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Abstract

This paper draws on Ricoeur’s notion of narrative identity to explore different narratives about family in early childhood education policy and practice in Aotearoa New Zealand. Under consideration are competing narratives of social equity and consumerism, which underline two main tensions in the current market-driven provision of early childhood. In current policy, families are seen to be able to exercise choice in the type of early childhood education that they want; and communities are seen to be in a position to provide for that choice. This market model perspective is underpinned by a very different notion of family than that found in other policy and curriculum documents. Of particular importance is Te Whāriki – a key early childhood bicultural curriculum document underpinned by a number of values-based principles (for example, empowerment, holistic development and relationships). It includes a principle named family and community, which is suggestive of a number of different narratives of family. Recent government funding initiatives highlight an array of issues that underline these competing, contestable narratives suggesting the importance of careful analysis of different ways in which notions such as family and community are harnessed by different groups and what importance this may have for identity in the education of very young children.

Introduction

The education of young children in the years before school is of increasing importance to government and families in Western economies. Millions of dollars are currently pouring into early childhood education; and reports and research underline what we in early childhood have always known; that early childhood is the ‘vital stage’ that will ‘build the lifelong foundations of success’. According to New Zealand’s strategic plan for early childhood, ‘we cannot leave to chance the quality and accessibility of early childhood education’ (Ministry of Education, 2002, p. 1). The increased resource provision is focussed on early childhood conducted in institutions rather than at home, a point argued in this paper, as being more economic than educational in its intentions.

Mid last century, the Bailey Report on Preschool Education (1947) had rejected the idea of state provision for child care because children would be ‘deprived of the vital experiences that only a normal home can provide’ (p. 11). Even in the 1970s when the issue of child care came very publicly to the fore with the women’s movement and the advocacy of the New Zealand Child Care Association, the second government review – The Hill Report (1971) still held the view that ‘normal families’ raised their children at home.

However, by the 1990s during a period of rapid economic and social reform in New Zealand, in line with global trends, early childhood care and education began to feature on the government agenda as an important part of healthy social and economic development. Two of the three goals in the current strategic plan for early childhood education focus on ‘increasing participation’ and ‘access to quality ECE services’ which is of ‘prime concern’ (Ministry of Education, 2002, p. 10). 

Announcing the introduction of over $600 million annual funding in the 2004 budget, the New Zealand Minister of Education commented, ‘Research tells us that intensive and regular early childhood education is critical to ensuring our kids do well later in life’ (Mallard, 2004). Although the increased funding can be interpreted as an indicator of the minister’s avid support for early childhood education, it is also in line with the broad sweep of OECD policy direction in support of a globalised economy.

Early childhood professionals have always espoused the importance of early education for children, and in building families and communities. However, the sudden government emphasis on increasing participation rates, when twenty years ago mothers were vilified for ‘abandoning’ their children to the care of others, is worth further consideration, especially in its alignment with the requirements of a market economy. The sudden change raises some questions:

· What roles should early childhood education have in New Zealand? 

· Should the State provide for early childhood? 

· What sort of early childhood education should there be? 

· Should early childhood education be free and universal like the schools sector? 

· Should it be compulsory? 

Using Paul Ricoeur’s notion of narrative identity, this paper focuses on two narratives about children: the narratives of family and community. By analysing various texts, including the New Zealand curriculum document Te Whāriki (1996), the OECD (2004) Report Babies and Bosses, and the New Zealand Ministry of Education’s (2002) strategic plan for early childhood and education Pathways to the future, I will compare two different views of family and community that are particularly relevant: an economic view and a humanistic view – and argue that these two narratives impact on the identity formation of both individuals and communities – in particular, the young child. 

In narrative identity, I am looking at the relationships between narrative and self; and the complex interplay between narratives which can be said to ‘construct’ identities while at the same time also playing an important role in our creative capacity to plot and re-create experience, enabling us to develop new metaphorical frameworks. 

Narrative and identity

The use of a narrative framework for analysing policy and curriculum documents can be seen as a ‘natural’ for research in early childhood. Narrative has had a long association with early childhood pedagogy in New Zealand, in the form of story telling and literature as a mechanism for cultural transmission and identity formation. Young children are frequently seen by teachers to be creating and recreating themselves through dramatic play and storytelling; and teachers use narrative as a pedagogical tool in their assessment and planning. 

Emphasis in early childhood pedagogy is frequently on or around the notion of storytelling. Bruner (1986) has suggested that stories are one of the first cultural constraints on the nature of selfhood. Parents are frequently referred to in the literature as children’s first teachers. Both parents and teachers can be seen to communicate and teach by reading stories, enacting puppets, involving children in dramatic play and storytelling, encouraging children to pictorially represent events and actions. In this sense, then, children can be seen to be developing a means for expressing and understanding who they are through their participation in culturally organised narrative practices. Miller (1990) points out:

Local narrative practices become a resource to the extent that the growing child resists, accedes to, seizes upon, or in some way makes use of the self-relevant messages embodied therein (Miller, 1990, p. 294).

Miller’s narrative practices are compatible with sociocultural perspectives that prevail in contemporary early childhood theory – particularly in the work of Lev Vygotsky. For Vygotsky, sociocultural meanings are acquired by using language for particular purposes in socially defined activities. Sociocultural theory emphasises that the interrelationships between the educators and the child are paramount in the child’s socialization, through the mutual participation in semiotically mediated routine practices. 

A narrative practice, then, is both social and symbolic. It involves recurring conjunctions of child and caregiver mediated by the activity of telling a story of personal experience (Miller, et. al., 1990, p. 294).

With its current emphasis on sociocultural theory and its political position as a bicultural document, the New Zealand curriculum, Te Whāriki, emphasises that the education of young children is less about skills, essential learning areas and learning outcomes. Rather, it is more about relationships, reciprocity, community, culture and language. The strong Māori emphasis within Te Whāriki (part of the curriculum is written in Māori and many of the principles and strands are sourced from Māori. Te Whāriki is seen as a bicultural curriculum.) underline that it is through stories that we construct truth about the world and ourselves and through narrativisation that we construct meaning and value and community: 

The narrative metaphor suggests that people lead storied lives and that what we call “learning” is a process of storying and restorying (Bishop and Glyn, 1999,  p. 5).

Narrative can be said to play a privileged role in the process of identity construction in both individuals and communities. In this way, the notions of narrative and identity can be seen to be inextricably linked in complex interrelationships of individuals, communities, relationships, social and cultural contexts in which education can be seen to be an important nexus.

It is in a narrative context that we frequently talk about being human as ‘self” and the question of identity is often phrased spontaneously as, Who am I? This is not necessarily answered by providing one’s name or parentage, although it may indeed provide insight and part of the answer, particularly in Māori cultural worlds where reciting one’s whakapapa is seen to both pay homage to and to identify with ancestors. The question who am I? is frequently answered with reference to what is important to us: our commitments and identifications; what we determine as good, valuable and right. Our identity is thus inextricably woven into our understanding of life as an unfolding story, bound by an ethical commitment to what we value.

In this sense then we can be seen to be making sense of ourselves, through narrative:

Making sense of one’s life as a story is also, like orientation to the good, not an optional extra; that our lives exist also in this space of questions, which only a coherent narrative can answer (Taylor, 1989, p. 47). 

Narrative plays a central role in Ricoeur’s theory of identity: Two questions permeate his work. Who am I?  How should I live? Ricoeur’s preoccupation is with the hermeneutic of the self and a quest to find the path for a good life. His is a reflective philosophy of the subject – not an abstract, Cartesian subject, however, but a situated and embodied one – a subject in the ‘real’ world – a world that is named, dated, physical and historical. Nor is Ricoeur’s subject metaphysical – there is no entity called self, only selfhood constituted by intersubjectivity. This selfhood is linguistically designated and mediated by symbols. Ricoeur sees the self as constituted by the structure of being human, a structure he represents as ‘fault lines’, intersecting in different ways giving lives numerous and irreducible meanings. 

One of the strengths of Ricoeur’s work is that he recognises the legitimacy of conflicting views. He elevates this seeming inconsistency as something necessary, and in so doing refuses an easy dialectical synthesis or reduction of meaning. In Ricoeur’s project the task is not to discover an unmediated reality, but to continue to mediate reality through new, creative interpretations. The storying of Te Whāriki can be seen to exemplify this view, with one of the main voices in its development, Helen May, confirming that it was never meant to be a one-sized fits all text – ‘it was always intended for interpretation’ (Duncan, 2003). 

May recounts how Te Whāriki was created from a number of different stories from different histories that for a period of time were able to stand alongside each other as a whāriki. She talks about how the authors were seldom physically in the same room, let alone within the same epistemological frameworks. Whereas May refers to the four ‘kauri trees’
 of western theory that were to underpin the document, Reedy talks about the ‘spiritual dimensions’ and the unique history that ‘stretches back to infinity’. The uniqueness of Te Whāriki – built on a foundation of Māori values and belief systems – is commented upon by Te One.

…here was a national curriculum whose conceptual framework was based on the cultural and political beliefs of the minority indigenous people (Nuttall, 2003, p. 36).  

The draft publication of Te Whāriki (1993) was subtitled developmentally appropriate practice, although it is currently framed as a sociocultural document, suggesting that narratives can be inscribed upon its surface. The notion of ‘storying’ and the importance of valuing differences are clear within Te Whāriki, within its own history, and within the narratives that emanate from its implementation in early childhood education. 

Once discourse is written or inscribed, ‘the author’s intention and the meaning of the text cease to coincide’ (Ricoeur, 1976, p. 29). Post-structural thought refers to ‘death of the author’, but it seems to me that the author is not so much dead as distributed. Ricoeur refers to the way in which the reader lets the text increase her understanding of life bringing in new meanings rather than imposing an interpretation upon it. Rather than the text being a one way transmission it can be seen as a creative interplay. In Ricoeur’s view, the reader attains understanding by the dialectic of distantiation and appropriation. As Ricoeur (1991, p. 35) explains: 

The concept of distantiation is the dialectical counterpart of the notion of belonging, in the sense that we belong to a historical tradition through a relation of distance which oscillates between remoteness and proximity. To interpret is to render near what is far (temporally, geographically, culturally, spiritually).

By this Ricoeur is suggesting that an essential feature of dialogue (and necessary precondition of interpretation) is its ability to distance the subject from the production of the text so that it can be viewed anew and from different perspectives. It is in this moment that the text becomes distant, that its dialectical counterpart of appropriation comes into play. It is in the act of appropriation that we respond:

Consequently, what is appropriation from one point of view is disappropriation from another. To appropriate is to make what is alien one’s own. What is appropriated is indeed the matter of text. But the matter of the text becomes my own only if I disappropriate myself, in order to let the matter of the text be. (Ricoeur, 1991, p.37)

Te Whāriki can be seen as a text embedded in history while continuing to provide an inscriptive surface from which to develop contemporary ways of thinking, learning and teaching. It is a text that has allowed for a plethora of narratives to be inscribed upon it. Ricoeur’s notion of narrative identity develops the idea that a narrative and the means by which it is transmitted – the text – tells us some truth about the world – that it is through the narrativisation of text that we construct meaning and value and hence our identity. In his view, narrative is the way we form new understandings of society and forms of living together, and this corresponds with a subject that is free and bearing individual rights. 
It is through narratives that we understand our own lives and it is through interpretation that we can be seen to reveal our lives within narratives to form a narrative unity. This narrative unity becomes what Ricoeur calls a narrative identity. 

By way of narrative then, texts such as the curriculum and policy texts under examination in this paper, can thus be revealed as emphasising particular intentions and actions and can thus be seen as instruments that shape and guide people to perform in particular ways. But they can also reveal sites of resistance and creative imagination. 

Te Whāriki, the child and the family: a humanistic narrative 

There are many narratives that one can read in Te Whāriki. Of current importance and relevance in this paper is the notion of family.

A central theme of Ricoeur’s work on narrative identity is the power of metaphor. He discusses the creative and imaginative ways in which metaphor produces new ways of knowing. Te Whāriki symbolises a ‘mat’ for us all to stand on, evoking images of weaving. The strands and principles of Te Whāriki are symbolically woven in both images and language. The principles: whanau tangata (family and community), ngā hononga (relationships), kotahitanga (holistic development), whakamana (empowerment) are presented as woven with the strands: mana tangata (contribution), mana reo (communication), mana aotūroa (exploration), mana whenua (belonging), mana atua (well-being).

This flax weaving metaphor is a significant cultural symbol for Māori – flax was traditionally used to make mats, clothing and food baskets. In Te Whāriki it symbolises the interrelationship of ‘family & community’, and ‘relationships’ in ‘empowering’ children in their ‘holistic development’ underlining the importance of ideas (strands) such as well-being and belonging. It positions the Māori oral tradition – its traditions, histories and theories – alongside a Pakeha written tradition. One full section of this curriculum is written in Māori, not as a mere translation, but as intentional curriculum for Māori immersion centres. Although Te Whāriki has been criticised for being somewhat difficult to implement because of the number of narrative interplays, it can also be seen to provide a basis for creative interpretation. The flax weaving metaphor can also symbolise interacting narratives, with a creative interplay of images offering new ways of knowing or interpreting the world. 

The development of Te Whāriki is predicated upon the narratives of social justice, equality for women, support for working parents and biculturalism. Comparing the development of Te Whāriki with the development of the New Zealand Curriculum Framework for primary schools, Mutch (2003) notes the extensive collaboration  involved in the former, commenting that the primary school document was developed around ‘national curriculum statements and aims and objectives … all part of the neo-conservative drive for accountability and excellence’. Te Whāriki, on the other hand, stressed the importance of ‘self esteem and a sense of belonging… a perspective more akin to earlier liberal-progressive views of the purposes of education’ (Mutch in Nuttall, 2003, p. 120). She comments that Te Whāriki, unlike other curriculum documents developed during this time, was able to be ‘shaped by the political and social goals of both the women’s movement and the early childhood community’ (Mutch in Nuttall, 2003, p. 113). As Te One comments, Te Whāriki is regarded as a subversive and collaborative initiative, from within an early childhood sector that was suffering. Te Whāriki created a point of ‘solidarity in an unsympathetic and at times adverse political climate’ (Te One in Nuttall, 2003, p. 42).
One of the four principles of Te Whāriki is whānau tangata or family and community. The broad intention of this principle is that ‘the wider world of family and community is an integral part of the early childhood curriculum’ (Ministry of Education, 1996, p.14). Under the principle of whānau tangata the well-being of children is seen as interdependent with the well-being and culture of adults in early childhood education setting, along with families and local communities: 

Children’s learning and development are fostered if the well-being of their family and community is supported; if their family, culture, knowledge and community are respected; and if there is a strong connection and consistency among all the aspects of the child’s world’ (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 42).

The Belonging strand also promotes warm interrelationships between family, community, belonging and well-being. It portrays the early childhood setting as a ‘caring home: a secure and safe place where each member is entitled to respect and to the best of care’, contributing to ‘inner well-being, security and identity’; as a place where ‘the families of all children should feel they belong and are able to participate in the early childhood programme and in decision making’. This strand also credits the early childhood setting with providing ‘meaning and purpose, just as activities and events at home do’. Furthermore, it ‘respects the achievements and aspirations of the child’s family and community (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 54). Such a view of the family and the child is also echoed in the current strategic plan for early childhood: ‘Children can develop and build on strong early learning foundations in a number of settings, including their own homes’ (Ministry of Education, 2002, p. 9).

The changing social and economic climate is acknowledged as ‘women increasingly move into employment’ in a country where there are many migrants, where there is a ‘diversity of beliefs about childrearing practices, kinship roles, obligations, codes of behaviour and what kinds of knowledge are valuable’ (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 18); and where ‘a child’s learning environment extends far beyond the immediate setting of home or early childhood programmes’ (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 19). The strategic plan also acknowledges the changing social and economic climate and the importance of providing government resources and support to parents and families. It advises that ‘parents, families and whanau are informed and keen education providers to their children’ (Ministry of Education, 2002, p. 13) and makes strong links between children’s learning and their social environment: 

Children’s learning and development are fostered if the well-being of their family and community is supported; if their family, culture, knowledge and community are respected; and if there is a strong connection and consistency among all aspects of the child’s world (Ministry of Education, 2002, p. 16)

Although perhaps not living up to this ideal (as will be argued later), the OECD, too, mentions this same view, suggesting it is important ‘to provide the best for one’s own children giving them the care and nurturing they need’ (OECD, 2004, p. 3); arguing that parenting is ‘crucial to child development, and thus the shape of future societies’ (OECD, 2004, p. 10). 

A couple of images of children stand out in Te Whāriki. The first is almost a mantra among early childhood professionals in New Zealand where children are seen as:

… competent and confident learners and communicators, healthy in mind, body and spirit, secure in the their sense of belonging and in the knowledge that they make a valued contribution to society (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 9)

The second is linked to tradition, to genealogy, to whakapapa. From Reedy’s tangata whenua (people of the land) perspective, the child’s identity is formed and nurtured in connection with her ancestry – “the personification of the worlds of yesterday” (Reedy in Nuttall, 2003, p. 53). A popular waiata likens the child to the central shoots of the flax plant, protected by the mature outer leaves. If the young shoots are damaged or removed, the plant dies. According to Reedy, the protection, nurturing and training of the child is the responsibility of the whole family, important to the survival of all. 

The picture of the child so far is commensurate with values recognisable in a liberal humanist society, and championed by most teachers – the child as competent, capable, nurtured and cherished, held close to the breast of family and integral to healthy community. The child is located within family and community, and it is there that they learn the story of their identity. 

Time now for a different story... 

Taking care of business: an economic narrative

A raft of reforms in the 1980s and 1990s inexorably altered the face of early childhood education along with other areas of social policy in New Zealand. These reforms comprised largely of a new right political and economic policy, effectively decentralising government departments, including health, education and social welfare, into self-managing units run along marketised principles. One commentary suggests that the effect of those reforms penetrated the ‘very basis of human nature’, reformulating ‘relations between individual and society’ (Peters & Marshall 1996, p. 93)
. 

According to Dahlberg, this neoliberal reformulation entails reproduction of the dominant values of today’s capitalism, including ‘individualism, competitiveness, flexibility and the importance of paid work and consumption’ (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 1999: 45), commodifying preschools (and other services) as ‘producers of private goods tracked on the market’ (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005, p. 42). The recent intensification of interest in early childhood by government, parents, employers and communities has made the childhood sector an increasingly contested site of education and social policy. Early childhood is now seen as a mechanism for facilitating women’s re-entry into the workforce; for the prevention of family problems; for early intervention and protection of children at risk; and for building a healthy and wealthy State. 
The intent has been to increase the skill base of the future workforce to ensure that the economy can benefit from sufficient workers who have a high level of flexibility of skills for work in the new technological era. Supporting this shift has been the impact of ‘new right’ economic views which seek to identify the benefits from government investment in education (Carr, May and Podmore, 1998, p. 2).

An OECD report released in late 2004 as part of the Babies and Bosses series, consisting of comparative studies of work and family reconciliation policies, focuses on increasing workforce motivation and improving productivity and profitability as a measure against declining fertility rates. The series of reports is grounded in human capital theory and promotes ‘family-friendly’ policies like ‘putting more women to work’ to minimize the inefficient use of labour market resources, and getting parents to go to work rather than caring for their children. The latter move is couched in terms of a better ‘balance of work and family life’, with employers needing to have ‘some assurance that employees will return to work after child-related absences’
 It cites as one of New Zealand’s key challenges the ‘non-employment’ among ‘sole parents’ (OECD, 2004, p. 22) and suggests that there are weak financial incentives to work because of ‘high levels of sole parent benefit payments’ (OECD, 2004, p.17). Throughout the report reference is made to the high incidence of teenage motherhood, in particular among the Māori population (OECD, 2004, pps 11, 22, 37 and 38). It recommends that there should be ‘better incentives for families to move off benefits’. 

New Zealand’s strategic plan for early childhood, has a similar focus on getting children out of the home an into early childhood centres and participating in institutional programmes because ‘families are not well informed about the value of ECE to their children’s development’ (Ministry of Education, 2002, p. 6) and because children ‘may not be exposed to high quality early learning experiences in the home’ (Ministry of Education, 2002, p. 9). As Lasch observes, parenthood is seen as too important to be left ‘to amateurs and dilettantes’ (parents), and is increasingly being assigned to specialised institutions (Lasch, 1978, p. 137). The family can be seen as no longer effective in transmitting old-style values within an international market-based economy. However, investing in child care to cure poverty masks a variety of social and cultural issues. Child care may contribute to raising family incomes through enabling maternal employment, but this does not necessarily raise household income since most mothers ended up in low-paid employment, paying for the cost of child care (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). 

Lasch (1978) argues that the family has not simply evolved in response to social and economic influences. Rather, it was ‘deliberately transformed by the intervention of planners and policymakers’ (Lasch, 1978 p. 13). Others too, see family as the site where discourses converge, located within and transformed by the socio-political domain (e.g., Donzelot, 1977). The family of today’s economy, then, can be seen, not as just a nurturing vehicle for children, but as contributing to a market-based society. With the current shortage of unskilled labour and declining birth rates in Western economies, women are needed in the workforce. ‘Family-friendly’ policies and associated moves to toughen conditions for welfare recipients may be little more than a re-moralizing of potential workers to effectively contribute to the economic community. This policy shift is clearly in line with international trends in harnessing human capital for economic productivity, with investment in early childhood education as a measurable return.

So, who is this child of the economy? The ‘competent and confident child’ making a ‘valued contribution to society’ begins to look a little different. The ‘competent, capable learner’ is now a child suited to the needs of capitalism, a flexible worker adapted to the ever-changing requirements of the market. The ‘centred’ subject, prevalent in psychology and pedagogy and enacted in formal education, is now being replaced by the ‘flexible self’ (Fendler, 2001) – a self willing and capable to respond and act in a constantly changing environment. Efforts are made to ‘empower’ the child, and curricula construct the child not as a passive recipient but as an active producer of knowledge, engaged with the adult world at all levels. 

Flexibility is vaunted as the cutting-edge solution to the challenges of productivity in a fast moving global economy and the goals and objectives of education reinscribe flexibility through curricular and pedagogical practices Fendler (2001, p. 119).

Conclusion

The humanist and the economic narrative are sketched here only briefly. In terms of narrative theory, it is important to recognise that these are only two among many. Ricoeur sees the self constituted by fault lines, lines which intersect in different ways giving lives different meanings: ‘numerous and irreducible’, and inextricably woven into our understanding of life as an unfolding story. Thus the child is always emerging. The two narratives discussed suggest the need for closer examination of narratives about families, childhood and children. The way in which we engage (or not) with the discourse is productive of policy and practice, informing, shaping and guiding how we think about children; how we develop strategies, plans and policies; how we educate our educators; and how we teach our children. 

We return now to the questions posed at the beginning of this paper, about what sort of early childhood education we should want. Ricoeur’s focus on the ‘good life’ is bounded by an ethical commitment to what we determine to be good and to be valued. I believe that care, as an intrinsic aspect of early education and indeed human life, has received relative inattention by social theorists and philosophers. This is an important omission which has seen child care become not so much a site for democratic politics, as a site of economic regulation. The relationships between child, family and community, highly valued in Te Whāriki, are, I believe, impoverished by an economic rationale which will impact on families and communities. As Lasch suggests, the distancing of family from children for economic gain is difficult to see in a positive way. The values of caring and nurturance, of stressing the importance of human relationships as key elements of the good life, remain perhaps ‘enticing possibilities in a culture that stresses, as its bottom line, an unlimited concern with productivity and progress’ (Tronto, 1993, p. 2).
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� An assessment and planning tool called Learning Stories is used in early childhood in New Zealand


� ‘Kauri trees’ are famous for their great height, functioning in this instance as signposts. Key theorists symbolized in this manner are: Piaget, Erikson, Vygotsky and Bruner.


� Much has been written both locally and internationally about the impact of neoliberal reforms on western societies. See, for example, Gray, 1998, Marshall 1996, Peters, 1993, Rose 1999. 


� http://www.oecd.org/document/13/0,2340,en_2649_33729_33844621_1_1_1_1,00.html
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