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Preface: My journey

This textbook is an important book to me because it represents a reclaiming of the
field of child development by and for early childhood educationalists. For far too
long we have been told from outside our profession what we should think and do.
Many of those who have advised the field of early childhood education have not
even stepped into a early childhood centre, let alone worked together with such
young children and their families. But of course many have, and their research has
been informative. However, I feel we need to support our profession with research
conducted from within our own field. We should be building capacity within our
own profession, but also valuing what it is we know about our practice that can
meaningfully inform new ways of thinking about children’s development.

Observing children through the eyes of a researcher is very different from being
an educator working with a group of 25 to 30 children, so this book is written
through the eyes of someone who has been a preschool teacher, in both child-care
settings and in government- and community-funded kindergartens in Australia. As
a teacher, I ask different questions about the conditions we create to support
children’s development. I don’t just focus on the child, but also look closely at the
contexts we create for children’s development. My own experience has shaped the
way this book has emerged.

I began my career as an early childhood educator, having worked in child care
and preschool education, as well as acting as an educational adviser in Aboriginal
education, as an adviser on information and communication technology (ICT) and
as a researcher undertaking many studies in child development with my colleague
Professor Mariane Hedegaard, from the University of Copenhagen in Denmark.
Together, these experiences laid the foundations for me in terms of thinking
through the key theories of child development that contemporary early childhood
education students would find most helpful to support the important work they do
with young children and their families.

Consequently, this book does not follow the traditional norms of psychology;
rather, it takes the essence of what matters for education and discusses only those
child development theories used in education. Many of the child development
theories that can be found in traditional educational psychology textbooks cover
traditional theories. Some of these theories are still relevant, but many do not say
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much about contemporary children, who live in different contexts, have different
digital and virtual experiences, travel the world in real time and through new
media, and simply do not fit the patterns of ‘growing up’ described by traditional
theorists such as Piaget or as speculated on by Freud. The studies that sit under
many of the child development theories were done on children who have grown up
and are now in their old age, or have passed away. I wondered why we still draw on
these theories. My response has been to go back to the original writing of each
theorist and to study closely at what they said, rather than just drawing on second-
ary sources. Some interesting differences have emerged through this research
method.

In drawing upon primary sources to support the content of this book, many
anomalies have emerged between what is traditionally presented in child develop-
ment textbooks and what I present here. This means that some sections will feel
familiar to the experienced reader, but other sections will challenge and disrupt
what some have come to know as the ‘truth’ about child development. Further,
many traditional theories that are viewed as old-fashioned in the field have not
been covered. Other theories that are being used in education, but are not always
covered in traditional child development textbooks, are included. Further, the
concepts that are discussed in this textbook focus on the essence of the particular
child development theories. Rather than covering many different concepts, this
book seeks to cover fewer, but to do so more comprehensively. Student teachers
have busy lives, often supporting their study through part-time work. I wanted to
make sure that the content was concise and immediately relevant to today’s
context. I wanted this book to be about theories that are talked about by students’
peers, theories with which they grapple through the introduction of the Early Years
Learning Framework and the National Curriculum, and theories that are relevant to
children living in today’s world.

When I was a student, I had the good fortune to be taught by a child develop-
ment lecturer who had grown up in a family of theorists. She set a foundation of
questioning many of the taken-for-granted theories of children’s development.
Now, when I look at the available textbooks, and seek to set a textbook to support
my own university students’ learning, I continue to be amazed that the same
content I learned so long ago is still presented - albeit with much more relevant
examples and photographs of children today. So why has theory not developed
further? I was a student of the late 1970s!

I continued to wonder. When my first child was born, I watched him closely,
drawing upon the theories I had learned as a student to see and understand his
development. But the theories I had learned about were all formed in different
countries. Key ideas were framed in relation to milestones, but these milestones
didn’t really fit what with what I was seeing. This was also the case when I was
teaching in the field. I recall a conversation with a colleague who was teaching
babies and toddlers. I asked her whether she thought the stages of play so carefully
illustrated by Parten actually explained the development of the infants and tod-
dlers in her room. I explicitly asked whether she ever saw babies playing imagina-
tively. She said, ‘Yes, of course - many times!” Parten’s theory suggests that infants
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shouldn’t be doing that. Later, when my daughter was born, I watched her in
relation to this curiosity. I have a lovely set of photographs of her role-playing at
8 months — just sitting and using a spoon to feed her brother, who was being the
baby. I also remember a moment when my partner changed her nappy. She pointed
to him and said ‘woof’. She was engaging her father in role-play - child-initiated
play. She wanted him to be a dog — we are a dog-loving family, and this was an
important part of her life. She was less than 12 months old and just starting to say
the odd word. So these experiences have informed how I wanted this book on child
development to be.

The intent of this textbook is to inform, challenge and provoke, so that the
student will emerge from the pages of this book with a solid understanding of a
few key child development theories, and have a toolkit of concepts for critiquing
theory. It is hoped that students will adopt an open mind towards new thinking in
the future, when a comprehensive Australian theory of child development is finally
researched and written. The beginning of an Australian theory of child develop-
ment is presented in Chapter 8. Our early childhood profession should continue to
do this important work from within, so that we have theories of child development
based on Australian children.
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