, 2006).

A participatory worldview, with its belief in reality as subjective-objective,
engages an extended epistemology. As Reason and Bradbury (2006) explain,

We draw on diverse forms of knowing as we encounter and act in our world.
As Eikeland points out this notion goes right back to Aristotle, while in
modern times Polanyi (1962) described clearly his concept of tacit knowledge,
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a type of embodied know-how that is the foundation of all cognitive action.
He rejected the notion of the objective observer in science or in any other area
of inquiry, expressing his belief in engaged practice that necessarily joins facts
and values in a participatory mode of understanding. (p. 9)

Indeed the objective, aloof observer has lost favour in most qualitative research

circles (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).

The methodology and design of this action research project are very similar to
qualitative designs in that it was field based, conducted over an extended period of
time and employed the qualitative research techniques of conversation, journal entries
and videotaping. Undeniably, qualitative action research, if underpinned by critical
theory, seeks to empower research participants with the aim that they help construct a
“better world” for themselves. Qualitative action research is directed towards social
justice and recognises a deviation from traditional divisions of objectivity and
subjectivity. Contemporary qualitative research “asks that the social sciences and
humanities become sites for critical conversations about democracy, race, gender,
class, nation-states, globalisation, freedom and community” (Denzin & Lincoln,

2005, p. 3).

However, it is argued that action research, while overlapping significantly
with the qualitative paradigm, has distinct differences in the way in which action
researchers work with others and that the distinction between researcher and
participants becomes blurred during the collaborative relationship (Reason &
Bradbury, 2006; Rowan, 2006). In the case of this study the early childhood
professionals were co-researchers. In this context knowledge generation and
knowledge application were inextricably intertwined. As explained in the previous
chapter, this study was carried out with and by, as opposed to on practitioners and
preschoolers; therefore, it “bypassed the traditional, constructed separation between

research and application” (Reason & Bradbury, 2006a, p. Xxxv).

Action research is a participatory, collaborative, democratic process involving
the development of practical knowing in the quest of worthwhile human purposes,
underpinned by a participatory worldview (Reason & Bradbury, 2006). It seeks to
merge reflection and action and, theory and practice in collaboration and participation
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with others. It investigates practical solutions to issues of significant concern to
people, and encourages the flourishing of individuals and their communities. While
the field of action research is extremely varied, there are five widely shared
characteristics of action research (Reason & Bradbury, 2006), as shown in Figure 4.1.

These characteristics are mirrored in this research project.

Human
flourishing
L. Practical
Participation Emergent issues
and democracy developmental
form

1

Knowledge-in-
action

Figure 4.1 Characteristics of Action Research
(Source: Reason & Bradbury, 2006b, p. 2)

Emergent developmental form (Figure 4.1)

This characteristic is related to participatory evolutionary reality, which is a
dimension of a participatory worldview that was discussed in Chapter Three. Good
action research emerges and develops over time in an evolutionary process (Kemmis
& Wilkinson, 1998), “as individuals develop skills of inquiry and as communities of
inquiry develop within communities of practice” (Reason & Bradbury, 2006b, p. 2).
Action research is transformative and emancipatory as it leads not only to new
knowledge but also to new ways of creating and using knowledge. It “is a living,
emergent process which cannot be pre-determined but changes and develops as those
engaged deepen their understanding of the issues to be addressed and develop their
capacity as co-inquirers both individually and collectively” (Reason & Bradbury,

20064, p. xxii). The cyclical, spiralling nature of participatory action research in this

101



Chapter Four: Praxis of Action Research

study allowed for the evolutionary and developmental process of knowledge to be
generated over time and encouraged creative ways of using this new knowledge (see

Part Three).

Practical issues (Figure 4.1)

This characteristic is related to practical being and acting, which is a
dimension of a participatory worldview that was discussed in Chapter Three. A main
purpose of action research is to generate and construct practical knowledge that
people can use in everyday lived situations (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Kemmis &
McTaggart, 2005; Reason & Bradbury, 2006; Wadsworth, 2006; Whitmore &
McKee, 2006). This purpose broadens to produce knowledge that will increase the
economic, political, psychological and spiritual well-being of individuals and their
communities; as typically, the people with the problems are also the people who hold
the solutions (Ayers, 1998). This participatory action research examined the everyday
experience of storytime in preschool settings to discover how it could be better used
to teach for social justice. However, and of equal importance, it encouraged the early
childhood educators, as research team members, and also the preschoolers to
challenge taken-for-granted assumptions, thus extending cognitive and emotive

processes leading to self-reflexivity (see Part Three).

Human flourishing (Figure 4.1)

This characteristic is related to meaning and purpose, which is a dimension of
a participatory worldview that was discussed in Chapter Three. Action research is
about generating new forms of understanding through reflection. Action research
contributes to the emancipation of humans and to the “flourishing of community,
which helps us reflect on our place within the ecology of the planet and contemplate
our spiritual purposes” (Reason & Bradbury, 2006b, p. 2). It can lead us to different
ways of being together, as well as offering significant guidance, encouragement and
inspiration for practice (Davis & Cooke, 1998). Through participatory action research
this study developed an understanding of how best to use storytime sessions in each
preschool setting to teach for social justice. However, a further outcome, which was
initially unexpected, was the close bond created within the research team. We became

a flourishing community, not only providing inspiration for practice but also
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supporting one another as individuals in a very physical, emotional and spiritual way

(see Chapters Eight and Nine).

Participation and democracy (Figure 4.1)

This characteristic is related to relational ecological form, which is a
dimension of a participatory worldview that was discussed in Chapter Three. Action
research, and indeed feminist based research, acknowledges a strong objective to
work in support of social justice and democratisation (Atweh, Kemmis & Weeks,
1998; Greenwood & Levin, 1998; Lather, 1991; Maguire, 2006). Action research
involves people seeking practical knowledge and liberating ways of knowing.
Therefore, it must be not only liberating but also participatory. Indeed, “in a process
of enlightenment there can only be participants” (Habermas, 1974, p. 40). This
involves mutual sense-making and collective action. Therefore action research is only
possible with, for and by people and their communities, preferably involving all
stakeholders, during both the questioning and reflection that informs the research and
in the action that follows (Reason & Bradbury, 2006). This participatory action
research was both participatory and democratic as it was conducted with, for and by

the people who could use the findings or outcomes (see Part Three).

Knowledge-in-action (Figure 4.1)

This characteristic is related to extended epistemology, which is a dimension
of a participatory worldview that was discussed in Chapter Three. Action research
begins with the everyday lived experiences of its participants and is concerned with
the growth of a living, evolving knowledge (MclIntyre, 2008). The process of action
research is often just as significant as overall outcomes. Knowledge generated in
action research is emergent and builds on itself. The action research may create many
different ways of knowing as the action research progresses. It was the process of this
participatory action research that forged the close bond that the research team
enjoyed. Therefore, the knowledge-in-action produced both flourishing preschool

storytime sessions and a flourishing research community (see Part Three).

However, the main purpose of action research is not to produce academic

theories based on action; nor is it to construct theories about action. It is not even to
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produce theoretical or empirical knowledge and understandings that can be applied in
action. Rather, it is to free the human body, mind and spirit in the quest for a better,

freer world (Reason & Bradbury, 2006b, p. 2).

It is hoped that the preschoolers involved in this research project will, in the
future, stand against injustice and help create a better and freer world that values
difference, diversity and human dignity through respect, care, acceptance, and
understanding. However, and this is a limitation of the study (see Chapter Nine), this
study cannot confirm this. What it can substantiate is that it has liberated the early
childhood educators (co-researchers) from their mundane acceptance of storytime as a
“filler exercise” to seek out and examine literature that upholds social justice and to
teach for social justice. Of equal importance, this research project has infused each
team member with a communitarian ethic of care that spills over into our everyday

lives (see Chapters Eight and Nine).

THE JOURNEY TO PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH

Action research is a research design that has become attractive to educators
because of its practical, problem-solving emphasis, because practitioners carry out the
research and because the research is directed towards greater understanding of and
improvement to their own practice (Bell, 2000). Action research involves
“researching with people to create and study change in and through the research
process. In early childhood settings it can produce changed ways of doing things and
changed ways of understanding why we do what we do” (Mac Naughton, 2001, p.
208). Action research appealed to me as a research design; however, I did not fully
understand how I (as a researcher) could fit into this type of research. I found
reassurance in the insistence that researchers must recognise that the co-construction
of knowledge and the material gathered from, with and by any community —
including a preschool — constitutes a participatory process (Fine et al., 2004b). The
term participatory process emphasised the fact that research need not be done on
participants as objects but can be a collaborative practice. Indeed “action,
participatory, and activist-orientated research is on the horizon” (Denzin & Lincoln,
2003, p. 29). My philosophy and worldview aligned with this new direction of

qualitative research where together stakeholders and researchers co-create knowledge
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that is realistic and pragmatically useful and is rooted in local understandings

(Greenwood & Levin, 2005).

An aim of this research project was to empower and enable all participants.
This meant that all participants would be afforded a valued voice, debate and
discussion would be encouraged, action agreed upon collaboratively would be
promoted and each participant would be represented in every stage of the project. I
was looking for a research design that would in itself become a social practice.
Therefore, 1 sought a research design that would encourage a social process of
collaborative learning and transformation, open communicative space (Habermas,
1996), uphold prior knowledge, and listen to and value the voice of all participants
(educators and preschoolers alike). The most obvious response to critical concerns
regarding representation is empowerment research and participatory action research
has been cited as the most developed genre of this type (Gergen & Gergen, 2003).
Martin, lisahunter and McLaren (2006) contend that, “while notions of ‘voice’ or
representation are problematic . . . it is the intention of PART [participatory action
research teams] to explicitly deal with this to ensure agency, as participants act in the
framing and intervention practices of the issue” (p. 176). Indeed, we (the educators
and I) formed the participatory action research team; however, we were ever vigilant

that the voices of the preschoolers informed the study and moved it forward.

DESIGN: PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH

Participatory research requires those involved to form empathetic and
compassionate ties that cement the research project together. A difference between
objective research and participatory research is that the former is underpinned by
objective consciousness while the latter is underpinned by compassionate
consciousness (Skolimowski, 1995). Therefore, participatory research

is the art of dwelling in the other, is the art of penetrating from within, is the
art of learning to use the language of the other; in short, is the art of empathy.
... What clinical detachment is to objective methodology, empathy is to the
methodology of participation. (Skolimowski, 1995, p. 182)
To this end, participatory action research encourages and opens communicative space
between those involved. The process of participatory action research is one of mutual

and collaborative inquiry that is
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aimed at reaching intersubjective agreement, mutual understanding of a
situation, unforced consensus about what to do, and a sense that what people
achieve together will be legitimate not only for themselves but also for every
reasonable person (a universal claim). Participatory action research aims to
create circumstances in which people can search together collaboratively for
more comprehensible, true, authentic, and morally right and appropriate ways
of understanding and acting in the world. (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005, p.
578)

Informed by Skolimowski (1995) and Kemmis and McTaggart (2005), I anticipated
that this research project would be a compassionate, communal inquiry attracting
like-minded people who wanted to investigate collaboratively more understandable,
accurate, reliable, and ethically right and suitable ways of exploring children’s
literature during storytime sessions to promote their students’ awareness of, and
sensitivities to, social justice issues. Participatory action research involves reflection,
decision, discussion and action (discussed and elaborated in the following chapters)
as like people participate in research concerning problems that influence and interest
them (Torres, 2004). Therefore, because of its collaborative strength, the design of

participatory action research was adopted as the design of this research project.

Participatory action research is a relatively new and collaborative approach to
action research (Torres, 2004). A brief examination of the history of action research
delineates the research design’s evolution. The history of action research can be
traced in terms of its “generation” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005). Kurt Lewin’s
earliest writings on action research in the 1940s outlined community action research
projects in the United States; however, positivistic principles dominated US research
at the time which influenced a temporary decline in action research studies (Kemmis,
1981). A second generation of action research involving organisational development
began in Britain around the early 1970s. However, a third generation of action
researchers from Australia and Europe raised the initiative to develop more overtly
“critical” and “emancipatory” action research (Carr & Kemmis 1986). A fourth
generation of action research emerged through social movements in the developing
world supported by such notable activists as Paulo Freire (1996) and Orlando Fals
Borda (1988). Fourth generation action research practitioners assert that research
must represent “educational transformation and emancipation by working with others

to change existing social practices and by using critical reflection and social criticism
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as key research processes” (Mac Naughton, 2001, p. 210). Such research is

necessarily collaborative, orientated to change and visibly political.

This research project easily aligns itself with the fourth generation of action
research. However, it also aligns with a new generation of critical participatory action
research that emerged during the 1990s as part of a dialogue aimed at critiquing itself
and providing a frame of reference for understanding its own research journey
(Kimmis & McTaggart, 2005). This research project aspired to become part of this
international dialogue by critiquing its own process and journey through collaborative
discussions, reflection and reflexivity, and this dissertation’s final analysis of the

action research project.

The application of participatory action research is appropriate for this study
because it is a means that produces knowledge and improves practice through its
collaborative nature: the direct involvement of participants in setting the schedule,
data collection and analysis, and use of findings (Greenwood & Levin, 2005; Kemmis
& McTaggart, 2005; Mac Naughton, 2001). Participatory action research is
influential in the social justice movement (Torres, 2004) and therefore quite
appropriate to this study, because its participative nature and transformative action
allowed teachers and children to scrutinise critically their understandings of, and
appreciation for, justice, difference, diversity and human dignity. By actively and
collectively shaping and reshaping these understandings through storytime sessions,
children became more sensitive to and aware of social justice issues, and teachers

developed strategies for teaching for social justice (see Part Three).

Participatory action research signifies a position within qualitative research
methods, an epistemology that aligns well with a participatory worldview and that
argues that knowledge is embedded in social relationships and most influential when
produced collaboratively through action (Fine et al., 2004a, 2004b). To this end the
research team undertook the cyclical, spiralling action research process that was
briefly outlined in Chapter One: reflection, collaborative planning, implementation of
planned action; observation; re-reflection, re-collaborative planning, re-

implementation; and re-observation - and the cycle continued (Bell, 2000; Dick,
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2002; Kemmis & McTaggert, 2005; Mac Naughton, 2001; Mclntyre, 2008; Reason &
Bradbury, 2006; Torres, 2004).

The cyclical spiral is obviously the central feature of action research; however

seven further key features of participatory action research (Kemmis & McTaggart,

2005, pp. 566-568) have been identified that warrant an understanding as they are

couched in this research project:

1.

Participatory action research is a social practice: It identifies that “no
individuation is possible without socialisation, and no socialisation is possible
without individuation” (Habermas, 1992, p. 26). Therefore the processes of
individuation and socialisation persist in shaping individuals, social
relationships and social practices. Participatory action research is a process
whereby people endeavour to understand their situations and continually
examine and re-examine their situations with the aim of improvement.
Participatory action research is not simply a quest for knowledge but is also “a
transformation of individual attitudes and values, personality and culture, an
altruistic process” (Fals Borda, 2006, p. 32). In this study co-researchers
worked together (with the preschoolers) to investigate the processes of
teaching and learning in the preschool classroom to improve and transform
understandings of and sensitivities to social justice issues.

Participatory action research is participatory: It is not research done ‘“on”
someone else. It is collaborative and engages participants in examining their
own understandings, skills and values (their knowledge) and the ways in
which they construe themselves and their actions in their social worlds and
practices. Participatory action research encourages participants to reflect
critically on how their current knowledge structures and limits their action.
This participatory action research project supported us, as co-researchers, to
reflect on ourselves as individuals and as a group to explore our prior
knowledge and philosophies and make explicit how the frames of reference
underpinned our pedagogy, classroom and research practices.

Participatory action research is practical and collaborative: It is a process in
which participants investigate practices which are often taken for granted with

the intent of exposing any part of these practices that may be unproductive,
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dissatisfying and/or unjust with the further aim of improvement. This study
used participatory action research to examine storytime in preschool settings
(an often taken for granted social practice) with the aim of reconstructing this
practice for the advancement of teaching for social justice.

Participatory action research is emancipatory: It “aims to help people recover,
and release themselves from, the constraints of irrational, unproductive,
unjust, and unsatisfying social structures that limit self-development and self-
determination” (Kimmis & McTaggart, 2005, p. 567). The social practice of
storytime in each preschool classroom was indeed in need of improvement. In
both preschool settings there was no rationale for storytime and it had become
an unproductive filler exercise that was proving to be dissatisfying for the
early childhood educators and at best a habit for the preschool children. The
co-researchers involved in this study wished to intervene to release themselves
from the constraints of this social practice with a view to improving the
practice for themselves and the preschool children in their settings.
Participatory action research is critical: It is a means of critically examining
the social world deliberately to uncover, contest and reconstitute unjust,
dissatisfying and unproductive practices. The research design itself is critical
in that it is continually examining itself to encourage just practice; and at the
same time it investigates ways in which language and social relationships - in
this instance the use of children’s picture books during storytime sessions in
the preschool classroom - can contest and reconstitute unjust and unproductive
practices.

Participatory action research is reflexive: It is a conscious process through
which people aim to transform their practices through a cyclical, spiralling
process of critical self and group reflection. This research project embraced
the cyclical, spiralling nature of participatory action research to reflect upon
and examine how storytime and children’s literature might raise awareness of
and sensitivities to social justice issues, thus transforming both practice and
personal lives (see Part Three).

Participatory action research aims to be transformative in both theory and
practice. It entails going beyond the specifics of certain situations, as

understood by those involved in them, to explore the potential and
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possibilities of different perspectives, theories and dialogues that might help
to highlight particular practices and/or practical situations as a starting point
for initiating critical understandings and ideas about how these situations may
be transformed. In the same way it entails looking in from the perspectives
provided by different standpoints, theories, and dialogues to discover the
degree to which they offer practitioners themselves a critical understanding of
the challenges and issues they meet in specific local situations. Thus,
participatory action research “aims to transform both practitioners’ theories
and practices and the theories and practices of others whose perspectives and
practices may help to shape the conditions of life and work in particular local

settings” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005, p. 568).

This last feature of participatory action research is particularly pertinent to this
research project. It called for co-researchers to examine their own theories and
practices, to look to other theories and practices (e.g., critical theory and pedagogy)
that may help them with their endeavours to improve practice and to examine the
theories, thoughts and opinions of the preschoolers who inform this practice. Looking
inwards and looking outwards have helped move this participatory action research

forward.

The characteristics of action research and the cyclical, spiralling nature of
participatory action research, with the above seven key features, became the
methodological framework on which this research project was constructed. Inquiries
conducted in this way endeavour “to make qualitative research more humanistic,
holistic, and relevant to the lives of human beings. This worldview sees human beings
as co-creating their reality through participation, experience and action” (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2005, p. 384). By employing participatory action research as a research
design, which aligns well with a participatory worldview (outlined in the previous
chapter), this research encouraged collaborative action and was relevant to all

participants’ lived experiences.
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THE PROBLEMATIC OF THE FACILITATOR OF PARTICIPATORY
ACTION RESEARCH

My philosophy and my participatory worldview encourage me to value
participatory collaborative research; however, it is not an easy task and fraught with
many challenges for all participants. The concerns of power and privilege are ever
present in collaborative research (Ryan & Campbell, 2001). However, I believe that
these concerns were managed quite well in this research project through the
employment of communitarianism and an ethic of care (discussed further in Chapter
Six). In this section I wish to raise quandaries regarding my own position in this

research project and the “I/thou” dichotomy (Buber, 1960).

I was a Doctor of Philosophy candidate/university researcher inviting
participants into what I initially described as “my study”. However, as time went on [
began to problematise my own position in the research project. I related to
Wadsworth (2006) when she comments on the unease that she felt when writing
about her own experiences in facilitating participatory action research (for want of a
better term — Kemmis and McTaggart [2005] and Mclntyre [2008] have also
struggled to find an appropriate term for the university researcher involved in
participatory action research). Wadsworth (2006, p. 323) writes that “the
presumptuous claims of the immodest Royal ‘I’ (as in ‘I did this’ and ‘I did that’) sit
uncomfortably with a hard-won ‘we’”. 1 too felt this anxiety. Although I instigated
the research project it was indeed the educators and preschoolers who took ownership
of the evolving findings. Therefore, this research project was as much theirs as it was

mine; which is exactly how collaborative action research is intended.

The initiating or facilitating researcher has, from the beginning of the research
project, three fundamental and interdependent issues to consider (Heron & Reason,
2006). Firstly, it is imperative that group members are thoroughly orientated and
inducted into the methodology so that they can accept it as their own. Therefore, an
orientation phase that addressed this imperative was built into the research project.
This consideration empowers participants cognitively and methodologically.
Secondly, the initiator, or facilitator, must strive for emergent participatory decision-

making and collaboration so that the inquiry becomes co-operative. To this end all
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research meetings were a participatory endeavour where decisions were
democratically collaborated upon. This consideration empowers participants
politically. Thirdly, a climate of mutual respect, warmth and trust must be created to
allow open and free expression. This consideration was largely addressed during the
orientation phase and will be discussed in Chapter Six. This last consideration
empowers participants emotionally and interpersonally. Indeed getting these issues

clear, from the outset, “makes for good practice” (Heron & Reason, 2006, p. 151).

I also acknowledge Wadsworth’s (2006) ideas that assisted my understanding
of my position in this research project. The research project was “more or less” the
participants’ inquiry and they became co-researchers with me as facilitator. As
facilitator I assisted an iterative, emergent inquiry that was continuous, responsive
and carried out over time. As facilitator 1 involved and worked with the co-
researchers to choose the methods and questions to be asked, facilitated meetings and
circulated the responses among them. Together we interpreted, analysed and drew
conclusions and decided on new actions, and then experimented with these and
monitored them continuously and over time. Disparities of power required me as the
facilitator to encourage the research team to devise strategies that empowered all
involved to speak and be heard accurately and with respect. The facilitator enters into
an engaged, intersubjective process with participants, and together they hold up
“mirrors and magnifying glasses” to themselves and one another over a sequence of
cycles so that more and more desirable changes may be a result of the inquiry
(Wadsworth, 2006, p. 333). As facilitator I desired the best possible results revealing
that new insights were gained by all the relevant players and were applied in practice

without need for executive direction.

Thus, one can see that the facilitator of participatory action research has a
responsibility not only to produce rigorous research (as in traditional research
methods) but accountability and responsibility to those co-researchers and
participants involved in the study. Therefore, from the beginning of this research
project I endeavoured to address Heron and Reason’s (2006) three fundamental issues

for the facilitator of action research. I was also attentive to Wadsworth’s (2006)
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explanation regarding the standpoints of the facilitator of participatory action research

and incorporated them into this research project.

RESEARCH METHODS

This research project is based in the belief that young children are different from
adults and to gain understandings of their views, ideas, opinions and feelings it is
important to use methods that suit their competence, knowledge, interest and context
(Einarsdottir, 2007). Therefore, the research was conducted in the familiar settings of
their preschools with and by their educators. From discussions with these educators it
was realised that the preschoolers enjoyed being videotaped and having photographs
taken. According to their teachers (who were co-researchers) the preschoolers had
previously enjoyed experiences with video and audio tapes and revelled in the

outcomes.

Therefore, the research methods employed by this research project included:
research meeting minutes; audio taped conversations; observations of storytime
sessions using videotaped footage; an observational proforma and a “Preschooler
Response Sheet”; field notes and journal entries; photographs; and informal
conversations. These research methods are outlined below; however a full analysis

may be found in Part Three.

Weekly participatory action research team meetings

Guided by the action research framework, previously outlined, the research
team met to reflect, analyse, discuss and plan. Each week the team examined data
gathered from videotaped storytime sessions with the aid of the proforma and
Preschooler Response Sheet (usually four storytime sessions were examined at each
meeting); photographs of children’s work relating to literature read; and team

members’ fieldnotes and journals.

Each week the research team reflected upon questions that were couched in
Fairclough’s (1992) social theory of discourse and discourse analysis. Also the team
regularly reflected upon issues of quality and validity (Reason & Bradbury, 2006).
These modes of analysis are discussed later in this chapter. Through observation,

reflection and analysis of what the teachers and children were saying and doing,
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picture books for the next week were chosen and a plan of action constructed.
Meeting minutes were written each week and issued to co-researchers for verification
the following week. This has aided the writing up of this dissertation as it portrays an
authentic account of what was said and what eventuated as verified by the research

team members.

Methods of obsrvation
Videotaping: 35 storytime sessions and two role-playing sessions were

videotaped, transcribed and analysed by the participatory action research team.

Observational proforma and preschooler response sheet: An observational
proforma assisted the team’s observations and analysis of the video footage.
However, it became apparent very early during the action research phase that it
would be advantageous to this research project to investigate more deeply those
students who were engaged with the story and discussion, those who were
disengaged, those who were being “left out”, those who were silenced and those who
were dominating. The team felt that such an investigation might clarify specific
students’ interests to social justice issues; however, more importantly it may
highlight socially unjust practices occurring during storytime sessions. The team
asked: are any children being ignored? Is any child continually silenced? Does one
child’s opinion dominate? These questions were thought difficult to answer using the
observational proforma, so the research team devised a Preschooler Response Sheet

which was also analysed at meetings.

Initial and concluding conversations

Crucial to this research were two sets of conversations held with each
preschool child regarding a critical text. One set of conversations was held at the end
of the orientation phase. These are referred to as initial conversations. The second set
of conversations was conducted at the end of the action research phase. These are
referred to as concluding conversations. Both sets of conversations were audio
recorded for transcription and comparison. Mindful of the challenges regarding
researching with young children this research heeded ethical considerations

(previously outlined) for interacting with young children during all conversations.
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Photographs

It was important to this study not only that verbal responses to children’s
literature were noted and analysed, but also artistic responses and socio-dramatic play
were recorded and analysed. Although they were not articulated responses, creative
responses may have allowed certain children a voice otherwise missed in the research

(Sipe, 2000).

Informal conversations
Each child was invited to share and articulate her/his creative responses.
These responses were written down as field notes. Conversations were always child

directed, allowing the children to talk freely.

Photographs and informal conversations were examined to discover if the
creative responses of children were displaying a developing awareness and deeper
understanding of social justice issues; if so, how and in what way? The study was not
looking for artistic merit but examined the impact that the theme of the book had on
the artist. Art is a useful sign system for helping to understand and develop children’s
critical awareness (Leland, Harste & Huber, 2005). Art, in the context of this research
project, meant any creative expression, for example: dramatic play, collage, painting,

clay or playdough sculpting, music, song, dance, mime and/or puppetry.

Fieldnotes and journals
Observations were cross-referenced with, and supplemented by, on-the-spot
field notes and journals kept by all team members and shared, on a voluntary basis,

during research meetings.

RECORDING AND STORING THE DATA

Because this research project generated such a large amount of data arising
from documents, meeting notes and minutes, videotapes, audiotapes, transcripts,
photographs and journal entries, I needed to develop an efficient and comprehensive
way of managing, organising and documenting those data. Owing to the nature of
action research, data collection was continual and emergent. A systematic and

coherent process of data gathering, storage and retrieval was necessary and assisted
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data analysis, interpretation and report writing (Huberman & Miles, 1998). To this
end data folios were used to collate documents, meeting notes and minutes,
transcripts and journal entries. Raw footage of videotaped storytime sessions has been
stored in a locked filing cabinet; and digital photographs were stored in my personal

notebook computer.

Data Folios

Because data were gathered sequentially and continually they were organised
and stored chronologically, arranged by date of collection, in six large folios. Each
preschool had its own folio divided into sections containing letters, class lists, consent
forms, initial interview transcripts, and concluding interview transcripts. Two
extremely large folios stored the videotaped storytime session transcripts for each
preschool. Another folio contained participatory action research meeting notes and
minutes, proformas of observations from videotaped storytime sessions, preschoolers’
response sheets, text summary forms, and team reflections regarding issues of quality
and validity. The last folio contained handwritten journal entries. All the above
(except those contained in the journal folio) have been word-processed from which a
hard copy was produced, and all have been recorded on computer disc. All copies

(both electronic and hard copies) were stored in locked filing cabinets in my home.

Raw footage

Each individual videotaped storytime session has been stored onto a videotape
and also DVD. These videotapes and DVDs have been separated into two groups
(Preschool A; Preschool B) and chronologically labeled, also displaying the title of
the texts read and then stored in filing cabinets in my home. Photographs are stored in

my personal notebook computer. No child’s name labels any photograph.

The very large sizes of the data sets prevented their inclusion with this
dissertation. However, Appendices B-H provide thorough bibliographic information
on the children’s literature used in the research project, a table summary of the
weekly action research cycles, ethical clearance information, consent forms, and a
letter drafted by Preschool A children asking for parental help with donating clothing

and toys.
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REFLECTING ON, ANALYSING AND INTERPRETING THE DATA

The previous section discussed how data were collected and stored. This
section highlights the emergent nature of action research and examines how
observations, ideas, reflections, interpretations and resultant actions were developed.
Data were processed naturalistically and collaboratively as events unfolded (Elliot,
1994). Data analysis in action research is not separate to data collection and does not
occur as an end result of data gathering. Interpretations develop in conjunction with
data collection and take place gradually. In this research project interpretations were
negotiated with all co-researchers and constructed as a team during the research
meetings over the course of the research project. Observations, reflections and weekly
analyses converged towards final interpretations over the research project’s multiple

cycles.

There were four distinct stages of this research project which are pertinent to
addressing the research questions and data analysis and which will be expanded upon
in the following chapters: the orientation phase; the action research phase comprising
the preschoolers’ responses during initial conversations, storytime sessions and
concluding conversations; the action research phase comprising the co-researchers’
responses during research meetings; and the final self-reflective phase that allowed

for my own reflections as the facilitator and doctoral researcher.

Reflecting on and analysing the four stages of this research project which are
embedded in the research questions required deep, critical reflection. To assist critical
reflection on preschoolers’ responses and address and analyse data that were pertinent
to the first research question, a framework to analyse knowledge in action was
needed. To this end, Fairclough’s (1992) understanding of the three aspects of
discourse (the construction of the self; the construction of social relationships; the
construction of systems of belief and knowledge) and the three functions of language
(identity, relational and ideational) were used as a guide and adapted as a framework
to assist with data analysis. To support the research team’s critical reflective analysis
of its own practice and to address specifically the second research question Reason
and Bradbury’s (2006) five broad issues of quality and validity in action research

were regularly discussed. These may be superimposed on the dimensions of a
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