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This special issue of Educational Research for Social Change (ERSC) deepens and privileges the concerns 
of the journal in terms of social justice, equity, freedom, peace, and hope. The argument is that nations 
and communities can no longer leave their children to their own devices to develop and mature 
naturally into particular and defined identities and roles; this change must be accelerated through the 
deliberate intervention of early childhood education and learning. Gone are the days when children 
from birth to 4 or 5 years old were assumed to not be school ready and thus left in the hands of a 
caring grandparent or nanny with little to no formal education or professional teaching skills. This issue 
emphasises the notion of early childhood care and education (ECCE) to refer to this band of formal 
education and to distinguish it from early childhood development (ECD). The latter is understood to 
cover all the transformational processes from birth to 9 years of age of a growing child and comprises 
ECCE (birth to 4/5 years) and foundation phase (5/6 to 9 years). The articles in this special issue grapple 
with this from diverse perspectives that ultimately explode the myth that no formal education takes 
place between birth to 4 years because the child is in the care of the mother, home, centre or family. 
The way in which these articles theorise this age group shows that it is an era of unparalleled learning 
among children where rigorous intervention and professionalised curriculum has to be introduced and 
learnt, beyond what the mother, grandparent, or nanny can provide. Hasina Ebrahim and colleagues 
(2019), whose book is celebrated in this issue, has demonstrated beyond doubt how advanced the 
child at this age is in terms of their agentic powers. Children, like adults, understand conversations, 
initiate them, and interpret them—albeit in their own unique ways. Children at this stage, just like the 
adults, lobby, scheme, gossip, and empathise with others. They are capable of deep communication, 
collaboration, critical thinking, creativity, and more. The notion that there is no formal education (nor 
need for it) at this stage is misguided, as argued in the articles presented in this special issue. The 
articles take their cue from the fact that over the past few years, early childhood education and care 
for sustainability (ECECfS) has been articulated as essential to development of young children who are 
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shaped by the experiences afforded to them. This implies that children should be provided with 
opportunities to conceptualise, plan, do, and reflect in order to teach them to pursue sustainable 
futures. ECECfS should no longer be regarded as knowledge transmission, but should engage young 
children in opportunities for change, growth, and development. In fact, The World Health Organisation 
(2018, p. 1) has argued that “if we change the beginning of the story, then we change the whole story.” 

Young children, compared to youth and adults in any society, are the most vulnerable to any problems 
experienced therein, be they physical, cognitive, physiological, psychological, or socio-cultural. 
Problems relating to parental engagement, socioeconomic status, the Covid-19 pandemic, rurality, 
gender, or race exacerbate educational challenges especially, in unequal societies like that of South 
Africa. Maintaining a low or no educational level in the early years could create future conditions 
characterised by high levels of disadvantage, poverty, and compromised health that could result in a 
vicious circle of deterioration. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was intended to serve 
as a global commitment to ensuring access to comprehensive care and support for all young children. 
Recognition of equitable quality education as a key driver of sustainable development led to the 
adoption of Sustainable Developmental Goal 4. ECECfS is a tool to not only lay the foundation for 
holistic development, but also to pursue sustainability. Research by various influential theorists from 
different parts of the world and diverse schools of thought, such as Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky, Pierre 
Bourdieu, Tara Yosso, and Urie Bronfenbrenner have acknowledged the importance of context and 
quality education that focus on the holistic development of young children by empowering them with 
values, skills, and knowledge that could contribute significantly to shaping their individual potential. 

ECECfS does, however, not exist in isolation and researchers working in the field of sustainability have 
suggested that a synergy between holistic well-being and social change should be considered. The aim 
of most nations, it seems, is to transform their systems of schooling such that early childhood 
education is entrenched, formalised, universalised, and improved in terms of quality because it that 
would lead to social justice, equity, freedom, peace, and hope. It constitutes the basis on which to 
mount the cultivation of good and democratic citizens who are, inter alia, socially just, equitable, 
peaceful, hopeful, and free. Young children who have been thus exposed will become productive 
citizens promoting a democratic ethos in their communities. This special issue thus celebrates research 
that documents transformational and transformative early childhood education research. The 
understanding is that quality early childhood education should ideally bring about change in skills, 
values and behaviours that could enable young children to flourish as they move towards a more 
sustainable future. These articles report on real, practical work conducted so that social change can be 
achieved. They are all praxis oriented and largely couched within posthumanist theorisation. They 
emphasise the importance of collaborative action by teams and stakeholders in communities to 
transform early childhood education because by working collaboratively, they can address the 
complexity that is early childhood education from multilayered and multiperspectival vantage points. 
From this perspective, young learners are seen as entangled with, connected to, and responsible for 
themselves alongside the lives and habitats of all humans, nonhumans, the environment, and the 
planet. This implies going beyond locating problems solely in the individuality of the young children, 
thus blaming the victim. Rather, all articles consider the micro and the macro systems containing young 
children as a starting point to develop a nuanced understanding of the issues at hand. They reflect on 
how identity is not exclusively “centred” but is constructed in relationships with an environment made 
up of humans, not-humans, and more-than-humans. Such nuanced understandings enable these 
contributions to go beyond the anthropocentric approaches informed by humanism’s and the 
Enlightenment’s discriminatory approaches based on race, gender, and social class. The posthumanist 
theorisation suffusing the entire issue enables the articles herein to go beyond the limited confines of 
that which is human to focus on relationalities as being critical in determining identity, challenges, and 
solutions to performance in learning. In short, the articles herein address real-life problems using 
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versions of actions and participatory action research involving communities larger than the school- or 
learning-centred interaction of stakeholders, and thus giving them more traction. 

In pursuance of the above, Ashnie Mahadew in her article titled “Reimagining Inclusion in Early 
Childhood Care and Education: A Posthuman Perspective,” argues that despite global and national 
imperatives to build an inclusive society, incidences of discrimination based on numerous marginalised 
identity markers are widely reported. According to her, the early years are an ideal moment for 
children to form initial attitudes towards different groups of people. In fact, the early years are 
regarded as a means for social and economic transformation, according to the South African National 
Development Plan. This article is portion of a study on a group of ECCE teachers and teacher trainers 
who explored inclusion using a participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) design. Eight 
members formed an action learning set and engaged in mutual and collaborative learning to transform 
their learning environments to become more inclusive. Data were generated in two iterative cycles 
using a baseline questionnaire, reflective journals, and purposeful conversations. Underpinned by the 
posthumanist perspective, the findings highlight that diversity needs to be regarded as a strength to 
be valued, rather than as an impediment. The findings also suggest the need for collectivism in 
opposition to individualism, and a reconfiguration of the child’s identity as posthuman. The study thus 
contributes to positive outcomes by identifying ways of positively transforming early learning 
environments to become more inclusive. This can not only lead to a more democratic and socially just 
learning environment but contribute to wider positive societal change.  

Stef Esterhuizen, Martie Uys, and Nomsa Mohosho take the argument further in their article, “Parent–
Practitioner Collaboration to Support Sustainable Development in Early Years Education.” Their view 
is that children’s health care, education, social services, and nutrition are at risk due to the 
environmental, health, social, political, and economic threats that the world faces. Their article stems 
from a research project in five ECD centres in South Africa, and focuses on parent–practitioner 
collaboration for sustainable development in early years education. Using a qualitative approach, they 
followed a PALAR design to answer their main research question: “How can parent–practitioner 
collaboration support education for sustainable development in the early years?” Participants formed 
an action learning set (ALS) in which they acted as co-researchers and equal partners to construct their 
own meanings in order to advocate for social change. Data were collected in the ALS during Cycle 3 of 
the PALAR process. They relied on transcribed, recorded ALS discussions and photovoice activities to 
generate data, and used thematic content analysis to collaboratively analyse the data. Their findings 
disclose that education for sustainable development is possible when parents and practitioners 
collaborate. 

Furthermore, Makeresemese Qhosola’s study in her article titled “Early Childhood Education and Care 
Towards Sustainable Academic Performance in Accounting,” aimed to design a strategy to improve the 
academic performance of early childhood education and care (ECEC) learners in mathematics, thence 
accounting, in a sustainable manner. Although accounting is not taught as a separate subject to 
mathematics at the ECEC level, in the article, she focused on those aspects of mathematics that link 
directly with central learning areas in accounting. She used participatory action research, and 
posthuman theory framed the study. Multistakeholder participation was used to encourage five key 
skills of the 21st century (collaboration, communication, compassion, critical thinking, and creativity) 
in the learners as co-researchers in order to promote sustainability in the learning of mathematics in 
ECEC as basis for accounting in the future 

Moeketsi Tlali, in his article titled, “Towards Developing a Science-Language Learning Programme for 
the Equality of Sustainable Learning Opportunities for Young Children” notes that it is imperative to 
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offer equal quality learning opportunities for young children at both deprived and advantaged ECD 
centres. To this end, he argues, substantive involvement by young children in the envisioned quality 
learning that should take place, even in constrained contexts, warrants thoughtful exploration. 
Consequently, his study investigated the development of young children's communication and 
mathematical skills to explore the affordances of the South African National Curriculum Framework 
for children from birth to 4 years in relation to incorporating science concepts. His proposition for 
privileging science concepts relevant to early learning and development areas of the curriculum 
framework was premised on the urge to respond to young children's current learning needs, and to 
make learning in the future sustainable. The team adopted a participatory action research design, 
undergirded by principles of intra-relationality, to develop an assessment and activity plan consistent 
with their proposition. Using the principles of free attitude interviews and brainstorming as 
techniques, rich qualitative data were generated during meetings, workshops, and reflection sessions 
with study team member participants. The team made the following observations and findings: the 
transition of young children from ECD to Grade R is marred by challenges that make the learning of 
young children beyond ECD unsustainable because of the absence of continual communication 
between the ECD and Grade R teachers and, to some extent, between the parents (home) and the 
ECDC. Through the knowledge gained from regular participatory action-oriented meetings, workshops, 
and reflections, the study contributed to the development of participants and benefited the ECDC 
involved in this study in several respects. 

Ncamisile Mthiyane, Dipolelo Malema, and Nompumelelo Madonda took the matter further in their 
article titled, “Promoting the Well-Being of Supervisors for Sustainable Early Childhood Development 
in an Informal Settlement.” They contend that ECD centres are strategically positioned to create quality 
early learning opportunities that prepare children for adulthood, providing the necessary holistic 
sustainable learning. However, many ECD facilities in the informal settlements in South Africa function 
under a variety of psychosocial and contextual challenges that impact directly on the well-being of 
supervisors and practitioners. This study explored the need to enable, and the ways to relationally 
promote, the well-being of supervisors. Underpinned by posthumanism, and consistent with 
participatory action learning and action research cycles, they recognised that the challenges facing 
humanity today require new understandings and responsive solutions, which include engagements 
and contributions with and by nonhuman relationalities for sustainable early childhood learning. They 
further argue that focus on the promotion of the well-being of ECD supervisors in informal settlements 
is crucial. Data generation was conducted with an action team of six participants, that is, three ECD 
supervisors and three researchers utilising reflective drawings and group meetings that provided 
opportunities for action and reflection. A critical thematic analysis of data concluded that innovative 
collaborative ways to solve own problems in own contexts utilising responsive solutions promotes 
social change. An adaption to the decentralisation of supervisors’ power using interdisciplinary 
interventions makes communities feel responsible, valued, and accountable for the ECD centres—
thus, relational interconnections are improved at human and nonhuman levels. This study has the 
potential to contribute to the well-being of supervisors, which may filter down to improved well-being 
for teachers and learners, resulting in sustainable ECD in informal settlements. 

Finally, Fran Hughes with her article titled, “Early Childhood Educators’ Professional Learning for 
Sustainability Through Action Research in Australian Immersive Nature Play Programmes,” provides 
insights into how action research influenced the movement of Australian early childhood educator’s 
worldviews, identities, and their agency in relation to education for sustainability (EfS) in natural 
outdoor settings. This was integral to a larger study that explored early childhood educators’ 
understandings of a nature–sustainability nexus and its influence on their pedagogies in Australian 
immersive nature play programmes. The findings indicated personal transformations for some 
participants as individuals and as teams of early childhood professionals resulting in new discourses 
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for EfS—with others engaging in an ongoing journey of disrupting dominant anthropocentric ways of 
thinking.  

This special issue closes with a book review and conference report. The book, Critical Issues in 
Professional Development: Situated Knowledges from South Africa edited by Hasina Banu Ebrahim and 
Vitallis Chikoko, presents perspectives on professional learning and development in early childhood 
development, education, and care in South Africa. In her review, Glynnis Daries emphasises the need 
for collective ownership and approaches to professional development and learning, as well as 
promotion of the participatory rights of children. The book features various authors discussing 
constructs of professional development, pedagogy, sources of teacher knowledge, child participation, 
multigrade teaching, teacher identity, and curriculum change. She makes it clear that this book is a 
powerful contribution to building contextually relevant and responsive professional development 
opportunities for practitioners, teachers, managers, mentors, and policymakers in South Africa. 

Lastly, Mariëtte Koen presents a report on the 30th European Early Childhood Education Research 
Association (EECERA) annual conference, Cultures of Play: Actors, Affordances and Arenas, in Glasgow. 
The event welcomed over 900 researchers from around the world to explore how cultures shape play 
in early childhood across time and space. In her welcoming address, Chris Pascal (president of EECERA) 
expressed her gratitude that delegates could come together again after Covid-19 kept them apart for 
two years. The four keynote speakers explored various aspects of play including, the use of digital 
technologies, Scotland's approach to practice-to-policy-to-practice, the importance of time in early 
childhood education and care, and teachers' participation in dramatic play. Delegates also engaged in 
special interest group presentations and visited nurseries to learn from practitioners. 

The articles in this issue deepen and privilege the importance of social justice, equity, freedom, peace, 
and hope. They are praxis oriented and largely couched within a posthumanist theorisation. Their 
message is that there is a synergy between holistic well-being and social change, which should be 
acknowledged through collaborative action by teams, stakeholders, and communities. 
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Abstract  

Despite global and national imperatives to build an inclusive society, incidences of 
discrimination on the basis of numerous marginalised identity markers are widely reported. 
The early years are an ideal moment for children to form initial attitudes towards different 
groups of people. In fact, the early years are regarded as a means for social and economic 
transformation, according to the South African National Development Plan. This article is a 
segment of a study on a group of early childhood care and education teachers and teacher 
trainers who explored inclusion using a participatory action learning and action research 
design. Eight members formed an action learning set and engaged in mutual and collaborative 
learning to transform their learning environments to become more inclusive. Data were 
generated in two iterative cycles using a baseline questionnaire, reflective journals, and 
purposeful conversations. Underpinned by the posthumanist perspective, the findings 
highlight that diversity needs to be regarded as a strength to be valued, rather than as an 
impediment. The findings also suggest the need for collectivism in opposition to individualism, 
and a reconfiguration of the child’s identity as posthuman. The study thus contributes to 
positive outcomes by identifying ways to transform early learning environments to become 
more inclusive. This not only leads to a more democratic and socially just learning 
environment but also contributes to wider positive societal change.  
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Introduction 

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 4 calls for young children to have access to high 
quality care and education services provided by qualified professionals (Mérida-Serrano et al., 2020). 
This recognises quality early education as a powerful means to positively transform the world (Engdahl 
& Furu, 2022). Creating an inclusive learning environment is regarded as one way of ensuring a quality 
early years programme (Aubert et al., 2017). To become inclusive, teachers need to be prepared to 
continually learn and adapt to ever changing situations—they need to invent and reinvent themselves 
because the process of inclusion is dynamic and evolving (Cologon, 2019; Winter & Raw, 2010). Aligned 
with these ideas of the ongoing evolution and adaptation to change, a posthumanist orientation 
(Murris, 2016) offers a unique perspective on understanding inclusion. This study explored a 
posthuman influence on concepts of diversity, collectivism, and child identity, which are by no means 
exhaustive as elements to promote inclusive early learning spaces.  

Inclusion 

In keeping with the Salamanca Statement, this study adopted a broad view of inclusion that calls for 
equal opportunities and access for diverse learners, including diversities in race, skin colour, gender, 
sexual orientation, trauma, learning styles, and disability (United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organisation, 1994). The practice of inclusion is regarded as context-specific, without a 
universally accepted definition or standardised set of procedures that must be followed (Krischler et 
al., 2019). 

Firstly, research on inclusion emphasises that teachers need to understand diversity as an element 
that accommodates all kinds of differences, not just disability. Diversity is complex and intersectional 
given that groups of people may be classified into multiple identity categories comprising race, 
language, gender, socioeconomic status, and ability that can result in marginalisation (Mentis & 
Kearney, 2018). In fact, the Policy on Minimum Requirements for Programmes Leading to 
Qualifications in Higher Education for Early Childhood Development Educators (Department of Higher 
Education and Training, 2017) lists basic competencies for professionally qualified early childhood 
development teachers. The competencies listed emphasise that teachers need to have an 
understanding of, and need to be able to critically analyse, the complex and differentiated nature of 
South African society. Additionally, they need to learn to work in creative ways to facilitate the diverse 
challenges encountered by young children and their families. Despite this, concerns regarding teacher 
understanding of diversity provide a significant challenge in the promotion of inclusion (Hummel & 
Engelbrecht, 2018; Kaldi et al., 2018; Reygan et al., 2018). 

Secondly, research indicates relationship building with families and communities may be an important 
means to promote an inclusive learning space. When families and communities feel welcomed and 
have a say in the governance of an institution, exclusion is reduced (Beveridge, 2013). Teachers can 
teach without understanding the child’s background or their family situation. However, the South 
African Schools Act (Republic of South Africa, 1996) stipulated that parents should be in partnership 
with schools as part of a school governing body (SGB). Yet, despite the existence of the SGB in South 
African public schools, the involvement of parents remains a concern (Moodly, 2019; Sibanda, 2020). 
Evidently, teachers need to be aware of the rich resource that parents and community provide in their 
journey towards inclusive education. 
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Thirdly, research also indicates that inclusive learning spaces move away from the traditional teaching 
methods where the teacher is the sole provider of knowledge and the child is a passive recipient (de 
Sousa et al., 2019; Meyer, 2018). In the early years, play offers an opportunity for children to choose 
freely and learn by trial and error at their own pace (Wong & Kasari, 2012). For example, in a study on 
children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder, Papacek et al. (2015) found that play practice 
offered a successful strategy for the promotion of inclusion in educational settings. In fact, play is an 
optimal means for children to grow and develop in the early years (Jensen et al., 2019; Kinard et al., 
2020; Saracho, 2020; Zosh et al., 2019). Despite this recognition of play as a valuable tool in the 
promotion of inclusion and a medium for learning, findings in a recent census in the South African 
education sector revealed that the daily programmes allocated little time for play, and that resources 
to facilitate play were largely lacking in centres (Department of Basic Education, 2022). Furthermore, 
the sector is plagued with schoolification—where play takes a back seat at the expense of real learning 
(Ebrahim et al., 2019; Ring et al., 2020). School systems place pressure on the early years “as a 
preparation place for school instead of preparation for life” (Bipath & Theron, 2020, p. 227). Seemingly, 
schoolification disregards the child’s voice and agency as a capable and active learner. 

For this article, we therefore highlight that teachers may create inclusive centres by understanding 
diversity, building partnerships with stakeholders in the sector, and emancipating the child as an agent 
in their learning.  

Context of Study 

The study focused on the experiences of six early childhood care and education (ECCE) teachers who 
worked with children aged from birth to 4 years (Harrison, 2020) and two ECCE practitioner trainers. 
The South African government has earmarked early childhood development (ECD) as a means to 
alleviate the cycle of poverty in its National Development Plan for 2030 (Republic of South Africa, 
2012). Despite this, the sector is plagued by wicked problems including unequal access to quality care 
and education facilities, unclear roles of teachers, poor infrastructure and funding from government, 
and the ineffective teaching of children with special educational needs (Khumalo, 2022). Also of 
concern, is that 90 per cent of the ECD workforce remains un- or underqualified. Studies (e.g., Henry 
& Namhla, 2020) have highlighted that the diverse nature of children in early childhood education 
classes requires teachers with specialised knowledge, skills, and competencies to design daily routines 
that promote the early well-being and inclusion of children. Indeed, creating inclusive learning spaces 
is an indicator of a quality ECCE programme (Underwood et al., 2012), which requires a specialised skill 
set for teachers to enable the access, participation, and achievement of all children, irrespective of 
marginalisation.  

Theoretical Perspective 

This study is supported by salient concepts drawn from a posthumanist perspective. To better 
understand posthumanism (after humanism), it is essential to first explore the humanist perspective—
a way of looking at what it is to be human (Barden, 2020). The humanist movement brought the Middle 
Ages to an end with a change to thinking more centred on humans as the measure of all things (Snaza 
& Weaver, 2014). This was evident in the art forms and literature of the Renaissance period (Moran, 
2018). In keeping with humanist ideas in ancient Greece, Leonardo da Vinci created a drawing of the 
Vitruvian Man as a perfect specimen of humanity—male, able-bodied, bourgeoisie and White—
situated at the centre of the universe (Braidotti, 2013). Posthuman perspectives challenge these 
Western anthropocentric ideas and reimagine the concept of what it is to be human (Barden, 2020). 
Posthumanism perspectives reject the rigid boundaries between human, animal, nature, and machine 
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and, relevant to this study, emphasise that race, gender, or class can no longer define what it is to be 
human (Haraway, 1985).  

Posthumanism is a broad philosophical school with various interpretations in different disciplines. It is 
not possible to elaborate on all aspects of posthumanism in this article. I therefore draw on three 
salient principles of posthuman theories that are relevant to this study on inclusion. Firstly, posthuman 
perspectives adopt a worldview in which ideas about the perfect human need to be subverted. In other 
words, humanism’s ideal human—male, able-bodied, White, and bourgeoisie—needs to be 
challenged. Posthumanism calls for the restructuring of our ideas about diverse groups that are 
othered, and where marginalised identity markers are seen as a norm rather than as a deviation 
(Barden, 2020). Therefore, it follows that instead of fixing people to be assimilated (Reygan eta al., 
2018) into standardised ideas of “normal,” we need to reject this idea of normal. Diversity then, is not 
seen as a problem or deviation but as a rich resource that enhances the early learning environment. 
Secondly, posthumanism emphasises interconnectedness with others as well as collective, rather than 
individual, achievements (Braidotti, 2013). This implies that learners, teachers, families, and 
communities all need to work together to create inclusive early learning spaces. Thirdly, 
posthumanism contests Western dominant, ageist, child development discourses, in which the child is 
seen as a lesser human or a marginalised other (Murris, 2019). These ageist discourses exclude because 
the child is seen as a human in the making, waiting to become an adult, whereas posthumanism 
emphasises the being child as an already active agent in their learning and development.  

This study thus aims to explore inclusion by adopting a posthumanist perspective in the early learning 
environment. The research reported here is part of a larger study on inclusion in early childhood care 
and education (Mahadew, 2022) that has been revisited through a posthumanist lens. This study is 
informed by the following questions: 

 What is the current situation regarding inclusion in the early learning environment? 
 How do we adopt a posthuman perspective to transform the learning environment 

to become more inclusive?  

Methodology 

This article reports on a segment of a virtual learning participatory workshop held with six ECCE 
practitioners and two ECCE practitioner trainers who were purposively selected to participate in the 
study according to who could best inform the research objectives and enhance an understanding of 
the phenomenon under study (Maree, 2016). The research was carried out virtually due to the 
restrictions of the Covid-19 pandemic. The participants were all associated with a training centre that 
was established in 1996 as a community-based nonprofit ECD organisation. The research site provides 
training for ECCE practitioners and caregivers working with babies, toddlers, and young children in 
different settings in both isiZulu and English language mediums. The six teachers were registered or 
prospective students, and the trainers were employees of the organisation at the time (Table 1). This 
group that worked together on real challenges in their environments, and used their individual 
knowledge and skills to facilitate deeper learning, became known as an action learning set (Morrison, 
2017). The study employed the participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) design 
(Luthuli, 2019; Wood, 2020) that seeks to develop the agency of research participants by drawing from 
their strengths to facilitate positive change in their relevant contexts.  
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Table 1: Biographical Details of Research Participants 

RESEARCH 
PARTICIPANT 

AGE GENDER WORK 
EXPERIENCE 

OCCUPATION QUALIFICATION 

Research 
Participant 1 

22  Female Teacher, 2 years ECCE teacher  NQF LEVEL 4 ECD 
certificate 

Research 
Participant 2 

28  Female Centre owner and 
teacher, 
 7 years 

ECCE teacher  Bachelor of 
Education student 
NQF LEVEL 5 ECD 
certificate 

Research 
Participant 3 

27  Female Teacher, 4 years and 
trainer, 2 years 

ECCE teacher & 
trainer 

NQF LEVEL 5 ECD 
certificate 

Research 
Participant 4 

34  Female Teacher, 12 years and 
trainer and assessor, 
4 years 

ECCE teacher, 
trainer and 
assessor 

NQF LEVEL 6 ECD 
certificate 

Research 
Participant 5 

59  Female Teacher, 20 years ECCE teacher  Matric 
Prospective 
student 

Research 
Participant 6 

26  Female Teacher, 5 years ECCE teacher  NQF LEVEL 4 ECD 
certificate 

Research 
Participant 7 

28  Female Teacher, 7 years ECCE teacher  Matric 
Prospective 
student 

Research 
Participant 8 

42  Female Teacher, 14 years ECCE teacher  NQF LEVEL 6 ECD 
certificate 

 
PALAR research design is “a conceptual integration of lifelong action learning and participatory action 
research” (Zuber-Skerritt, 2015, p. 1). In essence, PALAR is research that benefits the community, 
resulting in the enhancement of knowledge, skills, or values of the research participants. The in-depth 
study took place in iterative cycles of research and learning, however, for this article, only the first and 
second research questions are addressed (see Figure 1). For each cycle, the research followed the plan, 
act, observe, and reflect steps used in the action research genre (Wood, 2020; Zuber-Skerritt, 2001). 
In Cycle 1, participants were presented with a baseline questionnaire that served to identify the 
current situation (Ojageer, 2019) in terms of inclusion at their centres. Stemming from the analysis of 
the baseline questionnaire, the principal researcher then identified areas that required greater 
understanding. Participants were also encouraged to provide input and critique the responses 
presented on the questionnaires. In this way, during the action step, areas of need were identified and 
discussed collaboratively in the group. Because this paper reports on part of a larger study on inclusion 
(Mahadew, 2022), only three prominent concerns, namely, understandings of diversity, the need for 
collectivism, and the need to promote the agency of the child are discussed in this article. During the 
action stage, the participants were presented with the above prominent concerns, and collaborative 
discussions enabled further learning. As part of the learning in PALAR, participants were also coached 
further regarding these prominent concerns using slides, videos, and simple readings prepared by the 
principal researcher in this step. The above steps led to observation, and collaborative and individual 
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reflections that were recorded in each participant’s reflective journal. The reflections also shaped the 
next cycle of learning. 

Figure 1: The PALAR Process (adapted from Mahadew, 2022) 

  

The second research question informed the second cycle of inquiry and learning. The participants were 
asked how they could transform the learning environment to become more inclusive. During the 
planning phase, each participant chose an area to focus on, and researched how to improve their 
learning environments to become more inclusive. During the action step, each participant presented 
to the entire group, an image in the form of a drawing or photograph with a caption that highlighted 
their ideas. Participants observed the images, added to the captions, and recorded the lessons learnt 
in a reflective journal.  

For this article, data were generated using baseline questionnaires, reflective journals, and purposeful 
conversations. First, the baseline questionnaire was handed to the participants at the beginning of 
Cycle 1 in order to ascertain their knowledge prior to the start of the PALAR project. The questionnaire 
comprised 60 questions that the ALS ticked and commented on. Similar to Ojageer (2019), the principal 
researcher drew up the questionnaire, which aimed to identify gaps in knowledge, areas of strength, 
and serve as a point of departure for future cycles of inquiry. Secondly, data were generated using 
reflective journals, which enhanced participants’ critical thinking skills and assimilation. These are 
cornerstones for professionals to reflect upon their practice (Göker, 2016). After each cycle, 
participants completed a reflective journal, which guided processes for the following cycle. Thirdly, 
purposeful conversations were carried out on a WhatsApp group, which enabled the triangulation of 
data and facilitated probing to generate a greater depth of information as the participants were able 
to clarify their thoughts and feelings (Neethling, 2015). Essentially, these were records of informal 
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conversations done by the participants throughout the research cycles. For this article, the three 
sources of data were transcribed and then analysed using critical thematic analysis. 

The process of critical thematic analysis began with the identification of repeated words and phrases 
in the data set to reveal possible themes (Wright & Orbe, 2003). Recurring meanings were identified 
in the data set, which were then linked to broader ideologies relating to inclusive education. Following 
this, the third criterion of forcefulness identified the use of uppercase, italics, and various punctuation 
marks to reveal critical deeper insights. After analysis, the data set was verified by the participants and 
the emergent themes were selected and aligned with the research questions in each phase.  

Ethics are norms that guide researchers to conduct their research in an acceptable and appropriate 
manner (Resnik, 2011). Such norms ensure that the research participants are protected from potential 
harm. In keeping with the university requirements, ethical clearance was received from the university 
before the data generation began. The researcher ensured that participants were aware that their 
involvement was voluntary and informed consent was signed prior to the start of the research phase. 
Participants were ensured of their anonymity, confidentiality, and safety from potential harm. Due to 
prolonged interaction between research participants, PALAR requires added dimensions of ethical 
considerations. Throughout the two research cycles, the co-researchers were consulted, and the 
development of the project remained transparent (Cohen et al., 2018; Wood, 2020) and open to 
suggestions. Decisions informing the research processes and progression through the cycles were 
decided on collaboratively by all members. 

Findings 

The following section presents the findings in the form of selected written narratives from journal 
reflections. Also included, are some excerpts from purposeful conversations in which participants built 
on each other’s ideas, resulting in a collaborative meaning making.  

Diversity as a Strength 

In Cycle 1, some of the research participants problematised diversity as a challenge in their classrooms. 
Their responses reflected that they perceived themselves to be ill equipped when children had varied 
needs, thus their understandings of diversity required revisiting. For example, one participant 
expressed feelings of frustration when a child diagnosed with hyperactivity was unable to follow 
routine. She stated during the purposeful conversations:  

There is a child in my class that is hyperactive, he doesn’t follow routine and he doesn’t do 
the work as the normal child. He is also the only child at home, so when he is around other 
children he interferes with them by pulling their hair, which makes the children feel 
uncomfortable. He doesn’t pay attention and neither can he clearly speak. He requires 
special attention by all. I by all means try to help him grow as an individual but this is 
frustrating at times. (Research Participant 1) 

Participants in the study felt they were ill equipped to manage a group of children with diverse needs 
because teaching children from diverse backgrounds requires specialised skills. The use of the word 
“normal” in the above narrative aligns with a deficit model in which difference is seen as a pathology 
requiring labelling and placement in a separate facility (Swart & Pettipher, 2016). However, inclusion 
is about accepting that all children are different and unique. Diversity exists in many forms, and 
participants were referring mainly to the inclusion of children with special educational needs. 
Therefore, participants felt that acknowledging diversity requires specialised skills. For instance, 
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Participant 5 stated that including diversity was “difficult, as I am not qualified to be an inclusive 
teacher.” Research Participant 6 echoed these sentiments during purposeful conversations regarding 
the absence of required skills to embrace diversity, and she preferred to avoid certain topics because 
school managers and parents were not happy for teachers to address sensitive issues of exclusion 
based on gender or sexual orientation: 

Being a newly qualified teacher, I have little knowledge of diversity and I feel that 
something I say may offend certain groups—so I stay away from these topics that may 
cause problems with school managers or fussy parents. 

After the group’s collaborative learnings and reflections, participants held a more positive view of 
diversity as something that was a norm rather than a deviation. Research Participant 2 reflected on 
her personal experiences of diversity as a strength (Christenson, 2021). The diversity in her family was 
not something that was easily accepted by society, and she was able to move past this and see the 
value of coming from a culturally diverse family background. In Cycle 2, she remarked in her journal: 

I see that the diversity in my family allows for me to be able to have a better understanding 
of those around me. My cultural background is diverse as my grandfather was Muslim and 
my grandmother a Hindu. This not only encourages me to respect all religions but also 
teaches me about them both. These life experiences help me to understand and accept 
differences in people. (Research Participant 2) 

Research Participant 3 reflected that the presence of diversity at an early age created greater respect 
for people who are different and added, “when the children get to play and learn with children who 
are different, from a young age they learn how to behave in a respectful way to others.” Research 
Participant 6 reflected in her journal:  

Everyone is different and each one brings different strengths to the table . . . yes 
discussions about acceptance are very important and to make children understand that 
no one person is the same. Like a box of crayons, each colour is different—we all 
complement each other and that is what makes the world a better place. Having posters 
and charts as visuals [are good], but communicating about diversity is important. 

Also in Cycle 2, participants demonstrated a deeper understanding of diversity. Suggesting that 
diversity exists in homogenous groups, Research Participant 1 remarked that “even among a group of 
people who look similar, we still have differences: differences in language, ability, or religions.” Hence, 
in Cycle 2, participants seemed to have a clearer understanding of diversity, and expressed a need to 
communicate about diversity. 

Inclusion is a Collaborative Effort 

When people of diverse backgrounds collaborate with each other, they build positive relationships and 
learn to communicate effectively, show greater empathy to others, and work towards a common 
purpose. Following the analysis of the baseline questionnaire, it was apparent that there was a lack of 
collaboration between ECD centres and their community. Participants indicated that parents had no 
say in deciding the policies of their centres and that ECCE teachers, assistants, and leaders seldom 
worked collaboratively. Furthermore, parents were discouraged from visiting centres, except for 
meetings to discuss the child’s progress, and community members were not involved in the life of their 
centres. In terms of building relationships among staff, all co-researchers remarked on the lack of 
team-building exercises to enhance staff relationships. The above messages from participants 
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suggested a need for purposeful relationship-building activities to foster an inclusive learning space. 
Echoing this, Research Participant 3 stated during conversations, “I need to learn more about how to 
teach in a way that is inclusive and how to involve the community and family in the centre.” 

In Cycle 2, following their learnings and reflections, participants suggested that schools function as a 
microcosm of a larger society (Brown & Sekimoto, 2017) and the early learning environment in ECCE 
is an initial space for building partnerships with parents and community. Research Participant 4 
provided the following reflection in her journal on how creating partnerships with families enabled her 
to understand the child better: 

It helps us to do our jobs better. Knowing those around us helps us to understand them 
better. Building relationships with families helps us to know more about a child and what 
background they come from. This can assist us in identifying any problems that occur 
during learning, we would be able to tell if the distracted nature is due to problems at 
home or a learning difficulty.  

Participants also alluded to the importance of collaborative problem solving and the need for parents 
to take the lead in fund raising initiatives: 

Building relationships creates an atmosphere where if there is a problem, you are not 
alone because there are others that can assist. Having relationships can assist the centre 
in so many ways, e.g. fund-raising events or if the centre needs sponsors, etc. (Research 
Participant 1) 

In addition, children can be developed holistically if they are given opportunities to work with others. 
Research Participant 3 remarked: 

We can improve our relationships using group work. This encourages a child’s social 
development. It is important for children to work with others so we can observe their social 
skills and if they are selfish or not. We can use that to teach them sharing and good social 
skills. 

Just as children are encouraged to work with their peers, participants felt that teachers also needed to 
make a concerted effort to build relationships of trust with the children. In this way, the ECCE learning 
space becomes a safe space for children. Aligned with this, Research Participant 2 stated during 
conversations that: 

We can build relationships with children by making them feel safe by not pointing fingers 
or shouting at them, but taking the time to hear and help them. 

Furthermore, teachers themselves cannot work in silos because teamwork is an essential aspect of the 
profession. Participant 4 noted during conversations: 

Our co-workers can also assist us to be better educators. They can share ideas that work 
in their classrooms, as well as what does not work well for them. This will in turn better 
our teaching methods. 

Hence, in Cycle 2, participants seemed to have a clearer understanding of the need to work 
collaboratively with other people in order to create an inclusive learning space. 
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Learning through Play 

The objective of schoolification focuses on achieving school readiness as a central activity of ECCE 
(Ebrahim et al., 2019). However, learning through play is an integral part of a quality early years 
programme with many benefits—including the creation of an inclusive learning environment. It is 
through play that young children learn and develop, as well as make sense of the world around them. 
However, research participants indicated that outdoor activities get in the way of real learning and 
raised concerns about play distracting the children from “real” learning. Following learnings in Cycle 2, 
research participants challenged this false dichotomy of play versus learning.  

In Cycle 2, the ALS stated the importance of a flexible approach in the early years. For instance, 
Research Participant 5 mentioned that:  

The National Curriculum Framework is a flexible curriculum. In my opinion, it is inclusive 
as children learn at their own pace through play. The ELDAs are a guide for teachers and 
teachers may integrate their themes into the different development areas. The age groups 
are a guide for the teacher and the teacher must work according to the children she 
teaches. All children are not at the same level—even those who are the same age. 

Play was also identified as a means for children to develop in all domains, and teachers were able to 
ascertain the child’s emotional status and identify red flags: 

I believe learning through play is vital. A simple game for example, if a child is playing and 
cooking, they are learning how to count because they think about what ingredients they 
are going to use. The teacher will be able to pick up children’s emotions and behaviour 
while they play. If a child is playing with a doll and she keeps hitting the doll, it can be a 
warning sign and there is an opportunity for the teacher to learn more about the child. 
(Research Participant 7) 

The importance of play was also echoed by Participant 5 in her journal: 

Learning through play is an important part of a child's early development. Playing helps 
young children's brains to develop and for their language and communication skills to 
mature. They [play] teach[es] young children about communication, develop their motor 
skills and help with problem-solving. For me, play is the work of children. It consists of 
those activities performed for self-amusement that have behavioural, social and 
psychomotor rewards. It is child-directed, and the rewards come from within the individual 
child; it is enjoyable and spontaneous and should be lots of fun, which encourages children 
to learn through their senses. 

Research Participant 8 emphasised how play assisted teachers in identifying strengths and weaknesses 
of learners during their observation of play, and highlighted the importance of play in the development 
of self-confidence of the children: 

Play is important for a child’s development, as it is through that, that a teacher can 
recognise a child’s strength and weakness. Play also helps with the confidence of a child. 
Play is how children learn. 

In addition, teachers can intervene during fantasy play or role-play to find teachable moments to 
challenge stereotypes and bias:  
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The teacher can use the fantasy play to teach inclusive education by encouraging girls to 
play with cars or commonly known “boys toys" and encourage boys to play cooking or with 
dolls and ensure that you tell them it is okay for them to play with the toys. (Research 
Participant 4) 

During play, children choose their activities and this is an important aspect of respecting the child’s 
agency. Research Participant 2 explained during conversations: 

Children feel that they own their learning when they have a chance to choose their own 
games to play and make their own rules. By doing that, children will feel a sense of 
ownership. 

Hence, in Cycle 2, participants seemed to have a deeper understanding of the need for a play-based 
curriculum that respects the autonomy of children. 

Discussion of Findings 

The above discussion identified three salient findings that are relevant to understanding inclusion using 
a posthumanist perspective. The discussion that follows attempts to synthesise the results from Cycles 
1 and 2, the theoretical underpinning, and the PALAR design in order to understand posthumanist 
perspectives of inclusion in the early learning environment. 

Diversity as an Expectation and Strength 

The original foundation of inclusion has always been humanist given that educational institutions are 
expected to embrace a shared humanity (Naraian, 2020). However, in recent years, these concepts of 
human rights and equality have come under scrutiny as the concept of human is aligned with 
dominance over other beings that inhabit the planet, including those who are considered subhuman 
due to marginalised identity markers. With the hegemonic Vitruvian man at the centre of creation in 
our history, we see the inhumane effects of colonisation, patriarchy, and slavery by those who 
dominate. Moving away from humanism, diversity needs to be reconceptualised as the rule—similar 
to the box of crayons mentioned by Participant 6 where every colour has a critical role in creating the 
picture. Every different crayon makes a unique contribution to the overall picture. In a similar way, 
diversity needs to be embraced and society needs to thrive on difference rather than similarity. In 
Cycle 1, most participants initially regarded diversity as a deviation from the norm and therefore saw 
it as a challenge and problem in their learning environments. Following their discussions and 
collaborative learning, personal experiences were shared that aligned with posthumanist beliefs of 
diversity in a more optimistic light (Barden, 2020). In this posthumanist perspective, human identity is 
constantly in flux and the perfect representation of the ideal human specimen in the Vitruvian concept 
of White, bourgeoisie, male, and able-bodied, is challenged (Braidotti, 2013).  

Rethinking the Individualism and Superiority of the Human  

A humanist perspective is based on the premise that the human is an autonomous and capable 
individual who is able to navigate through life successfully, based on their individual capabilities. A 
posthumanist perspective however gives credit to the relationships that are fostered while the human 
attempts to navigate through life. The “post” indicates a rethinking of the individualism and superiority 
of the human in our worldly relations (Keeling & Lehman, 2018, p. 5). Similarly, in Cycle 1, the narratives 
were centred on individualism because parents were not encouraged to make meaningful 
contributions to the running of the centre. Managers and teachers were in superior positions as policy 
makers, whereas parents were invited as mere guests on certain occasions. Following the learning and 
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collaborative discussions, participants highlighted a change by focusing on building relationships 
between children, with families and communities, and by networking with colleagues. Posthumanist 
thinking emphasises not just the interconnectedness of people with nature and animals, but 
codependency and symbiotic relationships with fellow human beings. Thus moving away from 
individualism—da Vinci’s Vitruvian man therefore no longer belongs at the centre of the universe 
(Braidotti, 2013). A posthumanist thinker understands that they are part of a bigger picture, accepts 
their individual roles, but also interacts with others in a way that leads to the greater good and 
sustainability of everyone and everything. This perspective would signify the fostering of interaction 
between all stakeholders and the fostering of relationships of trust, irrespective of differences in the 
early learning space. Aligned with the beliefs of collectivism, the PALAR research design emphasises 
relationship building among participants, epistemic democracy that values the knowledge created by 
practitioners in the field, as well as a collaborative meaning-making. 

 Recognition of the Posthuman Child 

Posthumanism calls for teachers to adopt a pedagogy that seeks a shift from didactic teaching 
practices, disruption of what counts as knowledge and authority of the teacher as the knowledge giver, 
and a shift in power relationships in the learning space. Here, the child is an active thinker and a 
resourceful constructor of knowledge (Murris, 2019). Cycle 1 conceptualised the becoming child as a 
passive recipient of knowledge, controlled by adults and the requirements of the curriculum to develop 
cognitively and to become ready for school—in opposition to the being child. The becoming child was 
constructed as lacking or incomplete, due to age discrimination. This concept of age discrimination is 
challenged by ideas of the posthuman child (Murris, 2019). Cycle 2 however emphasised the being 
child as an active participant who is fully human and able to own their learning by interacting in an 
assemblage of varied play activities. The posthuman child is therefore capable of learning through play 
and taking charge as an active enquirer. This child is able to make choices and develop the agency to 
take control of their own learning. Deconstructing the false dichotomy of play versus learning 
therefore aligns with posthuman constructions of early childhood identity because play is learning in 
the early years. During play, the child makes sense of the world, and important values are learnt 
regarding difference. In this posthuman worldview, standardisation cannot exist because the child’s 
individuality is valued. Given that learning is a complex process, the child may select their own path 
during play in keeping with a rhizomatic learning perspective (Murris, 2019). It follows that teachers, 
even with differentiated instruction, activities, and assessment, may still be unable to accommodate 
the individual needs, interests, and contexts of each individual child. In keeping with these ideas of a 
rhizomatic curriculum, the outcomes of PALAR are difficult to predict because they are the product of 
a collaborative meaning-making controlled by the participants rather than the researcher. PALAR 
moves away from traditional research and aligns with the posthuman perspective because the 
research participants are autonomous beings capable of constructing valuable knowledge that is 
relevant in their contexts.  

Conclusion  

The first research objective informed the first cycle and aimed to explore the state of inclusion prior to 
the research and learnings in this project. Findings suggest that participants needed to revisit their 
ideas regarding diversity, and needed to encourage relationship building and create opportunities for 
children to play more. The second research objective aimed to create a more inclusive learning space 
by addressing these concerns. Posthumanist perspectives offer valuable insights into inclusion in ECCE 
because they allow a reconceptualisation of diversity as a strength, the value of collectivism over 
individuality in the journey to inclusion, and emancipate the child as an active agent in their learning. 
From a researcher’s perspective, posthumanism highlights the fluidity of the concept of inclusion given 
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that I remain engaged in a process of continually seeking new ways of becoming inclusive. As stated 
by Naraian (2020, p. 29) “the potentially liberating affordance of this approach is that it leaves all 
bodies, including ourselves as researchers, open to a continual process of becoming.”  

This research aimed to emancipate the voices of members of a marginalised sector in education. 
Aligned with posthuman philosophy, field workers became agents and solved problems that affect 
their lives. However, PALAR research requires a great deal of time and effort compared to regular 
qualitative approaches like interviews or focus group discussions. This research design requires 
commitment and buy-in from participants at the outset. With global imperatives to improve the 
sustainability of learning and movements towards enhancing collective responsibility towards the 
greater good of all humanity, animals, and nature, the posthuman perspective requires greater 
engagement and scholarship in studies on inclusion.  
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Background to the Study  

Young children globally, are the most vulnerable in the face of educational, socioeconomic, health, 
environmental, and political threats (Koen, 2021). In South Africa, the history of apartheid, together 
with the subsequent socioeconomic inequalities and detrimental impact of Covid-19 on the early 
childhood (ECD) sector, have adversely affected most South African children and deprived them of 
their basic rights to health care, education, social services, and nutrition (Ashley-Cooper et al., 2019). 
Globally, governments have recognised the urgency for sustainable development through ending 
poverty and inequality, protecting the planet, and ensuring that all people live in healthy, just, and 
prosperous environments (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation [UNESCO], 
2014).  

Education is regarded as one of the main tools to establish sustainable futures for young children 
(United Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 2015), and education for sustainability (EfS) 
attends to the need for quality education that provides opportunities to acquire knowledge, skills, 
values, and behaviours necessary for a sustainable future for all (Borg & Pramling Samuelsson, 2022). 
ECD focuses on children from birth to 7 years of age (Republic of South Africa, n.d.) and is linked to 
sustainable development because quality education—which is founded on a strong ECD sector—
strengthens individual, social, economic, and environmental quality (Ruto-Korir et al., 2020). Early 
childhood EfS is, therefore, a key enabler of sustainable development (Borg & Pramling Samuelsson, 
2022) and is considered an essential means of creating sustainable building blocks for adult lives 
(Warwick et al., 2018). Thus, the necessity to begin change for a more sustainable world and better 
future as early as the early childhood years (Borg & Pramling Samuelsson, 2022; Engdahl, 2015).  

Quality education in the early years rests on three elements, namely, the family, the school, and the 
community, and it is therefore beneficial to connect learning to these three elements (Hu & Ødegaard, 
2019). Active collaboration between parents, practitioners2, and caregivers is important for 
sustainable development, and research has shown that parental involvement in education benefits the 
child, parents, and practitioners (Ntekane, 2018). Furthermore, positive parent–practitioner 
collaboration can enhance adults’ knowledge and understanding of children and their learning 
opportunities. This, in turn, may contribute to children’s academic performance, social competencies, 
emotional well-being, and even improve school attendance (Al-Hail et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2020).  

The preceding discussion indicates that a sustainable future requires focused attention on parent–
practitioner collaboration for sustainable development (Georgeson, 2018). And, against this backdrop, 
researchers from the North-West University (NWU) embarked on a research project involving parents 
and practitioners in five ECD centres in the Sedibeng East District, Vereeniging, Gauteng, South Africa. 

 
2Practitioners work with pre-school children in South Africa and hold an NQF Level 4 certificate in ECD, an NQF Level 5 diploma 
in ECD, or an NQF Level 6 Advanced Certificate in Education; foundation phase and ECD teachers or educators obtain at least 
an NQF Level 7, Bachelor of Education in Early Childhood Care and Education Degree (Department of Higher Education and 
Training, 2017). 
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This paper explores whether parent–practitioner collaboration could support sustainable 
development in early years education.  

Literature Review  

Initially, EfS was divided into three dimensions, namely, the ecological (biophysical), economic (poverty 
reduction), and social/cultural (social justice) components (Boldermo & Ødegaard, 2019), with the 
main focus being on the ecological (or environmental) dimension (Davis & Elliot, 2014). These 
dimensions of ecology, economy, and social/cultural aspects stem from the Brundtland Report, which 
described sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland, 1987, p. 292). 
A fourth dimension, good governance, has since been added to these despite its overlap with the 
social/cultural dimension (Hägglund & Johansson, 2014). All four dimensions are important for EfS, 
which needs to go beyond its focus only on environmental education (Grindheim et al., 2019).  

EfS is critical for sustainable development because it improves quality of life; increases social 
awareness, tolerance, and justice; enhances creativity and innovation; includes capacity-building; 
improves public awareness; and aims to create literate and responsible citizens (Laurie et al., 2016). 
EfS involves an interdisciplinary approach that teaches children to learn from each other, cooperate, 
make decisions, take responsibility, and consider the consequences of their actions. As part of life-long 
learning, EfS enables parents, practitioners, and children to transform their thinking, make conscious 
decisions, and accept responsibility for social, economic, and environmental sustainability (Borg & 
Pramling Samuelsson, 2022). Transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 2000) and posthumanism 
(Blaikie et al., 2020) encourage changed perspectives and heightened awareness of the environment 
and other living beings involved with the individual. The literature has recognised context and 
education's significant influence on child development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Mahlomaholo et al., 
2022). Posthumanism affirms that difficulties do not exclusively lie within the young child alone but 
are influenced by the child’s relationships with other people, animals, the environment, and, 
ultimately, with the planet (Mahlomaholo et al., 2022). Teaching in the early years can no longer only 
be seen as the transference of knowledge from adult to child, but should provide ample opportunities 
for change, growth, and development in which children are taught a variety of skills necessary to create 
sustainable futures for themselves (Mahlomaholo et al., 2022). Early childhood education and care for 
sustainability are necessary to break the cycles of poverty, decline, and inequality (UNDP, 2015), as 
well as to change skills, values, and behaviours (Mahlomaholo et al., 2022). The literature asserts that 
young children who have been exposed to quality early childhood education and care for sustainability 
will mature into good, democratic, and productive citizens (Mahlomaholo et al., 2022) who are caring, 
capable, and responsible (Warwick et al., 2018)—all of which are characteristics that can contribute to 
sustainable development. This correlates with the transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 2000) and 
posthumanism agendas to adjust human perspectives, intellectual, physical, and psychological 
capacities towards diminishing discrimination against other humans, nonhumans, nature, the 
environment, and beyond—and to revise our thoughts and practices to bring about social change 
(Andersson, 2022; Blaikie et al., 2020).  

Research has shown that parental involvement is an inseparable part of a child’s development, and 
promotes continuity in learning and improves children's overall performance at school and beyond—
thus, leading to sustainable development (Durisic & Bunijevac, 2017; Lunga et al., 2022). When there 
is a partnership between parents and practitioners, improved academic performance is achieved 
(Epstein, 2009). Young children should be exposed to a safe, supportive, and healthy home and school 
environment where appropriate learning experiences take place to promote sustainable development 
(Durisic & Bunijevac, 2017). Parents, as the primary caregivers of young children (Jeong et al., 2021), 
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should be responsive to promoting sustainable development. Recent evidence has revealed that 
parenting intervention improves cognitive, language, motor, and socioemotional development and 
attachment aspects in the early years and reduces behaviour problems (Jeong et al., 2021). Parents, 
as their children’s first teachers, are valuable resources and are key in shaping children’s characters. 
The development of children’s personalities, self-image, values, and attitudes are greatly influenced 
by parents and significant others such as practitioners (Department of Basic Education, 2011). This is 
also in line with transformative learning theory and posthumanism, which view transformation in early 
years education as possible when stakeholders such as parents and practitioners collaborate and 
regard children as being interwoven with, and responsible for, the life and habitat of all living creatures, 
the environment, and the planet (Mahlomaholo et al., 2022).  

Although many parents recognise the importance of parental involvement, few participate in or 
volunteer for school activities. They seldom visit the school, classroom, or practitioners due to job-
related responsibilities, ignorance, lack of motivation, working hours, and other personal reasons (Al-
Hail et al., 2021). Parent–practitioner collaboration is one of the key factors in EfS (Al-Hail et al., 2021) 
and directly influences the quality of children’s learning, socioemotional, and moral dimensions. 
Parents and practitioners should find a way to collaborate to ensure sustainable futures for young 
children because this enables the children to grow and develop to their full potential. And would result 
in enhanced academic performance and lower absenteeism, repetition, drop-out rates, and 
diminished need for expensive remediation to address developmental delays and socioeconomic 
challenges later in life (Atmore et al., 2012). This is essential for equipping future generations with skills 
to understand sustainability challenges, encourage resilience, and accept social change towards 
sustainable thinking and living (UNESCO, 2014).  

In this paper, transformative learning theory linked with posthumanism was used as the theoretical 
approach to orientate the research project and guide us on aspects that could contribute to parent–
practitioner collaboration to support sustainable development in the early years.  

Theoretical Framework  

Transformative learning theory initiates change in people's thinking patterns and aims to make them 
aware of their feelings, perceptions, and understandings. Mezirow (2000) believed that adults are able 
to acquire an enhanced level of awareness about their upbringing, experiences, education, beliefs, 
feelings, and assumptions. They can evaluate these, and negate or synthesise old perspectives in 
favour of new ones to fit into the broader context of their lives. Thus, adults can critically review and 
reflect on past experiences to transform their understanding. Wang et al. (2019) described the concept 
of transformative learning as a radical change in individuals’ perspectives and views of the world that 
subsequently shapes their behaviour. Transformative learning is a process in which people reflect on 
their actions, which causes them to change their thinking and reach a different understanding of an 
experience (Wood, 2020). Transformative learning theory can serve as a tool for action to support 
parent–practitioner collaboration for sustainable development by understanding how practitioners 
and parents can work together. Most parents do not feel comfortable approaching practitioners at 
school, much less collaborating with them (Al-Hail et al., 2021). Transformative learning theory can 
help address practitioners’ and parents’ perceptions of collaboration for sustainable development in 
the early years by changing their thoughts, feelings, and actions. Our action learning set (ALS) 
interacted continually during this project, and participants were regarded as co-researchers. Mutual 
respect for each participant's diverse views, opinions, and insights led to knowledge about parents’ 
and practitioners’ views of parent–practitioner collaboration for sustainable education (Al-Hail et al., 
2021).  
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The participants were thus enabled to learn through critical self-reflection by acting on their thoughts 
and ideas (transformative learning theory) while understanding that learning in the early years not 
only relies on the individual child but is interwoven with the life and the habitats of all humans, 
nonhumans, the environment, planet, space, and entities beyond our planet—posthumanism—
(Blaikie et al., 2020). Posthumanism regards the ecosystem as an integral part of an individual where 
the micro-, meso-, exo-, macro-, and chronosystems can significantly impact any other agent or system. 
Humans and nonhumans influence one another and are not independent of the world around us 
(Blaikie et al., 2020; Bronfenbrenner, 1979). In education, we must move towards an approach in which 
we learn to value ourselves, other species, the environment, the planet, and beyond. Therefore, we 
have to go beyond locating challenges solely in the individuality of the young child and should also 
consider relationships with adults, peers, nonhumans, the wider community, and the environment 
(Blaikie et al., 2020) when helping children in the early years to develop holistically. Children should 
build the capacity to develop into reflexive learners for sustainable development, therefore, parents 
and practitioners need to consider a physical learning environment where knowledge can be co-
created by practitioners, parents, and children (Moss, 2016). This should be a collaborative journey of 
discovery rather than of content delivery. In our study, parents and practitioners collaborated to 
support sustainable development.  

Within the transformative learning and posthumanism frameworks, participants reflected on parent–
practitioner collaboration for sustainable development that could lead to social change—which 
corroborates Wood’s (2020) argument that the transformative paradigm introduces participants to 
new possibilities while examining the social reality of collaboration. This is in line with the 
posthumanism view that we can change the way we think about ourselves, other species, the 
environment, and beyond (Blaikie et al., 2020). Both paradigms advocate for transformation and 
collaboration for sustainable development.  

Research Methodology  

This research project used a qualitative approach because our participants constructed meaning and 
knowledge from their experiences (Bertram & Christiansen, 2020). Within the qualitative research 
approach, we followed a participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) design because our 
focus was on how parent–practitioner collaboration could support sustainable development in early 
years education. A PALAR design promotes participant collaboration when reflecting on the research 
questions (Wood, 2020). The ECD practitioners, parents, and NWU researchers acted as co-researchers 
in collaborative meetings and therefore formed an action learning set (ALS) in which all discussions, 
data generation, and analysis took place (Wood, 2020).  

Context of the Study  

An isiZulu-speaking Grade R facilitator from the National Department of Basic Education in the 
Sedibeng East District, Vereeniging, Gauteng, acted as the gatekeeper for this project. Her role was to 
purposively select participants, negotiate, and act as an objective mediator to enhance trust among 
the members of the ALS and ensure objectivity, as suggested by Wood (2020). The ALS consisted of 
eight co-researchers, as detailed in Table 1.  

  



 
 

22 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 12 No. 1 April 2023 

Table 1  
Biographical Details of the Members of the ALS  

Pseudonym  Gender Age Group Ethnic Group 

P1 Female 45+ Zulu 

P2 Female 35+ English  

P3 Female 35+ Basotho 

P4 Female 45+ Basotho 

P5 Male 35+ Shona 

P6 Female 45+ Afrikaans 

P7 Female 45+ Afrikaans 

P8 Female 45+ Afrikaans 

 
Although this study comprised three iterative cycles of action and reflection in which we addressed 
the research questions as discussed in Lunga et al. (2022), this paper only reports on Cycle 3. During 
Cycle 3, we developed guidelines for strengthening parent–practitioner collaboration in education for 
sustainable development. During our discussions, the need for parent–practitioner collaboration to 
strengthen the capacity for play-based learning became clear. Therefore, we conducted four online 
sessions, each lasting between 45 and 60 minutes, to assist the ALS to think of ways to promote 
parent–practitioner collaboration. The reason for conducting online sessions was due to time and 
distance constraints. We generated the data for Cycle 3 through photovoice, and recorded and 
transcribed all the discussions. 

Research Design  

With a qualitative approach as our point of departure, PALAR was utilised as research design to allow 
us to engage in mutually reinforcing partnerships between researchers, practitioners, parents, and 
others with inside knowledge or lived experiences to co-construct knowledge (see Vaughn & Jacquez, 
2020; Wood, 2020; Zuber-Skerritt, 2019). The NWU researchers’ theoretical and methodological 
expertise, combined with community members’ real-world knowledge and practical experiences, 
could enhance the quality of the research and bring about crucial change for social justice in our 
communities that could contribute to sustainable development. Zuber-Skerritt (2019) stated that 
PALAR heightens sustainability due to participants’ engagement in developing their skills and 
knowledge. This occurs as the participants realise the significance of collaboration and caring for 
others—humans, nonhumans, the environment, and beyond (Blaikie et al., 2020; Mezirow, 2000; 
Wood, 2020)—thereby respecting transformative learning theory and posthumanism.  

In the ALS, we acted as equal partners while discovering, reasoning, critically thinking about, and 
reflecting on possibilities to support parent–practitioner collaboration for sustainable development in 
early years education (Wood, 2020). Any form of participatory action research goes beyond 
understanding the research problem as all partners within the ALS advocate for change (Wood, 2020). 
Zuber-Skerritt’s (2019) three Rs (relationship, reflection, recognition) were employed to establish 
participants' collaborative and equal roles. The ALS strove to establish a supportive and trusting 
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relationship by acknowledging and accepting one another’s backgrounds. Through continual critical 
reflection, the ALS ensured that we understood and respected each other’s point of view, and provided 
recognition of the learning generated by participants by listening to and acknowledging one another’s 
viewpoints. We also adopted the seven Cs to bring about change, namely, communication, 
commitment, competence, compromise, critical self-reflection, collaboration, and coaching (Wood, 
2020). Communication was necessary to help establish relationships, ensure dialogue, promote 
learning, and encourage participants to listen to what was, and what was not, being said. Commitment 
was needed to ensure that participants accepted their responsibilities as co-researchers. Competence 
ensured that everyone felt capable of participating in the research. Compromise was necessary for 
participants’ inputs and needs to be respected and valued. Critical self-reflection was crucial to reflect 
on how participants’ feelings, thoughts, and values influenced the research process. Collaboration was 
obtained by participants working together throughout the research. Coaching was needed as 
mentoring to support one another to achieve personal and professional development. 

Data Analysis and Ethics  

For data generation and documentation, we utilised the principles of thematic content analysis 
according to Braun and Clarke’s (2013) six steps or phases. First, the collaborative data generation 
process required us to familiarise ourselves with the data by obtaining an overview of the collected 
data. Then we highlighted phrases and sentences using coding, after which we identified themes by 
categorising patterns in the codes. Thereafter, we reviewed the themes to ensure authenticity. By 
defining and naming the themes, we ensured they would be easily understood. Lastly, we 
authenticated the findings with the participants through verbatim quotations.  

To ensure the credibility of our data, we applied Herr and Anderson’s (2005) quality indicators, namely, 
outcome validity to establish the extent to which our actions resolved the research problem, process 
validity that explained how lifelong learning was advanced, democratic validity to ensure all 
participants were respected and treated equally, catalytic validity to ascertain that transformation 
took place, and dialogue validity to ensure that reflection took place. 

We received ethical clearance and permission to conduct this low risk-level research project from the 
North-West University and from the Gauteng Department of Basic Education. Because research in 
PALAR is collaborative and participatory, the participants’ responses could be anonymous. Therefore, 
we ensured anonymity by negotiating ethical issues and respecting the participants’ opinions in order 
to ensure their voices were heard. The participants were well-informed about, and committed to, 
participating in the project (see Zuber-Skerritt, 2019). They took part voluntarily and completed an 
ethical agreement before the research commenced. The participants were assured they could 
withdraw at any time if they felt uncomfortable in the research environment. The gatekeeper was 
responsible for monitoring all correspondence to ensure validity.  

An integrated presentation of our results in response to the research questions addressed in the ALS 
now follows. 

Findings and Discussion  

Verbatim statements of the participants (see Table 1) reflect the originality of the information we 
collected when we addressed the main research question, “How can parent–practitioner collaboration 
support sustainable development in early years education?” The findings show that sustainable 
development is possible when parents and practitioners collaborate. Two themes, namely, 
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“‘Unapproachable’ as a constraint towards strengthened collaboration” and “Changed perspectives as 
a contributing factor towards collaboration,” transpired from the data, as depicted in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Themes That Transpired From the Data 
 

Theme 1: “Unapproachable” as a Constraint Towards Strengthened Collaboration  

Parent–practitioner collaboration for sustainable development benefits both parents and children. 
Children who see their parents working closely with practitioners gain self-confidence and improved 
behaviour and socioemotional skills while experiencing a trusting and secure environment in which 
they can learn and grow (Al-Hail et al., 2021). According to Llamas and Tuazon (2016), parents can 
benefit from participating in an early childhood education service. These benefits include enhanced 
social support and parent learning and development, which may contribute to a sustainable future for 
families. Research has highlighted that parents play a crucial role in their children's school careers 
(Segoe & Bisschoff, 2019). However, many parents are not involved in their children’s schoolwork 
because some parents believe that practitioners disregard their knowledge. Both parents and 
practitioners perceived the other as unapproachable for various reasons. For sustainable development 
to occur, promoting parent–practitioner collaboration is important. According to Jeong et al. (2021), 
parent–practitioner collaboration is crucial to enhance parents' knowledge, parenting practices, and 
the parent–child relationship. It also enables children to develop holistically to their full potential. One 
of the parents explained her uncertainty about visiting her child’s ECD centre as follows: 

P3: I feel intimidated by practitioners and the school environment. I do not feel 
comfortable visiting my child’s practitioner. 

Despite acknowledging the importance of parental involvement, parents rarely volunteer to 
participate in school activities. One participant explained that practitioners are distant and 
unapproachable: 

P4: There is no way that I will approach my child’s practitioner. Practitioners think that we 
are not interested in our children’s performance. I am involved in my child’s learning but 
cannot find a way to visit the centre.  

She took this photo (Image 1) to illustrate how distant, unreachable, and unapproachable she 
perceived practitioners to be. 

Theme 2 
Changed 

perspectives as a 
contributing 

factor towards 
collaboration 

Theme 1  
“Unapproachable” 

as a constraint 
towards 

strengthened 
collaboration 
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Image 1: Parents’ Perception of Unapproachable Practitioners 

 

According to literature, parent–practitioner collaboration contributes to children’s performance, self-
confidence, improved behaviour and, ultimately, to education for sustainable development (Jeong et 
al., 2021). Another participant doubted that her contribution could make a difference in her child’s life 
and did not realise that the home, school, and community should all be involved in promoting EfS (Al-
Hail et al., 2021): 

P4: I am uncertain how my assistance at the centre can contribute to promoting EfS. 
Practitioners have all the knowledge. I do not feel confident to go to my child’s centre. 

Despite evidence that both parents and practitioners believe that positive parent–practitioner 
collaboration can be meaningful and enhance children’s development and academic achievement 
(Santana et al., 2016), practitioners still perceived parents as uninvolved, critical, judgemental, and not 
appreciative of their efforts to teach their children and one reported as follows: 

P2: Parents are not involved in their children’s school performance, because they think 
only us, the practitioners, are responsible to teach their children. They are always busy and 
lack motivation to attend meetings at school or volunteer to assist us. 

Lunga et al. (2022) suggested that parental involvement is crucial for continuity in learning because it 
would enhance sustainable development for children. Parent–practitioner collaboration can be viewed 
as a partnership in which they work closely together and share information and advice about children’s 
education (Adams et al., 2016) with the same goal in mind—to improve children’s holistic development 
and attain sustainable development. Nathans et al. (2020) suggested that any type of involvement 
could be beneficial because it is difficult for practitioners alone to achieve education for sustainable 
development. Furthermore, when parents are involved in their children’s education, their knowledge 
of their children’s development and sustainable development is broadened. 

Theme 2: Changed Perspectives as a Contributing Factor Towards Collaboration 

Globally, people have realised the importance of changed behaviour to ensure sustainable 
development (UNESCO, 2016). Changes in thinking and behaviour correlate with transformative 
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learning theory and posthumanism; thus, humans should be cognisant of the interrelationship 
between people and the environment (Blaikie et al., 2020; Mezirow, 2000). The participants 
commented as follows: 

P3: For the first time, I realise what my role is as a parent. I understand parent–practitioner 
collaboration better and will help the practitioner when she asks for my assistance. 

P2: I now realise how important parent–practitioner collaboration is to education for 
sustainable development. 

P4: I understand that if I do not help the practitioners, it makes their work difficult and 
that can influence the children in her class. 

The parents had not realised that the home, school, and community form the pillars on which EfS are 
built. They had perceived them as separate entities and not as a unit. Children should grow up in a 
supportive home and school environment in order to promote sustainable development (Durisic & 
Bunijevac, 2017). When participants realised that the home and ECD centres should collaborate, they 
reported that this had changed their perspective. 

P 3: I am relieved. Now I know the practitioner and I am a team. 

P1: I am grateful. I think our collaboration will improve education for sustainable 
development. 

Participants agreed that the ALS discussions changed their perceptions with regard to their child 
rearing, education, beliefs, feelings, and assumptions. Participant 5 showed photos (Images 2 and 3) 
to illustrate his changed perspective. He explained his initial view on parent–practitioner collaboration 
to education for sustainable development as full of “weeds” (Image 2) before he had listened to the 
other participants’ views and saw another way to look at parent–practitioner collaboration for 
education for sustainable development. Then, he noticed the beautiful, coloured buds (Image 3). 

Images 2 and 3: Changed Perspectives 
  

 
Participants reached a consensus that collaboration is valuable and necessary to achieve shared goals. 
One of the participants (Image 4) demonstrated her changed perspective as follows: 
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Image 4: Transformed Perspectives 
 

 

P1: This experience made me happy and excited to see how we all transformed from being 
unsure at the beginning, and now we cannot wait to collaborate. I understand my parents 
better!  

Limitations 

The limitations of this project lie in the fact that the findings cannot be generalised to other contexts 
due to the extent of the study, which took place in only five ECD centres in the Sedibeng East District 
in Gauteng. Therefore, the results cannot be applied to the broader South African population. 
Furthermore, only practitioners, parents, and NWU researchers in this area participated in the project, 
excluding stakeholders such as nongovernmental organisations and school managers.  

Conclusion  

The results of this project emphasise the importance of parent–practitioner collaboration to support 
education for sustainable development in early years education. The PALAR design utilised in this 
project improved the knowledge of practitioners, parents, and NWU researchers to collaborate in and 
support education for sustainable development in the early years. The collaborative approach enabled 
the ALS to plan, take action, reflect, and work together as equal partners in a team. We recommend 
that ECD centres encourage parent–practitioner collaboration in education for sustainable 
development, which could benefit parents, practitioners, researchers, and even young children.  
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Abstract  
This study aimed to design a strategy to improve the academic performance of early childhood 
education and care (ECEC) learners in mathematics, and thence accounting, in a sustainable manner. 
Accounting is not taught as a separate subject to mathematics at the ECEC level, therefore we focused 
on those aspects of mathematics that link directly with central learning areas in accounting. We used 
participatory action research, and posthuman theory framed the study. Multistakeholder participation 
was used to encourage five key skills of the 21st century (collaboration, communication, compassion, 
critical thinking, and creativity) in the learners as co-researchers in order to promote sustainability in 
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Introduction and Background 

This study aimed to design a strategy to improve the academic performance of early childhood 
education and care (ECEC) learners in mathematics, and thence accounting, in a sustainable manner. 
In terms of formal school curriculum documents in South Africa, learners are only introduced to the 
study of accounting in the senior (Grades 9–12) grades (Maddock & Maroun, 2018). Only the bases of 
accounting are laid at the ECEC level (Fouché, 2013). However, current thinking, buttressed by 
research, points to significant advantages (in terms of sustainable academic performance at ECEC level 
and later) when children are exposed to an early start, prior to formal school education (King & Pringle, 
2019). Therefore, although accounting is not formally taught separately from mathematics at the ECEC 
level, in this study we focused on magnifying and capitalising on those aspects of mathematics that link 
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directly with some of the crucial and central learning areas and topics in accounting. Furthermore, 
accounting requires numerical and analytical skills that are also integral elements of mathematics 
(Mkhize, 2019). Thus, in this study, the focus was on number operations (addition, subtraction, 
multiplication, and division) and on shapes and colours as forms of categorisation and classification of 
information. Moreover, we added further topics (elements of environmental and green 
accounting/sustainability accounting) to enlighten and heighten the awareness of learners, even at this 
level, of the deleterious effects on our lives and livelihoods of not caring for our planet and the universe 
(King & Pringle, 2019). These topics included making the young children aware of the heavy costs of 
environmental pollution and how these lead directly to the social ills of unemployment, poverty, and 
deepened levels of inequality. 

Accounting and mathematics seem to be difficult subjects to gain good marks in for many learners 
throughout their entire academic careers (Baten et al., 2020). This is even more so with those from 
poor and marginalised communities such as a township in the Free State (Mkhize, 2019). The challenge 
as we see it is that mathematics, which is the corner stone of accounting, requires learners to have the 
ability to manipulate ideas and conceptions of size and shape (Silva et al., 2019). They also need to be 
able to see differentials and similarities among relationships; to solve problems alone and, more 
importantly, with peers; to be collaborative in approach; to be compassionate with their tasks and 
others; to be able to communicate the intentions and outcomes of their actions; and to evince high 
levels of critical thinking and creativity (Margot & Kettler, 2019). In short, this is about understanding 
number operations. It is about understanding how addition and division differ, how they function 
differently from subtraction and multiplication, and vice versa. The challenges for learners can be 
anywhere (Mkhize, 2019), and many studies indicate that challenges are based on issues of 
misrecognition leading to misconceptualisation, where learners see things other than what a figure 
represents. Misrecognition or misconception can reside in the learning child’s intellectual abilities, or 
their sense of perception, or how in how they process signals from the object-world through their 
erroneous schema and strata that shift or falsify the initial stimulus and interpretation (Margot & 
Kettler, 2019). 

Thus, the abovementioned challenges are innate and are inside the child’s cognitive functioning as they 
struggle with the calculation and manipulation of number operations (Gilligan et al., 2019). However, 
in this paper, the argument is that to locate the challenges of calculating subtraction, multiplication, 
division, and addition that are fundamental to the study of accounting solely and exclusively 
intrapsychically, misses the point—albeit understandably so. Those conceptions are residue of Jean 
Piaget’s genetic epistemology, which left the entire world burdened with a rigid classroom system in 
which children born on a particular day, month, and year are supposed to be at a predefined stage of 
cognitive development—and at a particular grade level (Burman, 2021). The hold of Piaget’s theory 
has been all-pervasive given that this classroom stratification also pays homage to the disgraced notion 
of intelligence quotient—a calculation based on the ratio between one’s chronological age and mental 
age (Burman, 2021). The assumption of all these is that children at the same chronological age are 
supposed to know certain similar things, in almost equal measure (Zajda, 2021). This lie saw Sir Cyril 
Burt being de-knighted for fabricating evidence about the similarity and equality of identical twins’ 
performance in mathematical tests despite their being raised in very separate and far-off homes. He 
had wanted to prove that intrapsychic moments were more powerful in determining performance, but 
he tampered with the data and lost all respect and esteem when he was found out. Thus, while the 
jury is still out on which of hereditary and environmentally acquired competencies has the greater 
impact on an individual’s academic performance in mathematics, the answer conclusively, is not 
heredity abilities only (Zajda, 2021). The perennial question that this study therefore investigates is: 
“How can the academic performance of ECEC learners be enhanced in mathematics, thence 
accounting—such that it is sustainable?” 



 
 

33 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 12 No. 1 April 2023 

Genetic epistemology could thus not be used as either the conceptual or the theoretical framework 
for this study because of the reasons discussed above, and especially because it valorises the value and 
power of the isolated genius (Marwaha et al., 2017). Even when Piaget became uncomfortable about 
the concepts of accommodation and assimilation that emerged from his theory, he did not revise it. 
Those two principles have contested the power of the isolated genius who matured through age into 
skill and competencies. They reinforced the importance of others in defining and enhancing one’s skill, 
identity, or performance. Lev Vygotsky emphasised that we need other people and other things to 
assist us in defining who we are and what our strengths and prowesses are (Zajda, 2019). His concepts 
of socio-historicism and zone of proximal development capture his views accurately—that our 
identities, our academic performance, our everything, are always created in those small spaces 
between ourselves and others. These African adages amplify this view: “I am because we are” and “It 
takes a village to raise a child.” 

Posthumanism as the Theoretical Framework 

The above view finds full expression in the posthuman theoretical framework. That is why this paper 
uses posthumanism to reinforce the notions that Vygotsky lay on the table, and which Urie 
Bronfenbrenner (1974) ably clarified. Posthumanism recognises that even learners of mathematics and 
accounting basics at the ECEC level are already entangled with others, with theories, and with 
nonhuman ways of doing. Thus, it is not only through cognition that the child learns accounting or 
mathematics—they learn through their entire being. This realisation posits that we learn better when 
we recognise the impacts and influences of the animate and the inanimate in our environments on our 
learning and performance of accounting and mathematics (Houston, 2017). Our interactions with the 
animals and objects in our world define us and impact our direct and indirect learning of mathematics 
and accounting. They create who we are and our performance. They determine the heights we can fly 
to. In short, our learning of accounting and mathematics, for example, is shaped by our relational 
experiences, and ultimately, we become a product of these interactions. (Blyth & Aslanian, 2022). The 
entities that we are, and come to know as ourselves, do not have an independent existence. In fact, 
what counts is the relationships that we have with others—with animals, resources, plants, other 
human beings, ideas, and so forth. Posthumanism teaches us about the highest level of knowing 
mathematics, accounting or any other subject, for that matter (Weldemariam, 2022). This is the level 
that is democratic and decentred and does not belong to anyone because it is collaborative and 
mutually co-constituted. Posthumanism advances the agenda for social justice in the learning of 
mathematics and accounting even in terms of how research is formulated—where all learners, 
irrespective of age, are regarded as fully fledged human beings who can feel, know, argue, and debate. 
Hasina Ebrahim’s (2018) studies in South African ECEC centres show that all children have a way of 
knowing and sharing their ideas with others, albeit in different ways that may require us to listen—and 
to listen very carefully and acutely. The materiality of the posthuman is how knowledge of accounting 
and mathematics (and its production) become decentred among all, irrespective of gender, race, and 
so forth, and do not remain the preserve of only a few privileged individuals. Rules for conducting 
research become human rules that recognise the multiplicity of understandings and interpretation and 
are not hierarchised (Ebrahim, 2018). 

Conceptualising Teaching and Learning in ECEC 

Theories of learning and teaching have come almost full cycle in that the role of rote memorisation, 
although recognised where lower forms of learning are involved, is no longer the ultimate goal of 
learning (Yadav, 2022). A cursory look at theories of learning affirms the hierarchisation of learning as 
espoused by Bloom and his taxonomy (Abalkheel, 2022). More advanced and more cognitively 
demanding modes of learning tend to rely on the development of skills of thinking and not on the 
memorisation of content (Yadav, 2022). A learner who functions at the highest cognitive level is the 
one who is creative and can solve a problem based on its challenges rather than on what they 
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remember about solving such problems previously. This advanced form of learning implies seeing 
connections and similarities that become new hooks upon which new and novel ways of resolving a 
problem can be anchored (Abalkheel, 2022). This new mode is about being able to experience a 
cognitive jump from what looks simple and normal to a novel solution that has little to do with that 
which is known. Some theorists of this new mode of learning emphasise the need to be sensitive to 
problems and the development of a propensity to solve them. It is about understanding that learning 
is always about confronting new challenges and new contexts and trying to make new meanings and 
understandings under all circumstances (Arievitch, 2020). This mode of learning involves the use of a 
special eye that can see the connections between the various components of a situation, sift through, 
and focus on the new patterns that may emerge. 

Fortunately for young children, this mode proceeds from what they like best—which is play. It also 
involves the use of as many senses of perception as possible. Abstraction to the higher levels is possible 
when initiated from all the senses to enhance understanding (Retno et al., 2019). The senses of one 
child when capitalised on, are effective; but when more than one child come together to learn and 
support one another, learning increases exponentially as each of these learners is forced to see the 
problem and the solution from at least two perspectives (Romano & Woods, 2017. Two perspectives 
are always better than one, and they encourage the learner to always try to explain their position to 
the other, thus improving on their own understanding—as in the case of a teacher who tends to 
understand subject content more when they explain it to others. Interaction among more than one 
learner fosters communication because each one has to explain to the others the intention of their 
actions and the outcomes thereof (Retno et al., 2019). It is about learning to present a convincing 
argument, accompanied by evidence and facts. This mode of presentation requires the presenter to 
be passionate and focused when making a point in order to ensure that all in the audience can follow 
their line of argument. It is in convincing others and sticking to one’s line of thought that critical 
thinking is engendered. Every fact is thus subjected to thorough scrutiny with the focus of the 
argument clearly upheld and emphasised through coherent and logical argumentation. From such 
discourse, creativity and new learnings emerge as result of the dialogic scrutiny.  

Although the preceding discussion may seem to pertain to youth and mature adults only, it is 
particularly prevalent among young children (Goldstein et al., 2019). Hasina Ebrahim (2018) has 
demonstrated that young children operate and function in the same manner as adults and youth—
they lobby, they marshal arguments, they club together against ideas as well as for ideas, and so forth. 
In engaging in all the above, young people are supported by everything in their universe. Young 
learners are ideal to demonstrate how the mind operates—even a brick can be mentally converted 
into a bus with the child experiencing no dissonance or conceptual gaps (Ebrahim, 2018). The things in 
their universes include inanimate objects, the animate, human, and nonhuman beings as well as the 
more-than-human such as computers with artificial intelligence using sensors and algorithmic 
reasoning capabilities (Osgood & Mohandas, 2022). 

Methodology and Design 

Based on the above, this paper reports on how participatory action research was conducted with and 
among ECEC learners aged 2 to 5 years old as co-researchers. The study also included their parents, 
their learning centre practitioners and supervisors, as well as willing significant members of the entire 
community at a township in the Free State (see Table 1). Officials of both the Department of Basic 
Education and Department of Social Development in the Free State, as well as researchers from 
University of Mpumalanga, University of the Free State, and University of KwaZulu-Natal were invited 
to participate although, due to their hectic schedules, they could not always be there. All came 
together to assist the ECEC centre to formulate a strategy to ensure that early learning was robust and 
sustainable in preparation for the study of accounting and mathematics in later life.  
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Table 1: Co-Researchers as Participants: A List of Credentials 

Co-Researchers Total 
Learners in the ECEC centre 80 

Church and ECEC leaders 4 

Matron and practitioners  5 

Parents 14 

Community members and Department 5 

Universities 4 

 
The aim of this study, namely, to enhance the academic performance of ECEC learners in mathematics, 
and thence accounting such that it remained sustainable, implies that the study is an intervention and 
not merely an exploratory or extractive treatise intended to gather or collect information. As an 
intervention study, it therefore lent itself readily to the use of participatory action research, which 
leads to change in society. When using participatory action research, the participants of a study (who 
initially come in as the observer or the observed) come out of the study as co-researchers, owning the 
study and giving it direction in a democratic way. What drives such a study is the formulation of a real-
life solution to a real-life problem by people who are directly affected. 

I became involved in this study because people in the community had requested my mother to look 
after their children when they went to work. Having a doctorate in accounting education, I saw an 
opportunity to give back to this community, which had supported me and my mother, by being 
involved in the ECEC centre and converting it into a place of learning mathematics robustly yet in a way 
that was friendly and take every child by the hand. As part of a bigger consortium of universities, we 
applied to one of the three abovementioned universities for ethical clearance in which we had to 
demonstrate that there was no way that the study would harm the young children or adults physically, 
emotionally, cognitively, or in any other way. All participants signed assent forms granting us 
permission to work with them to develop new and more appropriate ways of teaching and learning 
mathematics for accounting. The mathematics we taught was ordinary mathematics, but all the 
examples and activities were from appropriate accounting learning areas. There were 80 children 
between the ages of 2 and 5 years old, and all spoke seSotho. Every child was supported by their 
respective parent or guardian who also signed consent forms to ensure that the safety and interests 
of the children came first at all times. They were advised that they could withdraw from the project at 
any stage of the project. 

We held a meeting with all learners, their parents, church leaders and other stakeholders who support 
the centre such as local business people, teachers, taxi owners, and shop owners to mention some. 
The practitioners at the centre and the administration staff including the matron gave us permission 
and also signed the consent form. We established that their vision and mission were in line with the 
research aim of the project, which was to find ways to improve learning in the teaching of mathematics 
so as to create more possibilities for these learners to choose to study accounting in the future. We 
conducted a strategic planning session in which we began with a SWOT analysis of the challenges of 
teaching and learning mathematics at this level of education. We also reflected on our strengths 
individually and collectively as well as our weaknesses, and the opportunities and threats that had to 
be taken into consideration as we crafted a winning strategy. Based on the SWOT, we prioritised points 
to try to implement. These were to highlight the effective teaching and learning of number operations 
like addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division, as well as shapes and colours as forms of 
categorisation and classification of information. All these were to be from the perspective that 
environmental pollution was a cost to everyone. A lot of data were generated throughout the study. 
Some of the data were transcribed and some have been kept safely in audio and video formats. Data 
were analysed using Teun Van Dijk’s (2015) critical discourse analysis, focusing on the text as the first 
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level of analysis; the second level was discursive practice then finally, the socio-structural level. Table 
2 shows our action plan with the priorities and an exemplary lesson from each priority.  

Table 2: Action Plan 
Priority Activity Responsible Resources Time Frame 

Number operations: 
Addition and 
subtraction 

Steps to schools 
and from home per 
child 

Team Leader A Measuring tape Thrice weekly for a 
month 

Number operations: 
Multiplication 
Subtraction 

Groups of children Team Leader B Balloons Thrice weekly for a 
month 

Shapes Circles, triangles, 
square 

Team Leader C Videos Thrice weekly for a 
month 

Colours Sky, ocean, blood Team Leader D Videos Thrice weekly for a 
month 

Pollution Noise, smoke, 
plastics 

Team Leader C Videos Thrice weekly for a 
month 

 
Every three weeks the team came together to reflect and evaluate progress made. This was evaluated 
as the achievement of each of the priorities, and each team had to present a report to the meeting. 
The reports were analysed regarding progress or lack thereof. New plans were formulated where 
necessary, incorporating the achievements at the first level and this followed a spiral for each objective 
respectively. 

Data From Some Lessons 

Team: how many steps did you walk from home today Sello, Maki, dipuo, Dipoleloe? From 
tomorrow each of you must make sure you show and tell how many steps you walked from 
home to school. Count them and show how you counted them. 

Dipolelo: I walked 300 steps. 

Team: Show how. 

Dipolelo: I started with the first foot to count and the second foot counted for step one 
and then the right foot just like that. 

Dipuo: I started with the left foot as one and then the second foot. 

Team: If you drove a car, would pollution be more or less than when walking and why? 
When will it be more cheap between the two—why? When you calculate cost what will 
you include? 

Sello: Walking. 

Dipuo: No, driving. I saw TV say so about carbon. 

Dipulelo: But you take long, it should be walking when you throw rubbish and tin around 
because you walk too slow. 

Team: Correct, even though you take long to walk, it is good for your health to walk. When 
you walk you also reduce on pollution as fewer gases are released compared to those 
released from carbon fuel. 



 
 

37 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 12 No. 1 April 2023 

 Morabane: What is carbon? 

Dipuo: What is fossil fuel? 

Dipolelo: How can it be cheaper when a car drives compared to when one person walks? 

Team: Walking is cheaper because what is left behind when walking as carbon emission is 
non-existent but when you drive the fossil fuel burns and it emits some which is costly to 
remove from the air and it goes into the lungs of people who get sick and have to pay 
money to the doctor. Walking is cheaper also because it remove unwanted air from the 
lungs as a [person] walks. 

Dipuo: I know that going to the hospital is expensive because my dad goes there a lot and 
every time he comes from there he cannot buy us big M.  

These data were subjected to critical discourse analysis, which means that to come to the findings and 
meaning of the data as presented, we looked at the spoken words of the participants as co-researchers. 
We also tried to glean meaning from their written words as well as from their actions when teaching 
and learning the basics of mathematics and accounting at the ECEC. But we went deeper in search of 
more meanings of the words at the discursive practice level. This is the level at which meaning is not 
simply overt, but where we had to read between the lines in the contexts of the known behaviours of 
the participants as co-researchers. This meant bringing to the analysis process our own knowing of the 
habits of the minds of the co-researchers in those circumstances. These included understanding what 
made them tick and say certain things. In our view, and as asserted by Van Dijk (2015), the fullest 
meaning was gleaned at the social structural level where we went beyond the habit of the mind to 
understanding how the social context was structured to enable co-researchers to produce particular 
understandings as evidenced in their utterances and actions during the study. Applying critical 
discourse analysis is a comprehensive approach in which all three levels are brought to bear on text at 
the same time—in a manner similar to how theologians conduct exegesis of text, or how archaeologists 
date stones as bones of animals that lived billions of years ago. The meanings gleaned from data in this 
way may not be readily discernible by the untrained eye. It involves a special “seeing” that traverses 
three different and deeper levels at the same time. 

Discussion of Findings 

This study aimed to enhance the academic performance of ECEC learners in mathematics and thence, 
accounting. Unfortunately, we are not able to say whether the knowledge acquired will be used to 
progress to accounting as a preferred area of learning. The learners have however been exposed 
sufficiently to some of the basic concepts of sustainable and environmental accounting. If they do want 
to make this subject choice in future, they are likely not to experience problems. However, the choice 
cannot be guaranteed at this stage.  

Collaboration 

One of the principal skills identified in the literature for meaningful and successful participation in 
accounting in the 21st century, is collaboration. Learners in this study were exposed to various forms 
of collaboration, for example, among their parents as individuals; between parents and the school; 
among learners, parents and teachers; among the learners at school with community members; and 
so forth. As the extract above indicates, they learnt from one another how to calculate the distance 
from home to school. Each learner came up with their own particular way of calculating the distance 
and, from their peers and the teaching team, they learnt what the correct way was. This mode of 
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learning is sustainable because the learners actually experienced the distance through walking, and 
the final calculation was used for purposes of clarification after that learning had happened. 

Communication 

The extract also shows how actively communicative the learners were, despite their young age. These 
learners made their inputs freely and without being encouraged or coerced. They seemed to 
understand their story and how sustainability in accounting was determined. Even though the teaching 
team may have emphasised certain themes and issues, the learners chose to substantiate what 
sustainability meant from their self-chosen positions that emphasised respect for the universe, which 
in turn, extended to those of the teaching team. The learners were able to weave a convincing, 
coherent, and focused analysis of a meaningful mathematics-related activity. 

Compassion 

The learners and all the co-researchers demonstrated great levels of compassion for what they were 
learning. They experimented with different strategies to express their ideas. Their self-chosen positions 
seemed to be inspiring to them because they consistently came up with alternative methods of 
describing sustainability through how they calculated the costs thereof. They were familiar with the 
fact that sustainability went beyond mere support from many quarters, to including sustainability as a 
cost to the environment and livelihood of the planet. Even though they were not verbalising it, there 
was realisation that sustainability included respect for the environment and all that occurs within it. 

Critical Thinking  

The learners, as young as they were, evidenced multiple perspectives in their responses. They looked 
at all possible signs as they responded to questions that required deep thinking even in instances where 
they had not been exposed to the ideas before. They were able to summarise and make informed 
guesses based on logical thinking that was also critical. They seemed to not be making their responses 
easily or without applying their minds deeply—and seemed able to classify, compare, and synthesise 
as they did so. Most of the time, they operated at the highest levels of Bloom’s taxonomy. Without 
assuming a strong causal relationship, it is possible to propose that participating in this study led to 
more open minds as well as more critical thinking among all, especially the learners. 

Creativity 

There was also an emergence of creativity among the learners about the use and understanding of 
mathematics and, most importantly, of sustainability in accounting. They seemed to be weaving into 
their understanding, complex issues of carbon footprint, which has become a bone of contention in 
the world today with regard to the use of fossil fuel. Some of the learners, albeit not fully informed 
about the matter, already had an idea that calculating cost in modern-day accounting includes costs to 
the environment such as in the impact of carbon footprint. 

Conclusion 

The perspective adopted in this study is based on posthumanism, which includes allowing young 
learners to have a say in how they learn and how their knowledge is generated—a perspective born 
out of frustration with the Anthropocene, which has destroyed the planet. The posthuman response is 
for restoration and organic interactions that do not lead to the destruction of the plant, animals, 
objects, and more, through whatever means of disrespect (Dudley, 2021).  
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Abstract 

It is imperative to offer equal quality learning opportunities for young children at both 
deprived and advantaged early childhood development centres (ECDCs). To this end, 
substantive involvement by young children in the envisioned quality learning that should take 
place, even in constrained contexts, warrants thoughtful exploration. Consequently, this 
study investigated the development of young children's communication and mathematical 
skills to explore the affordances of the South African National Curriculum Framework for 
children from birth to 4 years in relation to incorporating science concepts. Our proposition 
for privileging science concepts relevant to early learning and development areas of the 
curriculum framework was premised on the urge to respond to young children's current 
learning needs in order to make learning in the future sustainable. We adopted a participatory 
action research design, undergirded by principles of intra-relationality, to develop an 
assessment and activity plan consistent with our proposition. Using the principles of free 
attitude interviews and brainstorming as techniques, rich qualitative data were generated 
during meetings, workshops, and reflection sessions with study team member participants. 
The team made the following observations and findings: the transition of young children from 
ECD to Grade R is marred by challenges that make the learning of young children beyond ECD 
unsustainable because of the absence of continual communication between the ECD and 
Grade R teachers and, to some extent, between the parents (home) and the ECDC. Through 
the knowledge gained from regular participatory action-oriented meetings, workshops, and 
reflections, the study contributed to the development of participants and benefited the ECDC 
involved in this study in several respects. 
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Introduction 

This study aimed to contribute to the operationalisation of the South African national curriculum 
framework (NCF) for children from birth to 4 years (Department of Basic Education [DBE], 2015) at the 
Lethabo Early Childhood Development Centre (LECDC) in a typically deprived South African context. 
The project focused on pre-Grade R (4- to 5-year-old children), and the timing coincided with the 
process of migrating early childhood development (ECD) from the Department of Social Development 
to the DBE (Republic of South Africa, 2019). Through the NCF, the DBE envisioned respectful "working 
with and for all children in early years to provide them with quality experiences and equality of 
opportunities to achieve their full potential" (2015, p. 2). This vision has critical implications for ECDCs 
and caregivers who are obliged to operationalise it. The vision is centred on providing better quality 
learning; it challenges parents, caregivers, ECD practitioners, and monitoring personnel to equalise 
quality learning opportunities in order to facilitate the unleashing of young children's full potential. 
Under-resourced ECDCs (like LECDC where young children's learning environments and contexts are 
entangled in a plethora of barriers to growth and development) warrant corresponding multifaceted 
approaches to operationalisation. A multifaceted approach would, for instance, facilitate the 
operationalisation of this vision by developing "a comprehensive ECD learning programme for quality 
and equality of opportunities," which is identified as Principle 8 under Theme 2 of the NCF (DBE, 2015, 
p. 7). The elements of this principle resonate with what the literature refers to as principles of learning 
and development of young children (Rayhan, 2022). For ECDCs with limited or no infrastructure, 
resources, and requisite training, development and operationalisation of a comprehensive learning 
programme poses serious challenges. Similar situations may arguably prevail at other ECDCs, and 
similar solutions may be required for other stakeholders, albeit to varying degrees. 

The Problem and Our Interest in Context 

The South African NCF for children from birth to 4 years is organised into eight early learning and 
development areas (ELDAs), namely, well-being, identity, belonging, communication, exploring 
mathematics, creativity, knowledge, and understanding of the world (DBE, 2015). These ELDAs 
challenge ECDCs in the same or similar situations as LECDC in ways that surpass their competencies 
and capacity. Atmore (2019) described the challenge as being related to the dire shortage of trained 
and competent ECD teachers in South Africa. But despite this unfortunate situation, inadequate 
capacity, and undesirable conditions, ECDCs remain obliged to operationalise the NCF (Republic of 
South Africa, 2019). The reality of limited resources and the complex nature of this problem call for a 
mutually beneficial, collaborative, inclusive approach with earnest commitment to providing services 
for learning while reaping maximum benefit from the variety of services provided by ECDCs. Thus, this 
study focused on the theme, "My Learning and Development Is Important," by paying specific 
attention to the developmental domain of "comprehensive ECD learning programme for quality and 
equality of opportunities" (DBE, 2015, p. 7). The thrust in this respect is the need to heighten the 
simultaneous integration of science and technology, which appears to be taken for granted in early 
learning and development. This integration, we contend, should be considerate of and consistent with 
children's futures as envisaged by stakeholders (DBE, 2015; Hodson, 2010; Trott & Weinberg, 2020). 

The Rationale 

The basis of our interest in the stated problem is the global recognition that the early years of children’s 
lives are the ideal phase for passing on to them the values necessary for supporting learning and 
development, and for building a peaceful and democratic society (Department of Higher Education 
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and Training, 2017; Department of Social Development, 2006; 2015). The practical implications of 
recognising the importance of this phase of children’s lives are aptly ratified as a "process of emotional, 
cognitive, sensory, spiritual, moral, physical, social and communication development of children from 
birth to school-going age" (Republic of South Africa, 2007, p. 28). The reality seems to be that ECD is 
processual, given that the concept and process of development implied in the construct of ECD are 
entangled with growth and learning starting from birth and continuing through to school-going age. 
Thus, it is understandable that instilling requisite values through, and integrating them in, children's 
early development has the potential to contribute to sustaining their learning as they grow beyond 
their childhood phase. This created a compelling need to operationalise these sentiments in the 
context of LECDC, which is characterised by low capacity and poor conditions and is ensnared by a 
variety of needs, challenges, and untapped opportunities. The purpose of our interest in 
operationalising these sentiments resided in our collective urge to respond to the limited capacity at 
LECDC (United Nations Children's Fund, 2022). We hoped to draw strength in this regard from our 
diverse competencies and capacities, albeit not directly in ECD. We were encouraged by the fact that 
development is a lifelong process that is mutually dependent on growth and learning processes that 
should be sustained by instilling requisite supporting values. Furthermore, we derived the rationale 
for our urge to contribute to sustaining children's development, growth, and learning from the call of 
the NCF to provide good quality and equal learning opportunities for children. To this end, we 
responded to the following guiding question: “How can we develop a comprehensive learning 
programme for young children at an ECD with low capacity and poor development, and contribute to 
providing quality learning opportunities?” 

Underpinnings 

The proposition that can be drawn from our rationale and interest in the context, as well as from the 
guiding question of this study, comprises the process of developing learning programmes that cater 
for children's social development and cognitive development. It also implies the entanglement of the 
processes of development, growth, and learning of children—in this case, with and in belief systems 
of human entities including those of the children’s parents and other family members, ECD teachers 
and caregivers, as well as community members they encounter during growth and becoming. Also 
critical, are the nonhuman entities children encounter in their learning environments for learning 
purposes—which include plants, animals, toys, and other inanimate objects—and the ethics of dealing 
respectfully and caringly with the vulnerability of young children. Additionally, the transformation of 
the learning environments (Boström et al., 2018) of young children to a socially just learning situation 
is imperative, especially in light of persistent historic inequities, the quality of learning by young 
children so that it becomes sustainable, and equalisation of the quality of learning opportunities for 
disadvantaged children. This proposition warranted consistent underpinnings of intra-relationality 
based on process, entanglement, becoming, transformation, and ethics (Ceder, 2019). Accordingly, we 
explore how to develop a comprehensive learning programme that equalises science-language 
opportunities that are instrumental to the sustainability of young children's holistic development. 
Walsh et al. (2021, p. 74) advised us to consider tapping from "the rich possibilities offered by relational 
thinking." The reason for considering this advice was our inevitable collaboration and entanglements 
with the families, daycare centre, and schools that pursue the children's sustainable, holistic learning. 
Understanding children’s implied science-language development entanglements and the inherently 
rich possibilities they can offer, presents a complex reality that requires in-depth qualitative 
exploration. 

Nurturing Growth and Sustaining Development 

Recent changes in, and commitments by, the government to improve the ECD sector in South Africa 
have suggested the need for comprehensive and inclusive approaches in order to ensure achievement 
of these goals set on sustainable foundations. For instance, the changes related to the migration of 
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responsibility for ECDCs to Basic Education come with the requirement "to substantially improve 
reading comprehension in the first years of school" and provide "two years of compulsory ECD for all 
children before they enter Grade 1" and the immanent skills to effectively use "digital workbooks and 
textbooks" as per the State of the Nation Address of 2019 (Republic of South Africa, 2019, n.p.). 
Consistent with these changes, a comprehensive learning programme that would ensure quality and 
equality of opportunity was identified as one of the principles underpinning the learning and 
development of young children in South Africa (DBE, 2015). This principle identified the elements such 
a comprehensive learning programme should adhere to in order to realise children's holistic 
development. The operationalisation of the principle, consistent with key features of the undergirding 
policy, is instructive. In this regard, the key feature reminding us of the "urgent need to effect social 
transformation through integrated care and education" (DBE, 2015, p. 1) is compelling and inescapable 
despite the devastating contextual realities of inequality in and across diverse aspects of society (Ryan 
& Cotton, 2013). However, the principle of a comprehensive learning programme that develops young 
children's language and mathematics content areas does create enormous affordances for sustainable 
learning (Chong & Proctor, 2020; United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 
2017). 

The inclusion of science and technology learning needs for young children is vital, considering the 
impactful role science and technology are likely to have for present and future generations (Hodson, 
2010; İrez & Çakir, 2006; Mbajiorgu, 2019; Padmavathi & Krishnamurthy, 2014; Pepperell, 2003). 
Consequently, we sought to give considerate attention to developing children's potential in aspects 
that include the developmental domains, and in the disciplines of science and technology, while 
fostering strong links with family and school. The NCF’s promotion of solid links between young 
children and their families and the school are seen as a blurring of the boundaries between these 
diverse and complex entities of society. The interdependence of growth, development, and learning 
processes is characterised by intricate entanglements to the extent that the transformation of one 
equitably affects and justifies changes in the others. Accordingly, considering the competencies and 
resources available, however limited in this case, we focused our attention on the learning processes 
through which we could contribute to redressing persistent ECD imbalances. In this way, LECDC served 
as a point of need at which the learning of co-researchers about how to support ECD, as explained 
earlier, took place. Woolis (2018) referred to this learning as sustainable pedagogy and contended, 
furthermore, that sustainable pedagogy thrives on the use of personal reflection combined with 
reflective communities of practice, which enable multiple teachers to reflect with one another. In 
addition, Trott and Weinberg confirmed our concerns about ECDCs such as LECDC pertinently by 
indicating that there is: 

A need for rapid societal transformation to sustainability in ways that 

substantively involve children and young people in [climate change] learning and action 
as well as a need to redefine science . . . as a collaborative process to envision and 
enact sustainable futures today. (2020, p. 2) 

The implications of these averments for LECDC relate to the principles we inferred—that, to be 
sustainable, our nurturing of children's growth should consider social, economic, and environmental 
problem-solving aspects and issues. 

Why Lethabo ECDC? 

Despite facing challenges relating to inadequate resources not limited to low educational levels of ECD 
caregivers and teachers, a lack of infrastructure appropriate for ECD, and poor working conditions for 
practitioners, LECDC remains a beacon of hope for children from destitute families—especially in the 
trying times exacerbated by Covid-19 and the “new normal” it has imposed (Cahapay, 2020). 
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Enrolment at LECDC has increased since its establishment in 2015, from two children to over 30. In 
2022, applicants had to be turned away due to limited capacity. LECDC also gives hope to the young 
women who continue to endure the challenges confronting the centre and provide care to the 
children. The reality of continuing care for young children makes LECDC a special case that is worthy 
of sustainable learning during the 21st century period known as the new normal, and which is 
characterised by technological advancement. 

Positionality 

The author is a social transformation activist who has experience of working with community-based 
development organisations, some of which he co-founded. He is an active member of the church that 
accommodates LECDC. He is also the chairperson of the first LECDC management and governance 
committee. LECDC is a practical instrumental case that allows him to pursue social transformation 
through the scholarship of engagement, consistent with his formal employment requirement to 
provide opportunities that contribute to community development. LECDC was the study site, at which 
we endeavoured to develop our understanding and learn more about ECD. At the same time, we 
contributed to the sustenance of ECDCs by developing and using responsive learning programmes. 

The author worked with a team of four LECDC caregiver teachers, who were participants and co- 
researchers. One of the caregivers is the co-founder of LECDC and the centre manager. The team also 
comprised three parents, one of whom was a foundation phase teacher at a nearby primary school 
and the second, a social worker dealing with children's rights. The second parent's child represents one 
of the many unique cases at LECDC because of their timely introduction to ECD. This child started 
attending LECDC from 2 months of age, and was 2 years old at the time of this project. The third parent 
worked at a local retail store and her child, 4 years old at the time of the project, also attended LECDC. 

Design 

The components of critical participatory action research (CPAR), namely, research, participation, and 
action that leads to social change (Fine & Torre, 2021; Liebenberg, 2018), guided our approach to the 
study. Consistent with and pursuant to social change-oriented action, we adopted qualitative 
instrumental case study design principles as proposed by Ebneyamini and Sadeghi Moghadam (2018). 
The data sets were subject to situational analysis of documents for requisite content, observation of 
young children aged 3 to 5 years who were due to graduate from the LECDC soon, and reflection 
meetings that were conducted using brainstorming and principles of the free attitude interview 
technique. The discourses that ensued were interrogated further using critical discourse analysis to 
fully understand and learn about the quality of the learning opportunities that were available (DBE, 
2015). 

Data Generation Processes 

We used the underpinnings of relationality theory in conjunction with the stages of CPAR to organise 
and categorise the data. Initially, this data organisation was presented in tabular form, with the 
underpinnings of relationality theory as columns and CPAR components as rows of the resulting table. 
We split the CPAR rows further according to each component's respective aspects for mapping data, 
with the CPAR stage and relationality principle easing our categorisation of data according to 
respective aspects, which facilitated our attempts to deepen our understanding of the situation at 
LECDC. 

In Figure 1, the certainty of the interdependencies among the components of CPAR (vertical) and the 
relationality theory (horizontal) principles as a continuum are indicated with arrows at each end. The 



 
 

46 
 

Educational Research for Social Change, Vol. 12 No. 1 April 2023 

vertical CPAR components are labelled as a “Reflective Iterative Process.” The critically reflective and 
entangled processual activities are indicated by an arrow that indicates the eventual direction in which 
the relationality–CPAR process should progress as they permeate children's growth, development, and 
learning for sustainability. 

Figure 1: Relational-Critical Participatory Action-Based Data Organisation and Categorisation 
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The second tier of the data generation process used the techniques referred to in the design section, 
and involved discussions of observations and findings. 

Situation Analysis and Preparation Phase 

I (the author) spent eight weeks, that is, 40 days, at LECDC for an average of three hours per day. This 
period was mainly the preparatory phase, the first part of which was about gaining an understanding 
of the situation of LECDC. I also provided additional support while becoming acquainted with, and 
encouraging, children and staff to become accustomed to my presence at centre activities including 
being part of, and observing, children's participation in their activities. The second part focused on 
engaging the founder and centre manager casually on the history of the centre, how it came about, 
and what they intended to achieve (vision) and how (mission), and the support provided by and role 
of parents, government, and other stakeholders. The third part concentrated on the status of the 
LECDC administration and management; this coincided with the process of the DBE of incorporating 
some sections of ECDCs into primary schools. The first and second parts of the preparation phase used 
observations, interviews, and reflection to generate data, and the third part mainly involved document 
analysis. 

Collaborative Planning Sessions 

The activities of the situational analysis included training LECDC caregivers and teachers on the NCF in 
response to a request by staff, the affected persons. The other activities are listed in the 
transformation for sustainability column in Figure 1. This paper focuses on a general concern related 
to the request for training, namely, that the workshop the staff had attended appeared to have been 
of limited use to them; this prior training had been based on the NCF. Pursuant to the need to learn 
and understand the concerns of staff members about this initial workshop (not conducted by us), the 
authors made time to attend a similar workshop in a nearby town in response to an invitation from 
the workshop facilitators. My role at that workshop was to observe, and I subsequently came to 
understand the concerns raised earlier. Accordingly, our planning sessions resulted in staff being 
prepared for the training workshop, which involved virtual sessions among team members and face-
to-face preparation sessions. 

The Workshop 

The workshop served as a learning space for all the attendees and as a data-generating tool. The 
workshop material included a comprehensive agenda indicating item numbers, descriptions of the 
items, the purpose of the workshop, its duration, and the resources. The team members shared 
responsibilities according to their areas of competence and experience in relation to the different 
items. Among the resources used were the vision, mission, and values of LECDC; the NCF, relationality 
theory; CPAR data collection grid; communication activity; assessment plan for pre-Grade R for ELDA 
3 and 4 (communication and exploring mathematics); and finally, a pro forma performance report card 
for children. The proceedings of the workshop were video recorded with participants’ consent. 

Main Findings and Observations 

The study findings and observations are based on the overall project reflection that followed the 
workshop because of the magnitude of the support that had to be organised for LECDC. Figure 2 
illustrates how we engaged with the data at the textual level. 
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Figure 2: Relationality-CPAR Data Presentation Matrix 

 
Figure 2 depicts, in the first row, the main observations and learning points that emerged from the 
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author's overall self-reflection on the project. The data, that is, excerpts plotted in the matrix in Figure 
2, were subjected to critical discourse analysis in their respective contexts. As an illustration, this paper 
presents the translated versions of the data on becoming to indicate how the overarching main 
learning point or observation was arrived at. The conversation depicted below took place when the 
workshop interrogated the storytelling activity as part of the NCF’s ELDA 3 on communication. It refers 
to the old story of the three bears (father, mother, and child bear) who arrived home late from hunting 
and found their food eaten, their chairs broken, and their beds slept in. The team discussed the story 
after it was read eloquently (according to the feedback given after reading) to the workshop attendees: 

MFT (in a thought-provoking manner): The stories we tell our children should relate to the 
current situation [of the children and the community]. 

NML (response): We should be creative to the extent of being able to teach different 
knowledge areas from the same story, areas like new words (communication), numbers 
(mathematics) etcetera. 

BH (adds): The story, like the one just being read, may have some misinformation and 
create misconceptions. Children might grow up knowing that bears can talk, prepare food, 
and make beds in the same way human beings do. 

PS (adding another view): The story, however, provides an opportunity to talk about a bear 
as an animal, its habitat, what it eats, adaptation to the environment, etcetera. It also 
affords mathematical information—they were three, 3, and can draw three bears just to 
represent one number etcetera. 

The conversation on the story led to the emergence of a number of topics and learning points—to the 
excitement of the caregivers who contended to not have thought about the story in that way. All 
workshop attendees generally reflected on specific learning points they took from the exercise. The 
workshop resolved that the team should consider developing specific learning materials for LECDC that 
can be used to teach children principles and, hence, provide better quality learning materials and 
relatively less quantity. 

Upon reflection, I realised that, by providing a service I regarded as voluntary, I had learned to develop 
material, organise a workshop involving parents and caregivers and, finally, engage with the NCF and 
the literature. Doing so opened my eyes to what matters most, namely, sustainability! My realisation 
of the entangled realities pertaining to growth, development, and learning was an eye-opener. Thus, I 
was convinced that service learning affords academic opportunities through the scholarship of 
engagement in order to respond to the sustainable staff development needs of teachers at low-
capacity ECDCs. 

Conclusion 

This paper demonstrates how apparently distinct areas of academic specialisation, vastly expansive 
academic statuses, and other power differential-related elements can be levelled off by the values of 
humility, respect, and care in support of early learning and development. It also demonstrates how 
relational theory and CPAR can be used to organise, analyse, and interpret data that were generated 
to develop recommendations for the transformation of learning, development, and growth with the 
aim of achieving sustainability. To this end, in Figure 1 (in the column on transformation for 
sustainability), the report provides comprehensive albeit not exhaustive indicators pointing to the 
work that still needs to be done to realise the promise of working with the ECDC towards developing 
a science-language learning programme for the equality of sustainable learning opportunities for t h e  
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young children. Figure 1 also indicates that the process of developing a comprehensive learning 
programme for t h e  transformation of learning and achieving sustainability h a s  yet to develop 
ECD/NCF-based material to train LECDC staff and parents, develop science and technology-oriented 
activities for LECDC, arrange open day celebrations for LECDC to support parents in assessing the 
growth/development/learning of their children, and facilitate applications for funding for the 
development and education of staff and children at LECDC. 
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Abstract 

Early childhood development (ECD) centres are strategically positioned to create quality early 
learning opportunities that prepare children for adulthood, providing the necessary holistic 
sustainable learning. However, many ECD facilities in the informal settlements in South Africa 
function under a variety of psychosocial and contextual challenges that impact directly on the 
well-being of supervisors and practitioners. This study explored the need to enable, and the 
ways to relationally promote, the well-being of supervisors. Underpinned by posthumanism, 
and consistent with participatory action learning and action research cycles, we recognised 
that the challenges facing humanity today require new understandings and responsive 
solutions, which include engagements and contributions with and by nonhuman 
relationalities for sustainable early childhood learning. In this paper, we argue that focus on 
the promotion of the well-being of ECD supervisors in informal settlements is crucial. Data 
generation was conducted with an action team of six participants, that is, three ECD 
supervisors and three researchers utilising reflective drawings and group meetings that 
provided opportunities for action and reflection. A critical thematic analysis of data concluded 
that innovative collaborative ways to solve own problems in own contexts utilising responsive 
solutions promotes social change. An adaption to the decentralisation of supervisors’ power 
using interdisciplinary interventions makes communities feel responsible, valued, and 
accountable for the ECD centres—thus, relational interconnections are improved at human 
and nonhuman levels. This study has the potential to contribute to the well-being of 
supervisors, which may filter down to improved well-being for teachers and learners, resulting 
in sustainable ECD in informal settlements. 
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Background 

Early childhood development (ECD) has been recognised as the basis for success in future learning 
(Atmore et al., 2012; UNICEF, 2017). However, for many children around the world, the opportunity 
for development is missed due to a variety of reasons that are not limited to nutrition, health care, 
violence, poverty, pollution, and conflict (UNICEF, 2017). This is more so in informal settlements, which 
are often poorly regarded as being hotspots of social unrest, squalor, and crime (Nassar & Elsayed, 
2018). On the contrary, the National Upgrading Support Programme (created by the National 
Department of Human Settlements to provide assistance to provinces and municipalities in their 
efforts to upgrade informal settlements) has indicated that informal settlements are highly organised 
with neighbours who know one another well; they often have formal residents’ committee structures, 
rules, and networks or systems of support and community policing. As such, there are formal and 
functional ECD centres in these communities, which aid in advancing sustainable ECD. It is therefore 
ideal for ECD services to be provided holistically across different, relevant sectors within communities 
to enable children to achieve success (Richter et al., 2016). However, many ECD facilities, especially in 
South Africa in informal settlements and rural communities, function under challenges such as poor 
access to running water, electricity, suitable sanitation, with insufficient human resources, supervision, 
teaching (practitioner) skills, and psychosocial support (Atmore et al., 2012; Melariri et al., 2019; Visser 
et al., 2021). For ECD supervisors, working with limited resources can be stressful, which impacts 
directly on their well-being (Corr et al., 2014). Therefore, supervisors and ECD communities need to be 
resilient and find ways of overcoming obstacles such as social injustices and inequalities that hinder 
sustainable ECD (Friedlie, 2012).  

Acknowledging that communities in informal settlements have a variety of skills—including those of 
building, connecting electricity, entrepreneurship (Chebelyon-Dilazu et al., 2010), development of day-
care centres, sports projects, literacy projects, and shared kitchens, amongst many—has the possibility 
to become a strength for ECD supervisors. Thus, focusing on the well-being of ECD supervisors is crucial 
for the provision of quality programmes for children to advance their development and to advance 
sustainable ECD. Few studies have been conducted on the well-being of ECD supervisors, particularly 
on how to relationally improve this within their organisations and communities (Logan et al., 2020). 
Often, life in informal settlements compromises the health, well-being, and safety of the people, which 
in itself is a violation of human rights. In addition, ECD facilities in informal settlements function under 
a variety of psychosocial challenges that impact directly on the well-being of supervisors and 
practitioners. This has implications for the provision of quality early childhood education (ECE) 
programmes. Our study explored the need to enable, and ways to relationally promote, the well-being 
of supervisors by considering the following questions: 

http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2023/v12i1a5
http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/2221-4070/2023/v12i1a5
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 Are there reasons for a need to promote supervisors’ well-being for sustainable ECE 
in an informal settlement? 

 How do we relationally promote supervisors’ well-being for sustainable ECE in an 
informal settlement? 

 
Literature Review 

In order to explore the need for promoting ECD supervisors’ well-being, the literature we present 
highlights a brief understanding of what ECD entails, what and how sustainable ECD draws on 
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4 (SDG Compass, 2018), and finally, an understanding of the 
meaning and importance of well-being for sustainable ECD.  

Understanding Early Childhood Development  

ECD includes the informal schooling of young children (early childhood care and education from birth 
to 4 years), and the formal schooling of children in the foundation phase, ranging from reception year 
(Grade R) to Grade 3. ECD spans a wide range of activities planned by parents, teachers, and caregivers 
aimed at children aged from birth to 9 years (Department of Education, 2001; Koen et al., 2021). These 
activities strive to develop children in all domains including physically, mentally, emotionally, 
spiritually, morally, and socially (Moodly, 2019; Ebrahim et al., 2019). The ECD sector is receiving 
increased attention at a global level because these formative years have been identified as a site for 
social transformation and the eradication of inequalities by the United Nations SDGs for 2030 (SDG 
Compass, 2018; United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 2000; 2018). In South 
Africa, the National Development Plan identified ECD as a tool to significantly reduce poverty in 
vulnerable communities (Republic of South Africa, 2011). Presently, the Department of Basic Education 
(DBE, 2022) is gearing itself for the introduction of two years compulsory schooling before young 
children enter Grade 1. Most important, is the current function shifting of responsibility for ECD from 
the Department of Social Development to the Department of Basic Education (Mahamba, 2022). Given 
that ECD is recognised as a foundation for sustainable development starting from (pre)conception, the 
support for supervisors should be multi-disciplinary and across populations and settings. Effective ways 
to maintain and promote sustainable learning in ECD centres, with access for all communities, should 
be a shared responsibility too. 

Sustainable Learning in Early Childhood Development 

SDG 4 (quality education) acknowledges that children’s engagement in quality ECD can have positive 
outcomes on learning and development throughout the human lifespan (SDG Compass, 2018). This 
implies that sustainable learning instils ability for individuals to thrive in complicated, challenging, and 
ever-changing circumstances whilst contributing to making the world a better place (Hays & Reinders, 
2020). In other words, individuals could be lifelong learners who are able to learn, unlearn, and relearn 
to adapt to a world constantly in flux (Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2011). For sustainable learning to occur, 
teachers need to implement approaches and adapt curricula to foster critical, creative, and new world 
thinkers who navigate an ever-changing world (Hays, 2017). Thus, SDG 4 recognises early learning as a 
means for individuals to sustain their learning to adapt to a world that is constantly changing. In the 
context of ECD, quality education programmes provided for children, especially in the South African 
context, should lay a foundation that is safe for children to safely build relationships and explore their 
world, thereby enhancing sustainable ECE.  

 
Promoting Supervisors’ Sustainable Well-Being for ECD  

There are varying definitions of well-being, and scholars have argued that the concept is problematic 
to define. However, most researchers concur that the quality of an individual’s life is a representation 
of well-being (Sfeatcu et al., 2014). Dodge et al. (2012) also highlighted quality of life as a dimension 
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of well-being, rather than provide an absolute definition. Many attempts at formulating a definition 
for well-being have focused on multiple dimensions or constructs, rather than an overarching 
conceptualisation. Well-being is a feeling of contentment and balance, hope for the future, physical 
health, meaningful relationships, material resources, resilience, purposefulness, and providing support 
for others (Kun & Gadanecz, 2022). 
Building on this concept, is the notion of psychosocial well-being. According to Eiroa-Orosa (2020), 
psychosocial well-being includes psychological and social well-being that comprises the emotional, 
social, and physical components of ECD stakeholders, including supervisors. Swarbrick and Yudon 
(2014) stated that emotional well-being encompasses resilience, ability to express feelings, enjoyment 
of life, and dealing with stress and traumatic life experiences. And this applies not only to children in 
ECD centres but to all stakeholders including supervisors, practitioners, parents, and community 
members. Keyes (1998) found it useful to consider well-being as a social construct consisting of various 
dimensions involving empathy for others, collaboration, teamwork, communication, social play, 
altruism, and embracing diversity and inclusion. However, Keyes and Lopez (2002) claimed that 
physical well-being entails healthy nutrition, hygiene, physical activity, prevention and care of disease, 
rest, and recovery—the basic needs of all human beings. The three facets of well-being (emotional, 
physical, and social) are also important for the supervisors in order to achieve sustainable ECD centres 
in informal settlements. 
 
In developing countries, ECD centres’ stakeholders are exposed to multiple intersecting risks that 
compromise their well-being (Ebrahim et al., 2019). In South Africa, the widening gap of inequalities 
continues to impair disadvantaged people (children, supervisors, teachers, and parents of children 
from poor communities) while the privileged continue to thrive with their basic needs in place (African 
Child Policy Forum, 2016; Ebrahim et al., 2021). Numerous factors impacting on the well-being and 
sustainability of ECD centres relate, among others, to poverty, inequality chronic illnesses, poor 
infrastructure, teenage mothers, and low levels of caregiver education—all hampering inclusive 
communities and innovative collaborative ways to solve own problems (Moodly, 2019). The South 
African National Curriculum Framework (DBE, 2015) identified well-being as a key early learning and 
development area. Although the importance of well-being is undisputed, a benchmark requirement 
for optimum child development (Melhuish, 2014), and the health and well-being of supervisors as 
leaders in ECD centres, are equally important.  

Theoretical Perspective 

Posthumanism has broad and varying interpretations in different fields of study. However, the word 
itself simply translates to beyond humanism. Therefore, to better understand posthumanism, it is vital 
to specify the fundamentals of humanism. Humanist thinking emerged from the art forms and 
literature of the Renaissance period. It places the human at the centre of the universe as an exceptional 
being that is independent of, and superior to, others (Keeling & Lehman, 2018). In other words, 
humanism promoted anthropocentrism (Kopnina et al., 2018), a belief that the environment and other 
species may be used as a means to human ends. This superiority of the human race also extends to 
certain groups of human beings who are considered superior to the marginalised. Those marginalised 
include groups of people relegated in society, for example, females, people of colour, people without 
formal education, people from low-income areas, the disabled, and the lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, queer or questioning, intersex, asexual, and more LBGQT+ groups.  

Therefore, adopting a posthuman perspective in this study ensured transcending this dominance of 
certain groups of people by valuing the knowledge created by those who are marginalised and 
disadvantaged. In educational research, the ethics of humanism places the researcher at the centre of 
the research process. On the other hand, by using a participatory action research design, we aimed for 
epistemic democracy (McAteer & Wood, 2018) where the voices of the “researched” are heard and 
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valued. Adopting a posthuman perspective, we therefore aimed for the emancipation of a 
disadvantaged group of ECD Black female supervisors in an informal settlement. Coherent with the 
theory of posthumanism, our study aimed to enable participants to develop their own strategies to 
survive the stressful situations in their workplace and to further take charge in solving relevant 
problems in their own unique contexts (Cottam, 2018; Von Heimberg & Ness, 2021). Posthumanism 
implies doing research with people, rather than on people—research where knowledge is created and 
constructed collaboratively, thereby leading to action and creating sustainable social change within 
communities. Emanating from this, the methodology underpinning the study was participatory action 
learning and action research (PALAR), as described in the next section.  

Methodology 

Aligned with the collectivism of posthuman theories rather than with individualism, PALAR aims to 
enable the voices of groups of people working to solve problems within their unique contexts. The 
building of trust, collaboration, and team spirit are essential for the ongoing success and sustainability 
of a PALAR project, in which relationship building is an essential foundation (Zuber-Skerrit & Teare, 
2013). In view of this, prior contact was made with the participants in an effort to establish their 
individual and collective goals, purposes, and expectations for the project. Wood (2020) stated that 
the essence of PALAR is building relationships among co-researchers and that, in the absence of 
democratic, trusting, and purposeful relationships, PALAR cannot truly take place.  

PALAR is more than a research methodology given that it has a unique learning component. In fact, it 
can be regarded as a philosophy in which all people, irrespective of educational qualifications, can 
learn and contribute to knowledge production (Wood, 2019). The participants take on the role of co-
researchers in an attempt to address complex contextual challenges (for example, well-being) with 
transparency throughout the research process. In opposition to traditional research, PALAR is a 
research design that enables co-researchers to share their knowledge and build collaboratively on each 
other’s experiences (Martin et al., 2019). Thus, the process of PALAR highlights the democratisation of 
knowledge production among researchers and participants. This is done by collectively accelerating 
social change and ensuring participation as co-researchers (Ramírez et al., 2013). In the past, it was 
assumed that scientific knowledge was created by esteemed scholars and then applied by the field 
workers (McAteer & Wood, 2018). Hence, the underlying epistemological assumption in this 
investigation was that people working in the field are able to create knowledge based on their 
subjective realities; they have opportunity to both share and learn (MacDonald, 2012). 

PALAR research occurs in iterative cycles, in which the results of one cycle inform subsequent cycles. 
This article reports on the research and learnings of two cycles of inquiry. The initial research cycle 
consisted of three university researchers and three supervisors from three selected ECD centres; they 
came to be known as the action learning group. This was later extended to other stakeholders involved 
with the centres. The participants were purposefully selected as able to inform the research objectives 
and provide relevant data. Data generation and learnings occurred during two physical meetings and 
subsequent communication on a WhatsApp group that was formed with the entire research team.  

Data were generated using reflective drawings and audio recordings of the physical meetings, which 
provided opportunities for action and reflection (Calvo, 2017). Firstly, drawings require an emergence 
of both visual and kinaesthetic dimensions where participants are engaged in contributing to the action 
process. Secondly, drawings are used at the reflection stage to recall lived experiences after the 
observed activity, which helps to establish praxis—a bridge between theory and practice (Freire, 2000). 
Hence, the six participants used drawings both as means to act and reflect on their learnings—and to 
understand the complexity of well-being within three ECD centres in an informal settlement in 
KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. When participants are involved in the interpretation of their intended 
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messages, their drawings become a compelling means of participatory research embedded in 
participant–researcher collaboration (MacDonald, 2012; Mitchell et al., 2011).  

PALAR adopts an ontological assumption of multiple realities and collective knowledge acquisition that 
is coherent with qualitative approaches. To gain a comprehensive understanding of a phenomenon in 
qualitative research, the use of multiple data sources is recommended because this contributes to the 
convergence of information, resulting in data triangulation (Carter et al., 2014), and enhancing the 
credibility of research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Thus, credibility was ensured by utilising reflective 
drawings and group discussions. The team was familiar with the study phenomenon thus the quality 
of questions allowed for full expression of their views, confirming transferability of findings. The 
provision of enough information on the research design and methodology is consistent with PALAR 
principles. The findings of participants as co-researchers were confirmed through related literature, 
the reflexive approach, and theoretical framework (Neethling, 2015). Ethical clearance was sought and 
granted prior to the research, and learning processes from gatekeepers and considerations including 
voluntary participation and confidentiality were adhered to. To ensure anonymity, pseudonyms (S1, 
S2, S3, RA, RB, and RC) were used when presenting the findings.  

In Cycle 1, the participants reflected on experiences of challenges that led to their greater need for 
well-being. Of their general experiences of various challenges, the psychosocial challenges they had 
experienced in the previous year (effects of the 2021 floods in KwaZulu-Natal) became the focus. In 
Cycle 2, using reflective drawings, participants produced captions related to how an action learning 
group could move forward and promote the well-being of the supervisors. Data were analysed utilising 
critical content analysis. The drawings and captions were then presented to the action learning team, 
which observed and made valuable contributions (Lochmiller & Lester, 2015) resulting in collective 
meaning-making.  

Findings and Discussion 

Often, the link between well-being and social change is overlooked. In understanding how to promote 
well-being and a sense of connectedness to self (individual), others (collective), and nature (planetary), 
supervisors from the selected ECD centres presented the following themed views:  

 The challenges experienced while promoting the well-being of supervisors.  
 The value of decentralisation of our power.  
  Building relational connections for further collaborations. 

 
The findings of the study brought to the fore the notion that interventions to transform the situation 
in informal settlements are a responsibility for all stakeholders, whether human or nonhuman. The 
ECD supervisors identified the experienced challenges as reasons that lead to the hampering of the 
promotion of their well-being.  

The Challenges Experienced While Promoting the Well-Being of Supervisors  

This section highlights the challenges supervisors experienced in their quest for promotion of well-
being in informal settlements and the reasons for them. The findings suggested that the ECD 
supervisors experienced significant personal and contextual challenges but some are often peculiar to 
informal settlements only, with direct impact on their well-being. The discussions between the 
supervisors and researchers highlighted concerns raised as being contextual challenges and cases of 
criminal behaviour in and around their centres. These included incidents of frequent burglary in the 
centres, theft of centres’ resources (like water and electricity) by community members, and the non-
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payment of fees by parents. One participant confirmed this, citing poverty as a larger societal cause of 
their challenges in ECD centres that could not be ignored: 

Most parents are unemployed and depend on child support grant, which is what the centre 
also survives on, plus limited subsidy from the government and                                               other 
stakeholders . . . this has never been enough. We are overstretched on a daily basis 
ensuring that all our stakeholders’ needs are accommodated, i.e., our young children, 
practitioners and parents and non-teaching staff. To be responsible “alone” for all these 
tasks, is overwhelming, but we have to thrive. (S1)  

This above is confirmed by Nassar and Elsayed’s (2018) notion that informal settlements often attract 
a poor reputation as being hotspots of social unrest, squalor, crime, with high rates of unemployment 
and poverty. It became clear that experienced vulnerabilities and the complexity of the challenges did 
not only negatively impact on the supervisors’ well-being, but also on all the ECD centres’ stakeholders 
including practitioners, young children, parents, and the community members. Participants S2 and RB 
explained how the difficulty of funding for ECD centres affected the health and well-being of 
supervisors as well as sustainable learning: 

Our practitioners are not paid decent salaries . . . and this is devastating knowing the effort 
they put in their work; we depend and survive on fees from parents to support and care 
for our children. (S2)  

In general, ECD centres and practitioners are not recognised in these communities, we feel 
invisible . . . we are all here because of the greatest love for our young children and belief 
in education for all in this country—no matter where one comes from. (RB) 

The frustration demonstrated by the above three participants indicates that supervisors were 
sometimes left with very few opportunities to navigate alternatives to access adequate resources to 
address needs to enhance health and well-being in the ECD centres. Although supervisors and 
practitioners are aware that they have a legal function to contribute to the well-being of learners, 
parents, and each other, from the group meeting, it was evident that there were “incorrect 
perceptions” and a “lack of education about ECD,” which participants felt isolated ECD centres from 
the community. S1 added: “Some community members believe that the ECD centres are our own 
businesses, hence the lack of their support.”  

This appeared to be a very concerning perception, contributing to the lack of support and 
inaccessibility of basic services. The two group meetings saw supervisors complaining mainly about the 
current crisis, which had left them struggling and having a ripple effect on inequalities and injustices 
experienced in informal settlements. As mentioned previously, many ECD facilities in South Africa in 
informal settlements and rural communities, function under very challenging conditions including 
supervision and teaching (practitioner) skills (Atmore et al., 2012; Melariri et al., 2019; Visser et al., 
2021), which affect the well-being in the centres. These general challenges led to participants reflecting 
on the recent past three years, stressing the devastating effects of the Covid-19 pandemic (2020–2022) 
and the floods in KwaZulu-Natal (April–May, 2022), which crippled progress in their centres and the 
whole community. S1 recalled this about floods:  

The recent floods left us in our centre and community devasted after losing everything. 
Community lost their shacks [homes], clothing, food, legal documents, etc. . . . We had to 
be pro-active and find responsive solutions. Some families and children are still residing in 
community halls and churches—but bring their children which adds to the usual challenges 
we experienced daily . . . we still have to find other ways of survival. 
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The above indicates how various psychosocial challenges including natural disasters are part of 
communities and affect their well-being. We recognised that leadership in ECD requires the practice 
of responsive interdisciplinary approaches in addressing personal and contextual challenges including 
small children without homes or the sudden death of their parents. The National Department of Social 
Development Guidelines for ECD services (2006) suggested that developing resilience for ECD 
supervisors should not only be about theoretical, practical knowledge and experience in managing ECD 
centres, but that possession of leadership skills is also a requirement. Adequate leadership skills can 
enable supervisors tackle the various daily responsibilities in and outside their centres, including 
unexpected crises. In the context of the challenges described in this section, it appears that 
supervisors’ experiences are complex and thus, greater emotional stability is imperative. Although, in 
some cases, outside influences affected the centres negatively, it was interesting to learn what S1 
reflected on as being a good relationship and connection with neighbours of their centre: 

We have an excellent relationship with our neighbours. We have become their extended 
family as a centre. Even the taxi drivers that rank in the parking by the gate, ensure that 
security is maintained. Any suspicious individuals or action, they are there—you answer to 
them first. We feel protected and we’ve developed a trusting relationship. Even at night, 
the neighbours do night rounds checking suspicious and strange noises then they will call 
me. The centre has benefitted from these connections and community involvement. I do 
not stress at night.  

This kind of relationship as described by S1 above was an eye-opener, and gave other supervisors hope 
that with effective education in their communities about well-being in ECD centres, individual and 
social change—no matter how small—could happen. This confirms that even though life in informal 
settlements is known to often be complex and volatile, some informal settlements are organised with 
neighbours who know each other well and have formal residents’ committee structures and systems 
of support. All participants believed that there was still hope to forge relationships and connections 
within communities and beyond.  

The Value of Decentralisation of Our Power  

The participants used reflective drawings and captions (Figures 1–6) relating to how they could move 
forward and promote the well-being of ECD supervisors in an informal settlement. Explaining the 
meaning of their drawings in a discussion meeting enhanced the credibility of research (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2018). Participants S1 and S3 used figure drawings (Figure 1 and Figure 2, respectively) to 
represent their explanations of how the well-being of the supervisors could be promoted by practising 
delegation of their power.   
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Figure 1: Parts of the Body: Working Together Figure 2: Small Body With an “Ear” and a 
“Heart” 

  

Both S1 and S3 reflected on the importance of building relationships and working together. A human 
figure drawing represented how each part of the body depends on the support of the others to 
function properly. They felt that no matter whether one is big or small, rich or poor, all should begin 
with oneself—know who you are and then recognise the other as a human being like you. Both 
participants stressed that this should begin with a person (them as supervisors, in this case) and 
thereafter, the need to decentralise their power—which is a process of sharing and valuing other 
stakeholders. By addressing the challenges of lived experiences at the ECD centres, it became evident 
that supervisors and centres cannot operate in isolation, but must operate collaboratively with all 
stakeholders. For the body to function optimally, all its parts should connect with others and this is a 
shared responsibility. Good connection for a common goal leads to collaboration and the creation of 
further opportunities for social change. 

From the participants’ reflections and descriptions of the content of drawings, the characteristics that 
they should possess were represented in words like, “an ear” (S1), meaning to “listen, learn and act” 
and “the heart” (S3), meaning “love and caring, trust, support,” and were stressed and explained in 
detailed with reference to parts of the body. SI explained:  

As the head of the centre, it is crucial to demonstrate love, care, and support to everyone 
equally. To be trusted and confidential with your stakeholders’ matters that they entrust 
you with is key in building healthy relationships. This has a possibility to earn you love and 
respect back—an encouragement to do more for and with your other stakeholders within 
the centre communities. 

Relationships are fundamental to well-being, and the experiences that contribute to well-being are 
often amplified through relationships (Melhuish, 2014). All participants demonstrated creativity and 
authenticity in their interpretations of reflective drawings showing how the health and well-being of 
supervisors as leaders and as human beings in ECD centres are equally important. The intersection 
between human and non-human relationships (posthumanisim), and the understanding of the 
complexity of well-being, became evident through sharing ways in which supervisors could 
decentralise their power in ECD centres beyond human relationalities, as explained in Kopnina et al. 
(2018). This led to participants suggesting various strategies consistent with posthumanistic 
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perspectives and PALAR principles (theoretical and methodological approaches) as examples of the 
ways of improving the promotion of supervisors’ well-being: 

The importance of recognising and identifying strengths and talent of our practitioners, 
caregivers and parents, so that their knowledge and technological skills—including using 
social media like Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram and computer skills—should be 
developed and improved to connect locally and internationally and finding space to 
showcase our work in our communities. (RC) 

Collaborate with parents, nearby formal schools, local arts, culture and recreation centres 
and local business people. Parents’ workplaces could become our assets as some work in 
shops and factories where they are allowed to purchase on discounted prices/rates. This 
can be beneficial to the centres and can connect the centre with wider community like 
businesses through parents. (S2) 

Developing communities of practice with practitioners from other ECD centres. 
Communicating using social media and learning from each other, improves one’s practice 
and supervision skills. Using technology like phones improves communication—reaching 
to others in times of distress. Technological advancement (internet) is also an empowering 
learning tool. Going for a cup of tea can be stress relieving and could enhance friendships. 
(RA)  

Networking and collaborations with the local universities to learn theoretical and 
pedagogical knowledge, and how to further academic qualifications to be relevant. (RB)  

The above were some of the actions that the group felt might enhance their well-being. However, the 
willingness to learn, unlearn, and re-learn new ways and processes of interconnection and co-
construction of knowledge for sustainable ECD in an informal settlement was also cited as a 
requirement. The consensus was that inclusive and interdisciplinary approaches to finding solutions 
should not be centred on humans only but should be extended beyond human rationalities, knowing 
that informal settlements are resilient—they often do things for themselves as members of 
communities. 

As a result of adapting to decentralisation of power, and interconnection at human and nonhuman 
levels, the supervisors became aware of the strengths of inclusive communities for solving unique 
problems in own contexts (Cottam, 2018; Von Heimberg & Ness, 2021). In this way, the importance of 
practising respecting our own culture, preserving nature, developing friendships and, most of all, 
forming solidarity and valuing each other as human beings, became a source of well-being and social 
change.  
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Figure 3: A Tree: My Source of Life  
 

 
Figure 3 represents the life and personal growth of the supervisors from resourceful ECD centres where 
all stakeholders are welcome to participate and contribute to sustainable ECE. A well-nourished, deep-
rooted tree stands firm on the ground, feeding all its parts with nutrients to bear fruits to be shared 
by everyone. S2 further explained that, as human beings, we are all resourceful like the parts of the 
tree; we all possess strengths, talents, and capabilities. Development of self-awareness and willingness 
to adapt to change and to engage in introspective reflection are important skills to be learnt. S2 further 
explained as follows: 

All parts of the “tree” work together, but most importantly, the roots which feed nutrients 
and water to all parts of tree, are most important—just the same as the heart from the 
previous figure drawings. As a supervisor, one has to know and respect their co-workers, 
then neighbours, parents, and community members. We should be trusted and be friendly 
towards all. When people know and understand you, it is easy to connect and interact at 
a relational level. (S2) 

The above participant’s relationship with neighbours of the centre was not healthy; participants felt 
that if were supervisors practiced openness, were firm in their decision-making, were supportive and 
cared for all stakeholders involved, genuine interconnectedness would be possible and the centre 
would become integrated into the community. Engaging in reflective drawings and dialogue provided 
participants opportunities for reflection and learning (Calvo, 2017). They began to realise that some 
introspection and new ways of doing things needed to be adopted for the benefit of their ECD centres 
and for sustainable social change within their communities. Limited visibility and less participation in 
community projects and activities were cited as some of the negative practices and behaviour that 
supervisors felt they needed to change.  

When collaboration is practised, leadership in the centres can become stress free because all 
stakeholders would be engaged in decision-making and feel valued, heard, trusted, and appreciated. 
Thus, as Cottam (2018) and Von Heimberg and Ness (2021) posited, in order to resolve stressful 
situations in the ECD centres, supervisors should take charge of and develop sustainable strategies 

through shared responsibility.  

Building Relational Connections for Further Collaborations  

Although the reflective drawings highlighted the importance of connecting with stakeholders from 
communities, some ECD centres were still experiencing challenges in getting total commitment, 
responsibility, and accountability from parents and community members. The findings indicated that 
communities with no education about ECD have an uninformed perception of these centres, viewing 
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them as separate entities that make a lot of money for supervisors and practitioners. Thus, issues of 
vandalism and theft were highlighted as prime.  

Figures 4 and 5 demonstrate how the process of making relational connections could be achieved, 
especially if the strengths of the communities in informal settlements were recognised. Connections 
in relationships require vulnerability, openness, and trust. 

Figure 4: Hold Hands: In Support for Each 
Other     

Figure 5: Connected by Hearts 

  

Figure 4 represents three opened hands—but joined together. Figure 5 represents joined hearts, 
meaning that the supervisors were willing to open themselves to other possibilities of working 
together for sustainable learning in ECD and for their well-being.  

In these drawings, the emphasis is on warmth because both the heart and hands are emotive and can 
promote relational well-being. When engaging in reflexive practice and action, a strong belief was that 
holding each other’s hands (support) and feeling connected from the heart could move us forward in 
the quest for greater well-being. A good heart is warm and welcoming to all without discrimination. 
Navigating the ever-changing world requires that we show each other mutual respect, trust, 
authenticity, love, and caring in order to become new world thinkers (Hays, 2017). Relational 
connections with stakeholders, objects, or events dispel the superiority of the human race and extend 
to those groups of humans who are marginalised. Thus, enhancing a relational connection culture in a 
workplace (ECD centres) would mean that people communicated more and collaborated for social 
transformation as well. 
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Figure 6: Turning Wheels Bring About Change 

 
 
R1’s drawing (Figure 6) represents the life of an ECD centre in which all stakeholders are open to 
change. It is one structure with many parts that work together for any movement to occur. The car 
performs different roles including being transport for the healthy and sick, carrying groceries, transport 
for living and dead, and sending messages from house to house, locally and internationally. However, 
any movement requires planning and taking stock by prioritising needs and sourcing alternatives. The 
windows of the vehicle indicate that, for all stakeholders’ well-being to be promoted, a clear vision and 
mission for future developments at the centre is critical. Success brings some light to harness 
interdisciplinary processes to reach one’s destination. R2 explained the meaning of car and its 
relevance to the promotion of well-being:  

Our future is unpredictable; globally, our circumstances change like the turning wheels, 
resulting in tiny movements—which means that supervisors in informal settlements 
should re-think their responsibilities, have a direction and drive on their lane and know 
that they are “not alone.”  

The findings suggest that to achieve greater emotional stability, supervisors, practitioners, parents, 
and other ECD stakeholders need to understand that there is no one-size-fits-all strategy when 
addressing psychosocial challenges that impact on health and well-being. Therefore, becoming a 
responsive supervisor would mean that you learn to identify and draw on the strengths of all interested 
and capable people as your reserves—like a spare wheel or reserve fuel tank. RB and S3 suggested 
activities (nonhuman) and people (human) in the community that ECD centres could connect with to 
forge collaborative work, for example, creating community, school, and home food gardens. 
Identifying participation in national and international celebrations is one way to relieve stress and bring 
about happiness, and is consistent with posthuman approaches. Through such projects, ECD 
stakeholders could learn about and from each other, and about the community in general, which 
results in the education of those engaged.  

Conclusions 

This study reflected on ECD supervisors’ challenges that were reasons for their great need for well-
being. This resulted in the action team finding ways they could promote well-being and reflexive 
learning for sustainable ECE in informal settlements. We acknowledge that some South African 
communities still grapple with inequalities, leading to ECD centres in informal settlements 
experiencing multiple vulnerabilities and inadequate resources that impact on the supervisors’ well-
being (Corr et al., 2014). However, consistent with the theoretical (posthumanism) and methodological 
(PALAR) perspectives, an opportunity to reflect and learn collaboratively became emancipatory and 
raised awareness of the value of all stakeholders’ capabilities and strengths to contribute to 
sustainable social change in ECD centre communities. Therefore, if psychosocial challenges in ECD 
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centres are to be solved with people—and not on or for people—interventions to transform stressful 
situations in supervisors’ workplaces and in informal settlements becomes a responsibility not for 
supervisors only but for all stakeholders. Strengthening collaborative practice encourages 
communities to become responsible, accountable, and committed to the promotion of well-being and 
sustainable ECE.  

Although informal settlements are marginalised as low-income areas with people relegated from 
society and without formal education, it is important to understand that these are sometimes resilient 
and resourceful communities who believe in collaborative work. Thus, for supervisors’ well-being to 
be promoted, innovative collaborative ways to solve own problems in own contexts utilising 
responsive solutions can be a useful tool. Decentralisation of supervisors’ power and using 
interdisciplinary interventions can serve as an invitation to communities to feel responsible and 
accountable for the ECE—thus, relational interconnections can be improved and all stakeholders feel 
valued. This study has potential to contribute to the well-being of supervisors, which could filter down 
to greater well-being for teachers and learners, resulting in sustainable ECD in informal settlements. 
Promotion of the value of each and every human being, and engaging collaboratively with respect and 
authenticity, encourages solidarity. 

Recommendations  

Based on the findings presented in this study, we suggest that individuals’ strengths and capabilities 
should be identified to revolutionise the development of transformed knowledge to adapt to an ever-
changing world. For ECD supervisors to promote their well-being depends on how they identify human 
and nonhuman ways to relationally connect with all stakeholders interested in the education of young 
children from marginalised communities and, further, to find ways to engage the ECD communities on 
social injustice and inequalities, resulting in sustainable ECD centres and transformed inclusive 
communities. 
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Abstract 
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Introduction 

This is an important time to be an early childhood educator. In the current global context, engaging 
with young children around sustainability is critical to educating for Earth’s future. In Western societies 
today, children are more disconnected from the natural world than in any previous generation (Elliott, 
2015). The literature attributes this to a variety of modern issues that hinder children from playing in 
nature, such as the rise of technologies, busier family lives, risk aversion, and the lack of accessible 
natural spaces (Malone & Waite, 2016). The concern is that young children deprived of the benefits of 
being in nature will be detrimentally affected in their longer-term health, development, and well-
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being. Outdoor play in nature is often perceived in Western societies as the antidote to modern 
childhood, and the rapid international emergence of “forest school” or “nature play” type programmes 
in the last two decades attests to this. The forest school approach has been adopted by an increasing 
number of Australian early childhood services (Kids in Nature Network, 2018), and is identified in some 
states of Australia as “bush kinder”—a term reflecting the uniqueness of the Australian landscape. 
Given the relative newness of these programmes in Australia, it is vital for educators to reflect on their 
pedagogical roles in outdoor nature settings, particularly in relation to the demands of global 
sustainability.  

Given that there has been scant research into early childhood education (ECE) pedagogies in Australian 
outdoor nature settings and, more specifically, into professional learning for sustainability in 
immersive nature play programs (INPPs), this perceived gap was investigated in the larger study on 
which this article is based (Hughes, 2021). This overarching research question guided the study: “How 
might an awareness of a nexus between nature and sustainability influence the pedagogies of early 
childhood educators in nature immersive programme settings?”  

Although Australian research in early childhood education for sustainability (ECEfS) is recognised 
internationally, caution has been expressed that the potential for ECEfS is not yet evident in nature 
play programmes (Carr & Plevyak, 2020; Elliott et al., 2020). Australian policy requirements for early 
childhood education promote stewardship, respect, and care but often, a romanticised sensory 
discourse is promulgated and subsequently, is the somewhat comfortable route taken by educators.  

Specific to INPPs and sustainability, the relationship between educator identity and agency has not yet 
been addressed. Although the participants in the study generally held pro-ecological worldviews, their 
ideas about a nature–sustainability nexus and human–nature relationships generally appeared to be a 
mixture of worldviews. A worldview is a framework or collection of values and beliefs one holds about 
the world and our future in it (Olthuis, 1989). Environmental worldviews refer to a belief or value 
system through which an individual understands the natural world and human–nature relationalities. 
Some 20 years ago, Kuhn (2001) argued for an ecological worldview that reconnects humans with 
nature, replacing the dominant anthropocentric worldview that positions both the humans and the 
more than human as a dualism on the brink of environmental peril. Examination of our experiences, 
beliefs, values, and worldviews invites engagement in change towards ecological sustainability, 
aligning with Sauvé’s (2005) description of “social criticism” (p. 24) in which individuals are challenged 
to confront their own beliefs, attitudes, and actions and challenge the dominant discourses.   

A worldview represents the way one sees the world, and calibrates identity and our ways of being in 
the world (Walton & Jones, 2018). Thus, personal identity formation involves constant questioning and 
reinventing of self (Moisander & Pesonen, 2002). In relation to developing a nature identity, Schultz 
(2000) suggested this requires interaction of connectedness, care, and commitment, and that 
environmental concerns are tied to a worldview that encourages humans to perceive themselves as 
part of nature. Therefore, an assumption can be made that seeing the world ecologically may lead to 
taking on pro-ecological roles, developing identity in practice, and enacting agency. The Australian 
national curriculum policy, Belonging, Being and Becoming: The Early Years Learning Framework for 
Australia (Australian Government Department of Education [AGDE], 2022; Department of Education, 
Employment & Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2009) stated that humans enacting agency entails being 
able to make decisions and choices that impact their world and influence events. For the educators in 
this study, enacting agency involved engaging with new knowledges, reflecting on attitudes, values, 
and identities, and becoming challenged to adopt new praxis. These pedagogies provided 
opportunities for seeing, reflecting on, and responding to sustainability through recognising 
assemblages, associations, and relationships in their immediate bush settings.  
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In this context, I specifically examine professional learning for sustainability with early 
childhood educators around EfS through action research in INPPs, a strand within the 
larger study (Hughes, 2021). Early childhood educators thinking differently and deeply can 
facilitate change towards sustainability in many different ways, including being open to 
new possibilities and exploring various worldviews. Consequently, coevolvement of an 
ecological worldview and ecological identity developed through the study. Regular visits 
to the bush sites and critical reflection assisted in the enhancement of educators’ 
environmental values, beliefs, and attitudes about nature and educator agency in action 
research, which led to furthering their ecological worldviews.  

Literature Review 

In this brief synthesis of relevant literature, I draw together insights about pedagogy, ECEfS and 
common worlds thinking. The Australian early childhood curriculum for early years learning (DEEWR, 
2009), defined pedagogy as “early childhood educators’ professional practice, especially those aspects 
that involve building and nurturing relationships, curriculum decision making, teaching and learning” 
(p. 9). Educators develop their pedagogical repertoire from their worldviews, training, experience, 
context, and the particular cohort of children, whilst constantly being responsive and critically 
reflective. Pedagogy is central to educators’ roles both in early childhood centres and beyond centre 
boundaries in nature play spaces, and it is the latter that invites exploration in this paper. However, in 
Australian pre-service education and the curriculum documents guidance around EfS and INPPs has 
not been evident until recently. The Belonging, Being and Becoming: The Early Years Learning 
Framework for Australia V2.0 (AGDE, 2022) was released in January 2023, and included a Sustainability 
Principle and recognition of opportunities for children to learn on Country in the Practices section. 
Another recent Australian publication, Early Years Learning in Australian Natural Environments 
(Hughes et al., 2021) is the first text providing professional learning for INPPs.  

Even though there is an emerging body of research on sustainability and ECEfS and their place in INPPs 
(Elliot & Krusekopf, 2017; Hass & Ashman, 2014; Kelly & White, 2013), there is little research about the 
pedagogies for ECEfS in INPPs (Truscott, 2020). In addition, most often, the focus is on education about 
nature, and not on education for and with nature (Grogan & Hughes, 2020). Research illustrates that 
attitudes towards the natural environment are formed during the early years, but do require a mentor 
or influential adult for guidance (Chawla & Derr, 2012; D’Amore & Chawla, 2020). As Carson 
(1956/1998) argued many years ago:  

If a child is to keep alive his inborn sense of wonder . . . he needs the companionship of at 
least one adult who can share it, rediscovering with him the joy, excitement and mystery 
of the world we live in. (p. 55)  

Therefore, in an INPP it is imperative for educators to critically analyse and reflect on their pedagogical 
practices because these influence children’s construction of understandings about sustainability and 
relationships with nature.  

In Australia, ECEfS has its historical beginnings in environmental education (Davis & Elliott, 2014; 
Gough, 1997). Australian authors Elliott and Davis (2009) defined ECEfS as:  

an empowering approach to education underpinned by both humanistic and ecological 
values that promote change towards sustainable learning communities. Consequently, 
early childhood education for sustainability seeks to empower children and adults to 
change their ways of thinking, being and acting in order to minimise environmental 
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impacts and to enhance environmentally and socially sustainable practices within early 
childhood settings and into homes and the wider community. (p. 68) 

This definition is about educators recognising transformative education that values sustainability and 
is brought to bear through policies and pedagogies that reflect social change (Davis, 2015). 
Importantly, incorporating ECEfS into INPPs requires moving beyond merely playing in nature.  

The complexities of the Earth we inhabit invite engagement with new pedagogies to challenge current 
humanist discourses of the default stewardship of nature. Harwood (2019) framed emphasis on 
relationality and entanglements between the human and the more-than-human world to challenge 
the centrism of humans within ECEfS. As such, posthumanist thinking has been recommended as an 
alternative view of human–nature relationships and as critical to Earth’s survival (Wilson, 2019). 
Accordingly, Ferreira and Davis (2015), Taylor (2013), and Weldemariam et al. (2017) have argued that 
many early childhood educators might continue to hold superficial views of a nature–sustainability 
nexus unless positions such as posthumanist thinking are included in their everyday pedagogy and 
reflections. Highlighting such entanglements may enable us to see more clearly the pervasive 
anthropocentric worldview, and to reflect on the issues created by such a view. Taylor (2013), Taylor 
and Pacini-Ketchabaw (2015), and Weldemariam and Wals (2020) argued for a move away from child-
centred pedagogies and towards learning within a commonworlds approach. In disrupting child-
centred pedagogies, Wilson (2019) asked early childhood educators “to consider, instead of learning 
about nature, thinking with nature” (p. 29). This would entail a distinct rethinking and movement of 
Australian educators’ worldviews, ecological identities, and agency as was demonstrated in the larger 
study (Hughes, 2021).  

Theoretical and Methodological Framing  

Research Sites and Participants 

Selection of the study participants required seeking early childhood services that were implementing 
nature programmes. Therefore, purposive sampling (Liamputtong, 2013) guided this study and two 
early childhood services whose educators took groups of children on regular excursions to a bushland 
setting were invited to participate. I strove to locate two services that had been involved in INPPs for 
a similar length of time—supported by Stake’s (2005) advice to employ cases that seemed to offer 
opportunities to learn. I purposefully invited one preschool and one long day care service situated in 
an Australian city to facilitate a broader sample of educator experiences and perspectives. These are 
the two Australian early childhood education service types that conduct most nature programmes 
(Kids in Nature Network, 2018). Also, I asked each of the services to nominate two educators to be in-
depth participants for the individual interviews, nature programme observations, and writing of 
individual educator reflective journals and I invited all staff in both centres (21 participants) to be part 
of the centre focus groups.  

Theoretical Framework and Methodologies 

A social constructionist theoretical framework was employed, alongside participatory action research 

(PAR) and appreciative inquiry (AI) methodologies. Similar methodology has been employed in 

prior early childhood research to facilitate transformative learning, for example, by Elliott 

(2015) and Woodrow and Newman (2015). Through PAR in this study, transformative shift was 
possible with the research opening up a space for professional learning among the practitioners who 
made movements in their thinking and pedagogies.   
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Action research has many forms, one of which is participatory action research (PAR). Carr and Kemmis 
(1986) asserted that PAR is the research method of preference “whenever a social practice is the focus 
of research activity” (p. 165), providing a process through which  

transformative change occurs by way of collaborative learning in a social situation. De Souza (1998) 
maintained that the pedagogic and research functions become entangled when a community acquires 
and generates knowledge. That is, communities, specifically, in this study, participants in two nature 
programme settings, work individually and collectively to develop their worldviews, their 
understandings of pedagogy, and the contexts of these to transform their worldviews and praxis. 
Liamputtong and Ezzy (2005) described “participation, education and collaborative action as the 
cornerstones of participatory action research” (p. 183). In this study, PAR methodology was the vehicle 
for transformative learning that presented the educator participants with the opportunity to 
problematise and engage in both innovative and transformative thinking, reflection, and practice. 
Collaborative partnerships positioned the participants as agentic knowers (Newman & Woodrow, 
2015), which assisted in deepening their knowledge and changing worldviews in relation to their 
pedagogy (MacNaughton & Hughes, 2009).  

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) was utilised as a complimentary methodology to potentially empower 
participants to reflect on new ideas and create new knowledges. It is closely related to action research 
as a search for innovative knowledge creation in a social arena (Zandee & Cooperrider, 2008). AI is 
based on the constructionist notion that social reality is maintained and transformed through 
processes of shared meaning-making, with the premise that knowledge creation is a relational 
endeavour (Watkins et al, 2011; Zandee, 2014). AI is a collaborative, empowering, holistic, 
transformative, inquiry-based methodology that follows a strength-focused model and employs those 
strengths to uncover the positive aspects of an issue under consideration by the group (Priest et al., 
2013; Waters & White, 2015). AI guided the research interview and focus group questions through the 
four dimensions of the AI process: discovery, dream, design, and destiny (Bright et al., 2006). In this 
study, I align with AI as a process of generative theorising whereby the participants were able to create 
knowledges by discovering, understanding, creating a sense of possibility, and implementing 
transformative ideas from positive questioning about a subject.  

Data Creation Procedure 

The experiences of the educators were captured through observing their practices and pedagogies, 
individual interviews, interactions in focus group interviews, and reading their reflective journaling in 
their typical work context. Data were collected over an 8-month period in which insights into the 
perceptions of the educators about sustainability and nature were sought. 

Data Analysis  

This being an under-investigated phenomenon, qualitative research was well suited to seeking 
understandings from the participants’ perspectives (Creswell, 2012). The goals of the data creation 
and analysis were thick and rich descriptions that could lead to identification of salient themes, as 
proposed by Creswell (2005). I took inspiration from Ringrose and Renold (2014) who invited 
examination of lines of flight, Deleuze and Guattari (1987) to analyse research encounters, and I 
realised that analysis was not simply coding—it was about first reading the data widely, and then 
deeply, once immersed in them. These notions were inductively refined by ongoing close examination 
and interpretation through a process of identifying similar ideas, looking for patterns in practices and 
thinking (commonalities and variations), and noting common reflections. Miles et al. (2014) termed 
this process data condensation, and it engendered stronger data in an iterative way throughout the 
study (Creswell, 2012), illuminating participant transformative changes/movement.  
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Ethics 

Approval was sought from the University of New England’s Human Research Ethics Committee to 
undertake this study. The private school and charity organisations where the services were located 
were approached as the responsible bodies via the Directors of the invited services, and permission 
was received to be involved in the study from their respective organisations. Consent was obtained 
from all participants and parents/guardians. It is standard ethical practice to request consent from 
parents to observe their children in an early childhood setting as per Early Childhood Australia’s (2016) 
Code of Ethics. 

Findings and Discussion 

All participants reported/reflected on rich journeys of professional learning through action research 
incorporating pedagogical movement towards sustainability. In particular, a movement from linear 
and pragmatic pedagogies to more fluid relational pedagogies was evident and these are now 
examined. I first consider pedagogical roles in the bush, then being with colleagues, relationalities of 
place, and finally, emerging lines of flight are explored.  

Shifting Pedagogical Roles in the Bush 

Initially, the educators placed emphasis on the importance of facilitating children’s knowledge through 
purposeful and intentional teaching and learning opportunities whilst in the bush settings. They 
perceived this as the way the children would learn first-hand about sustainability and that such lived 
experiences sparked relationships, curiosity, wonder, and engaged the children’s senses. This type of 
pedagogical identity appeared linked to the Early Years Learning Framework (DEEWR, 2009), being 
well known to, and practised by, the educators. However, as the study developed, the educators’ 
pedagogies appeared to move in various ways (from linear towards relational)—with more diverse 
views about their pedagogical roles in the bush around sustainability becoming apparent. These 
included slow pedagogies, and philosophising and sharing conversations with children in the bush, 
which are examined here in relation to educator identity and agency. 

Slow Pedagogies  

Slow pedagogy as originally described by Payne and Wattchow (2008), is a response to Dewey’s call 
for a philosophy of experience, seeking “to expose the possible depths and values of the places we 
might dwell in” (p. 27). All educators in this study appeared to have shifted their mindset and taken a 
“slow down” approach over the period they had been taking children into the bush. This invited 
sustainability learning to occur at a slower pace; and, at the same time, they were being pedagogically 
intentional, valuing nature and place, and promoting ecological understandings. They all sensed the 
powerful time and space influence of nature on their pedagogy and also, time and space to critically 
reflect on their worldviews and identity. As Elliott and Chancellor (2014) and others have described, 
educators adopt a slow pedagogy to be able to recognise more in nature, be present, and teach 
intentionally. The educators at both settings were vocal about how the bush had influenced their 
individual pedagogical approach and, subsequently, the children’s slowing down. They agreed that 
being in nature engaged their senses and promoted more thinking about sustainability, thereby 
enacting their agency to value the places they were in and make decisions and choices relating to their 
pedagogies.  

Philosophising and Sharing Conversations 

Throughout the study, the educators reflected on the questioning techniques they had employed with 
children, and how these had changed over time with impacts for themselves. Learning more about the 
places they inhabited, and subsequently deepening their questioning and conversations with each 
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bush visit, was viewed as important. The educators cited that, alongside the children, they were 
developing a stronger sense of commitment to sustainability—evident in their shifts in questioning 
techniques with more intentional teaching about sustainable practices. These deeper conversations 
for philosophising with children presented openings for the educators to be involved in a community 
of inquiry pedagogy (MacNaughton & Williams, 2009; Murris, 2008). This included wondering about 
things with a view to thinking differently and for oneself. The educators at both centres were opening 
up and wondering about questions and puzzlements on philosophical topics that interested 
themselves and the children. One educator responded on behalf of others: 

There was lots of discussion about the trolley we saw on the embankment today. How it 
got there, who put it there and why they put it there. The children pondered how they 
could remove it. 

She recognised that they were not talking about parts of the bush and sustainability in isolation but, 
rather, were involved in sustained, shared thinking as first described by Siraj-Blatchford (2007), 
discussions about sustainability generally, and solving real problems. As a collective, the educators 
grappled with more complex thinking about their agency for implementing their revised worldviews. 
Building on these pedagogical changes, remaking of knowledge through collegial practice followed. 

Change Through Being With Colleagues 

Being with colleagues created opportunities for critical reflection and peer pedagogical support to 

promote professionally transformative learning. Together with ongoing learning in the bush 

settings with children, these opportunities appeared to enhance movements in the educators’ 

pedagogy and thinking. The educators from both centres remarked on how they supported each 
other when critically reflecting on EfS practices in the bush, and time was deliberately created for 
dialogue, discussion, and debate. Although such dedicated time is not often structured into ECE daily 
routines (Knauf, 2019), visits to the bush appeared to be an impetus for critically reflective practice. 
All participants reported being more reflective in the bush settings than in the centres, and this 
transposed to their discussions once back in the centres. They also agreed that being involved in the 
study had stimulated more critical reflection, and provoked deeper reflections about sustainability. 
White et al. (2007) maintained that critical reflection on practice can enable “a making and remaking 
of knowledge” (p. 10). In this way, through careful practice scrutiny, they had re-envisioned their 
pedagogical roles around sustainability. Professionally transformative learning had occurred (Mezirow, 
1990) and, as Archer (2012) identified, reflective thinking leading to transformative action is essential, 
particularly in changing circumstances. 

In both centres, the educators referenced the positive aspects of peer pedagogical support that 
appeared to emanate from the context, the people involved, and a shared endeavour. These reflective 
practices provided a time and space for the educators to consider any movement in their pedagogy in 
relation to a nature–sustainability nexus and whether these pedagogical practices stemmed from the 
centre or bush contexts. The study had provided the educators with an opportunity to explore and 
share knowledge as peers, and to work more collaboratively as a team engaged in transformative 
learning. By talking, explaining, and telling stories during the focus group interview, it appeared the 
educators were learning more about themselves and others. This promoted critical reflection and in-
depth scrutiny of their values and priorities in relation to practice. The educators identified that 
pedagogical shifts may be necessitated, and one of these shifts was challenging themselves about how 
they were addressing sustainability in the bush, rather than only “being” in nature and hoping this 
would develop sustainable worldviews and practices. The PAR process had facilitated educators’ 
agency in pedagogical shifts with implications for educators’ sense of identity. In the same way, 
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pedagogical movements were made and relationships with place and a movement towards 
relationships with the more than human followed. 

Rethinking Place and Relationships 

Some educators enacted a place-based pedagogy that attended to ethical and moral practices, with 
the explicit intention of developing sustainability worldviews in the children. The educators were 
intentional and knowledgeable about their site and what was present in place. They appeared in tune 
with who had been there before, were learning about the local First Nations People’s understandings 
of the place, and actively sought these new, but ancient knowledges. They situated themselves within 
a place and also within the learning space it provided, for example, one educator stated:  

Making sure we are giving some areas in the bush a rest. The children say “You said that 
we couldn’t climb on the rocks.” It’s good they are questioning, but also comes that 
understanding that we have used the rocks a lot and now they might need a rest now and 
so that idea of regeneration is really important. It’s just as important as every other aspect.  

Place responsive pedagogy involves being in relationships with place. Both educators and children 
began shifting their focus to include the rights, knowledges, agencies, and the value of the more than 
human in the place. The educators articulated a deep sense of connection and belonging to the place; 
a perhaps unconscious, intuitive, posthumanist perspective and relational ethics were evident. The 
lived experience of place appeared to strengthen the educators’ relationships and entanglements with 
place, place meaning, and affordances, resulting in flows of connectivity and open-ended thinking. 

Relationships between humans and the more than human have been addressed (Pacini-Ketchabaw & 
Nxumalo, 2016; Taylor 2013) to promote different pedagogies. These pedagogies move us away from 
the dominant early childhood discourses of an anthropocentric child and nature benefits, towards how 
humans can learn both from and with the more than human with whom we share Earth. The 
pedagogies focus on the muddles of place, flora, and fauna and the decentring of humans, and 
emphasise a deeper level of ethical relationships with place (Iorio et al., 2017). This requires a shift 
from an anthropocentric worldview to a more biocentric stance in which the more than human are 
recognised (Haraway, 2008). The educators intentionally encouraged engagement with place and the 
more than human and positioned place as a provocation for pedagogies of concern. Thus, the 
educators were on a journey of transformative professional learning utilising critical reflection as a 
collective learning tool to progress their identities and agency. 

Reflecting on Emerging Lines of Flight 

Building on the focussed discussions of relationalities of place, I now synthesise some emerging lines 
of flight (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) that demonstrate fluid relational pedagogies. Lines of flight are 
trajectories moving from the typical or commonplace to things that perhaps had not previously existed 
and, in this study, led to some surprising places for the participating educators. Places that 
demonstrated their agency in change and their reimagined identities around a nature–sustainability 
nexus.  

Loving and Caring at First, Then Some Movement Towards Commonworlds  

Often, adults focus on romanticised notions about children in nature, love, care, stewardship, or using 
nature for human benefit—and fail to recognise the human–nature dualisms that deserve considerable 
scrutiny. Perhaps these are blind spots (Wagner, 1993) for most people. The educators in this study 
often demonstrated the dominant, romantic, Western discourse of valuing nature for what nature can 
provide humans. I acknowledge facilitating educators to move beyond this discourse may take some 
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time, considering Louv’s (2008) popular message that human connection to nature will save the world. 
This message reinforces weak sustainability (Dickinson, 2013; Ruhs & Jones, 2016) and maintains a 
human–nature dualism accompanied by stewardship, anthropocentrism, and human rights as 
exclusive and prioritised over nature. While the dominant participant view largely remained one of a 
human–nature dualism, many instances were observed where the educators’ depth of environmental 
understandings, values, beliefs, ethics, and pedagogical collaboration with nature offered glimpses of 
an emergent commonworlds framework. This in-betweenness seemed to implicitly encourage them 
to think more widely, and exhibit tendencies towards strong sustainability (Ruhs & Jones, 2016) 
through their intra-active pedagogies. The apparent hybrid coexistence of both dualisms and 
commonworlds alluded to educators’ changing perspectives and identities. Thus, EfS thinking and 
acting assisted in revealing the dominant humanist discourse and encouraged the educators to 
reconstruct notions of sustainability and develop new knowledges from an ambitiously relational 
perspective. 

Viewing Nature as a Co-Constructor and Leader of Learning Through a Commonworlds Lens  

The potential for nature to lead learning developed throughout the study with the human adult or 
child adopting a lesser role of co-teacher or pedagogical discoverer with nature. As Jickling et al. (2018) 
maintained, positioning the natural world as active, and recognising it as co-teacher, presents an 
opportunity to build relationships with the more than human. This created a new framework for 
considering developing practices with nature and building habits for additional relationships. By 
furthering these relationships, a set of “tools” to frame the world differently and to sustain 
relationships with the more than human were created with nature as integral to the pedagogical team 
(Blenkinsop & Ford, 2018; Jickling et al., 2018). The more-than-human encounters were encouraging 
more agency for nature and a less human-centric relational ethic (Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2012). In addition, 
Elliot and Krusekopf (2017) have suggested that all living things be viewed as central and connected in 
programmes, thereby encouraging children’s awareness of “their intertwined connections with natural 
landscapes and phenomenon” (p. 118). Responding to the more-than-human voices led to the 
lessening of child-centred play, and a refocusing towards a posthumanist approach as educators 
sought collaborations and entanglements with nature. A commonworlds orientation called for a 
reimagining of worldviews, identities, agency, and pedagogies with nature as co-constructor, 
mediator, and leader for learning. This was integral to the observed pedagogical movement to view 
nature as agentic, with educators’ now viewing nature subjectively as a co-creator of curriculum. An 
implication for the field is a reimagining of co-constructed curriculum as a triad of children, educators, 
and nature; thus, the natural environment is positioned as agentic and pedagogies are intra-active 
(Barad, 2007). Lastly, Powell and Somerville (2018) succinctly asserted the more than human and 
humans exist together “in entangled states of ever-changing becoming” (p. 2). These pedagogies, 
centred on relations with the more than human, create a pathway to different views of respectfully 
and ethically caring for and with Earth. 

Ethically Informed Pedagogies 

Pedagogy as an ethical practice was highlighted by Robinson and Vaealiki (2015) who specifically noted 
ethics of care, listening, participation, and hope in relation to EfS. In particular, the ethic of care 
(Robinson & Vaealiki, 2015) can be seen as an anthropocentric viewpoint as humans caring for the 
land. Alternatively, if we intentionally care with the land by constructing knowledges of seasonal 
change, plants, animals, and physical climate parameters from both Indigenous and Western 
perspectives, then interdependencies linked to climate change are more likely to be emphasised in 
EfS. The educators’ pedagogies demonstrated that they were highly aware of nature receiving specific 
care, sometimes practised individually, sometimes with other children, and sometimes with adults. 
Ethically based pedagogies centred on care, listening, participation, and hope appeared to provide a 
conduit for the educators to recognise the potential of a nature–sustainability nexus, a conduit for 
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thinking about things not previously considered. Enacting these ethically framed pedagogies, the 
educators were keen to share their new knowledges and agency with others. 

Participation in Communities of Practice and Intergenerational Engagement and Learning  

Critical reflection had strengthened the resolve of some educators, children, and families to become a 
community of practice or a driving force for change. This encompassed the more wide-ranging global 
impact of their actions and building capacities through collaborative learning (Wenger, 2000), and 
contextualising nature play to their local place and involving community became a high priority. In 
building community, the educators were keen to extend a community of practice amongst the centres 
and schools in their local area. Robinson and Vaealiki (2015) stated this approach incorporates 
collaborative relationships, thus, local solutions to sustainability issues are much more likely to be 
achieved. Participating in communities of practice also involved intergenerational learning with 
families about sustainability in the bush and educators saw this as vital to advocacy for sustainable 
practices. I speculate that the intergenerational learning occurring in the bush settings could be a 
foundation for intergenerational equity and shared sustainable futures.  

In summary, the educators’ development of a sense of commitment to sustainability was strongly 
evident. Indeed, their local initiatives were outstripping the Australian national sustainability policy 
agenda. The educators employed an advocacy pedagogy (Tooth & Renshaw, 2019) with an agenda for 
the environment, and the intersection of educators’ pedagogies of place were beginning to encompass 
both local and global citizenship. The movement towards local advocacy and activism for sustainability 
reflected revised identities and the development of agency for ambitiously moving forward in early 
childhood education communities.  

Conclusion  

Through the influence of a PAR methodology, the educators in this study moved from somewhat 

linear and pragmatic pedagogies, towards pedagogies informed by relationalities, illustrating a 

deep sense of connection and belonging with place. At times, they viewed nature and sustainability 
as separate and at times, as connected. Sometimes more tokenistic connections were evident, and at 
other times a deeper philosophical worldview of connections surfaced. However, the changing ideas, 
values, and perspectives signalled identity transformation rather than just superficial change. It 
appeared ambitious for the educators to think deeply about defining nature and sustainability links 
but subsequently, they were able to envisage a nexus and question their ecological worldviews and 
identities. 

Similarly, the educators’ transformative change evolved with peer pedagogical support and 
collaborative learning. They acted individually and collectively to construct deeper understandings of 
their bush pedagogies to transform their praxis as a joint knowledge generation process, facilitating 
mindset shifts at the differing stages in their journeys of change. It appeared critical reflection was 
integral to transformative learning, and that ongoing professional learning and revised questioning 
techniques with children enhanced movements in the educators’ pedagogy and agency. For the 
educators, the physical bush environments were strongly associated with place, interacting in and with 
the place, optimistically establishing reciprocities, and heightening new agencies. This study prompted 
their troubling of pedagogies in a deeper way and where lines of flight and new identities emerged.  

Lines of flight towards a commonworlds approach involving relationality and entanglement facilitated 
transformative worldviews and EfS pedagogies. Nature became a potential mediator for knowledge 
co-construction about sustainability and a living part of their curriculum. Ethically informed 
pedagogical priorities became clear and supported further movement in thinking about sustainability. 
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Throughout the study, the educators demonstrated development of a sense of commitment to 
sustainable practices, which inspired communities of practice for intergenerational learning and 
advocacy.  

Creating connections with nature and posthumanism and how they relate to EfS requires a rethinking 
of “the big picture” beyond loving and caring for nature. The participants appeared challenged by the 
alignments and the movements in their thinking as they grappled with new ideas. They apprehended 
movement, multiplicities, and sought to reposition their worldviews from known assumptions, 
expectations, and discourses of nature play. As a methodology, PAR provided a vehicle for 
transformative professional learning, offering the participants the freedom to be involved in new, 
innovative thinking and practice, leading to the development of changed environmental identities. 
What is significant in the theoretical framing of this study is the relationality and entanglement of the 
findings, the movement between. These pedagogical movements required educators to examine their 
understandings of sustainability and reflect on their worldviews, identities, and agency, a significant 
and ongoing task for all INPPs educators in the Anthropocene.  
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The editors of the book, Critical Issues in Professional Development: Situated Knowledges from South 
Africa (Ebrahim & Chikoko, 2022) have many years of local, national, and international experience in 
early childhood development (ECD), early childhood education (ECE), and early childhood care and 
education (ECCE). The content of their book provides insight into the challenges and opportunities of 
this marginalised and fragmented field with specific reference to professional learning and 
development in the South African context. The various chapters serve as a catalyst for thinking about 
and debating professional development in order to advance action. They present dialogue and debate 
from different academics in the fields of ECD, ECE, and ECCE around constructs of professional 
development, pedagogy, sources of teacher knowledge, child participation, multigrade teaching, 
teacher identity, and curriculum change. These chapters show similarities and differences in a call for 
change in the way professional development is viewed in the South African context. 

Chapter 1 discusses the conceptual framing of situated knowledge, and that knowledge comes from 
somewhere. Reference is made to communities of practice (CoPs) that emphasise the need for 
collective ownership and approaches to professional development and learning. The conceptual 
framework of situated learning should also be viewed from a bottom-up approach to professional 
development in the field of ECD.   

Chapter 2 presents the valuable lessons learnt from a CoP with the common goal of raising the status 
of early childhood. Collaboration in the Project for Inclusive Early Childhood Care and Education 
involved participants from a number of different South African higher education institutes and 
nonprofit organisations, which afforded opportunities for cross-sectorial collaborations, research, 
writing of knowledge and practice standards, and striving towards harmonised professional 
development systems for the field of ECD. This kind of collaboration has helped strengthen the status 
of early childhood teacher education at national level. 

Chapter 3 problematises key issues around changing early childhood pedagogy that is linked to the 
dominance of fundamental pedagogies, and the overuse of transmissive pedagogies embedded in 
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narrow school readiness approaches. The author foregrounds play-based learning approaches as 
alternative pedagogy in ECD. These approaches stimulate child agency in learning and development. 
Critical questions are posed regarding which pedagogies are developmentally, culturally, and 
linguistically appropriate for the South African context.  

Chapter 4 explores different sources of practitioners’ knowledge. It reveals how practitioners used 
their childhood memories and community-based and context knowledge to shape better practices for 
and with young children in a disadvantaged community. The concept of funds of knowledge, premised 
on an asset-based approach, is used to highlight personal and informal knowledge that help to direct 
responsive actions for and with children. It is through understanding the agency of practitioners in 
vulnerable contexts that a new cadre of professionals in ECCE can be realised.  

The participatory rights of Grade R learners are foregrounded in Chapter 5. The positionality of 
teachers as experts doing transmissive teaching for curriculum coverage shows how child participation 
has been framed. Narrow views of children’s rights to active participation are undermined by adult 
domination and control. This author calls on professional learning and development to advance 
reflection and critical thinking amongst practitioners. In addition, the author interrogates teacher 
beliefs and pedagogical practice with children in context—rather than on them. 

Chapter 6 examines teacher professional development and its influence on their preparation for 
multigrade teaching. The chapter provides insight into the challenges faced by teachers working in a 
multigrade environment in terms of opportunities afforded to attend professional development 
workshops from the Department of Basic Education. Chapter 7 looks at crucial aspects of mentorship 
to unpack context-based professional development in early childhood. This author discusses the 
positive shifts and new ways of planning and using resources after the implementation of a mentorship 
programme. Some short-term empowerment for practice was achieved through individual practice-
based mentorship.  

Chapters 8 and 9 focus on teacher identify and influences on the formation of teacher identity. Chapter 
8 commences with Bourdieu’s classical habitus theory and Wenger’s community of practice theory. 
These theoretical lenses were used to provide a fresh perspective of the role individuals play in making 
sense of what constitutes professional teaching. Pre-service teachers’ experiences related to 
differences in teaching experience, geographical origin, gender, religion, and spirituality had bearing 
on their habitus when commencing a teacher programme at university. Their experiences during 
school visits allowed the pre-service teachers to witness mentor teachers enact care, love, and 
compassion and this, in turn, influenced their professional identity formation. The author of Chapter 9 
reveals how discourses of child development, neuroscience research, school readiness, and lifelong 
learning are accessed for early childhood work.  

In conclusion, Chapter 10 discloses 12 teachers’ experiences of professional development in relation 
to curriculum change and their feelings of fear, anxiety, and confusion that came with the change. The 
teachers felt they were given huge responsibility to effect practice that requires sophisticated 
knowledge and skills.  

This book succeeds in showing readers how issues in professional development are thought of, 
enacted, and researched in the fields of ECD, ECE, and ECCE from a South African perspective. The 
authors endorse the view that knowledge is situated at different micro and macro levels for 
approaches to professional development, pedagogy, child participation, multigrade teaching, 
mentorship, teacher identity, and curriculum change. The book makes a powerful contribution 
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towards building contextually relevant and responsive professional development opportunities for 
practitioners, teachers, managers, mentors, and other stakeholders involved in ECD field.  
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The European Early Childhood Education Research Association (EECERA) is an international, 
independent, and self-governing association, and its annual conference is the largest research 
conference in Europe. The association continues the tradition of European early childhood thought, 
sustaining the legacy of well-known researchers while also encouraging the exploration of new 
methodologies, concepts, and applications. The principles of EECERA focus on providing a relevant and 
rigorous academic forum in Europe; facilitating collaboration and cooperation between European 
researchers and other researchers around the world; encouraging clear articulation and 
communication links between research, practice, and policy; and offering interaction, development, 
and support to those interested in early childhood education. EECERA further aims to raise the visibility 
and status of European research on early childhood education throughout the world.  

University of Strathclyde’s School of Education hosted the in-person, 30th EECERA 2022 conference. A 
total of 180 abstracts were accepted for presentation, and more than 900 researchers from all over 
the world engaged in the proceedings from 23 to 26 August 2022 in Glasgow, Scotland (EECERA, 2022).  

Conference Theme 

The theme, Cultures of Play: Actors, Affordances and Arenas, provided practitioners and researchers 
with opportunities to learn from modern-day pioneers in the field of play while also extending and 
developing understandings of play in its broadest sense.  

The conference aimed to answer the following questions: 

 In what ways do cultures shape play in early childhood across time and space? 
 How is play sculpted by its actors, affordances, and arenas? 
 In light of the recent global pandemic and other disruptions to daily life, how does 

play feature in research, teaching, and experience? 
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With the theme focusing on play, the conference successfully foregrounded play as an opportunity for 
dialogue to continue understanding the why and how of play in early childhood education and to 
explore research on approaches to play. These ideas are in line with current views that recognise play 
as a right that children have, and the key role it occupies in young children’s holistic development 
(United Nations, 1989). 

Overview 

In her welcoming address, Chris Pascal (president of EECERA) expressed her feelings of happiness that 
the conference could again be held in person after the Covid-19 pandemic. She also empathised with 
Ukraine and acknowledged support during this difficult time. She highlighted that, despite the war, 
delegates were grateful for the Russian EECERA colleagues who were part of the conference. 
Conference Chair, Lorna Arnott, emphasised that the vision of early childhood education is 
underpinned by themes emphasising that children are at the heart of decision-making, and that 
responsive play and inquiry pedagogies drive learning in a child-centred way.  

The first keynote speaker, Karin Murris (University of Oulu) explored the use of visual digital 
technologies as research instruments in early childhood. In her presentation, “Reconfiguring Child 
Agency in Digital Play,” she cautioned that visual technologies are never innocent. Murris addressed 
the question of how we theorise the metaphorical and literal lenses of our eyes and cameras, which 
informs our observation practices and shapes what we mean by child agency. In the second keynote 
address, Lynn McNair (University of Edinburgh), Deidre Grogan (University of Strathclyde), Lynn Taylor 
and Marion Burns (Education Scotland) journeyed through Scotland’s current play context. They 
illustrated the Scottish connected cyclical approach of practice-to-policy-to-practice in their 
presentation, “Connected Cultures: Identifying and Celebrating Scotland’s Actors, Affordances and 
Arenas of Play Through Stories of Practice.” Alison Clark (University of South-Eastern 
Norway/University College London), in the third keynote presentation titled, “Time for Play? Claiming 
Back Time in Early Childhood Education and Care,” explained how time had been brought into sharp 
relief during the Covid-19 pandemic. Keynote IV, “Inspire to More Play? Teachers’ Participation in 
Dramatic Play,” was by Anne Greve (Oslo Metropolitan University) who presented results from an 
ongoing study about teachers’ participation in dramatic play in kindergartens and schools. 

In addition to these thought-provoking keynote addresses, researchers and practitioners engaged in 
special interest group presentations in the following areas: birth to three, children from refugee or 
migrant backgrounds, digital childhoods, multimodality and STEM, disability studies and inclusive 
education in the early years, gender balance, holistic wellbeing, mathematics birth to 8 years, 
multilingual childhoods, outdoor play and learning, participatory pedagogy and praxeological research, 
professionalism in early childhood education and care, rethinking play, sustainability in early childhood 
education, transforming assessment evaluation and documentation in early childhood pedagogy, 
transitions, working with parents and families, and young children’s perspectives. 

Researchers also had the opportunity to visit nurseries to experience how practitioners provide 
mindful play experiences that move toward investigation, conversation, and encouragement of 
children’s autonomy. Tickets were available to visit the following nurseries: Cumbernauld Village 
Family Centre, Ballmalloch Nursery Class, Lairdsland Early Years Centre, Falkirk Local Authority, 
Clendevon Early Learning Centre, Maddiston Primary School, and Wallacestone Primary School and 
Early Learning and Childcare Centre.  

Delegates agreed that they had had a wonderful and productive conference, enjoyed all that Glasgow 
had to offer, and were looking forward to the association’s next annual conference at Estoril Congress 
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Center, Portugal with the theme, Children’s Curiosity, Agency and Participation: Challenges for 
Professional Action and Development (EECERA, 2023). 
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