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Abstract:

In a climate of increasing regulation within the early childhood education and care services (ECECS), and the
greater re-positioning of professionals within public sectors, this article seeks to extend the literature
surrounding risk and regulation in early childhood. In efforts to ‘push back’ against the ‘regulatory gaze’ in
the ECECS, we investigate the role that learner engagement in initial teacher education can play in
empowering early childhood pre-service teachers (PSTs) as professionals. This question is explored in the
reporting of the findings from an action research study which redesigned a semester-long teacher education
topic to draw on PSTs’ self-knowledge, applied experience and content choice, to go beyond the meeting of
minimum credential requirements. Data were derived from sequential student evaluations and topic
coordinators’ reflections and subsequent analysis highlights significant insights in relation to student
teachers’ understanding of professionalism and their role within the ECECS. The implications of this re-
positioning of PSTs’ developing sense of professionalism amidst increasing regulation are discussed.
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It has been persuasively argued that contemporary early childhood education has experienced a
deepening ‘regulatory gaze’, with significant research interest in the increasing disciplinary and
governmental powers which construct policy, regulations, and standards for the profession
(Grieshaber 2000; Miller 2008; Novinger and O’Brian 2003). Within liberal market economies
generally, the role of government-led regulation is about maintaining a semblance of control under the
guise of transparency and quality assurance to ensure consumer confidence and choice (Fenech,
Giugni, and Bown 2012; Hoyle and Wallace 2007; Macfarlane and Lewis 2012). But under Beck’s
(1986) notion of Risk Society, this paper argues that government regulation may be about containing
risk, consequently rendering Early Childhood Education and Care Services’ (ECECS’) work as
something that can be ordered and controlled. Order and control is impossible, however, because of
the inevitability of change, the growing decay of social order and our increasing awareness of new
knowledges in the second modernity of the 21% century (Cottle 1998; Jarvis 2007, 46; Matthewman
2015). As such, there is an urgent need to rethink the effects of this ‘regulatory gaze’ on how we
perceive professionalism in ECECS.

A ‘regulatory gaze’ predicates a dominant construction of “professionalism’, which positions Early
Childhood Teachers (ECTs) as ‘technicists’; that is, individuals who apply their knowledge-to-
practice in standardised, uniform ways as judged and evaluated by external criteria set for, not by,
ECTs (Osgood 2006). This is distinct from what Osgood (2009) and Andrew and Newman (2012) call
the “autonomous professional’, a commonly misunderstood and apolitical construct of ECT
professionalism which is broadly defined as the acquisition of specialist knowledge/qualifications,
including the ability to be emotionally-responsive, to self-regulate and to exercise high levels of
autonomy.
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So just what effect does this management of risk mean for how the ECT is perceived and positioned
in their Pre-Service Teacher (PST) training? Using Beck’s (1986) Risk Theory, this action research
study will document how student teachers in an Australian ECECS teacher education topic were
supported in reimagining themselves as autonomous professionals and in moving above and beyond
the current ‘regulatory gaze’.

Positioning the Australian ‘regulatory gaze’ within the broader international context

The Council of Australian Government’s historic 2008 Early Years Reform Agenda heralded a
significant early childhood policy shift in Australia. Signatories have brought about a series of
federally-led legislative and regulatory requirements that seek to provide children with greater access
to “High quality early childhood services [that] offer the productivity benefits of giving children the
best possible start in life, and for parents, the opportunity to be active participants in the workforce or
community life” (Council of Australian Governments 2009, 3-4). Australian ECECS, including
preschools, long day childcare and family day care, must now comply with new requirements
including:

e A National curriculum for birth-to-five-year-old children, the Early Years Learning
Framework. The document is a learner-disposition framework focussing on who children are
now (“being’), their socio-emotional needs (‘belonging’) and the abilities and knowledge they
will need for the future (‘becoming’) (Australian Government Department of Education,
Employment and Workplace Relations 2009);

e A series of national legislative requirements for children’s services’ operations which consist
of the Education and Care Services National Law and the Education and Care Services
National Regulations; and,

e A guality improvement assessment and rating system; the National Quality Standard which
includes mechanisms for self-reflection at a service-level and external monitoring and rating
by each state or territory’s arm of the newly established Australian Children’s Education and
Care Quality Authority (ACECQA).

Together they form the National Quality Framework (NQF), deliberately blurring the boundaries
between ‘education’ and ‘care’ in Australia (Early Childhood Development Sub-group of the
Productivity Agenda Working Group 2008; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) 2006). The NQF also heralded significant changes in qualification
requirements, including the need for a minimum Certificate I11 in Children’s Services to work in
ECECS and the need to have a registered ECT with a four-year teaching qualification in centres and
preschools with 25 or more places for children per day (Australian Children’s Education & Care
Quality Authority 2015).

Concurrently, Australian teachers in the primary and secondary education sectors have also seen a
significant shift in their professional requirements. The formation of the Australian Institute for
Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) was established in 2010 to provide national leadership for
Australian states and territories to:

« Develop and maintain rigorous national professional standards for teachers and school leaders

» Foster and drive high-quality professional development for teachers and school leaders

»  Work collaboratively across jurisdictions and engaging with key professional bodies
(Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) 2011b).
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A significant part of AITSL’s work thus centres on teacher quality and accreditation, leading a
national approach to the monitoring and approval processes of PST education courses across the birth-
to-five and K-12 sectors. Teacher registration continues to be administered by state-based boards and
requires ECT courses to ‘prepare graduates to teach in both early childhood settings and primary
schools’ (Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) 2011a, 14).

Despite international policy definitions of early childhood education and care spanning the period
from birth-to-eight years (Global Partnership for Education 2015; United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 2015), the continuing divide between ECECS and
schooling in Australia mirrors that of a number of countries like the US, UK, Canada, Korea and the
Netherlands. Their liberal market economies, focus on deregulation, and private provision has
historical origins in a split system of governance that has seen the responsibility for ECECS divided
among several ministerial portfolios and levels of government over time (Bennett 2011; Cochran
2011; Elliott 2006; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 2006). This
care-education dichotomy results in an unequal distribution of resources, funding and professional
regulations, and in a clear division of qualification requirements for the birth-to-five and K-12 sectors
as evidenced in the Australian context above. The specific challenges for ECTs in qualifying for both
sectors, and the increasing complexity and recognition of the importance of the work has necessitated
a revitalisation of early childhood PST programmes. In response, literature suggests that such training
must go beyond a ‘one size fits all” approach or risk excluding or marginalising the professional
knowledge, practice and philosophies of ECTs to bypass, align or replicate primary school teacher
training (International Labour Organization 2012; Press, Wong, and Gibson 2015; Woodrow 2008).
As such, there is an urgent need to reimagine teacher training in ECT courses and how these student
teachers are positioned in their professional training, in light of the current ‘regulatory gaze’ that is
shaping their professional and qualification requirements.

Using Beck’s Risk Theory to understand early childhood regulation in split-system governance
To appreciate how notions of risk affect ECECS and the training of ECTSs, we first need to understand
its catalyst - reflexive modernity. According to Beck (1992), observation of the conservative and
religious facets of life originally offered groups of individuals a common structure, acting as the
provider of meaning. As the culture of scientism and individualism deepened in the 20th century with
better education, we witnessed a displacement of the industrial revolution’s manual worker society.
This removal of historically-prescribed social forms and commitments, alongside the security,
practical knowledge and guiding norms which it provided, has seen a new type of social commitment
arise: control and surveillance (Bauman 2006; Beck 1992; Smeyers 2010).

This displacement has meant that our individual meanings and identities, which were once grounded
in loyalty to employment-based and religious institutions and structures, are now becoming grounded
in the self as the primary agent of meaning. Reflexive modernity is thus the pursuit of individual or
personal freedom and development through new sets of structures and institutions; shaped by the
information-age and corporatisation’s value of hierarchical organisation, professionalism, impersonal
bureaucratization and strategic planning (Beck 1992). Its focus, in part, is to consider the prediction of
outcomes and results in what is seen to be an increasingly uncertain future.

This uncertainty in and to modern society has led to greater social conflicts which have been treated
as problems of risk rather than problems of order (Beck, Giddens, and Lash 1994). As such, further
‘risks” arise as a result of attempting to actively and rationally control the known risks or dangers
affecting peoples’ lives (Krahmann 2011). Such risks, as purported by Krahmann (2011) can also
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arise from unknown dangers which are known (both in terms of likeliness of reoccurrence and
consequence), can be predicted, or are unknown-unknowns (risks that are incalculable as they have
never happened and are thus outside collective experience and based only on speculation). Despite
their low probability, unknown-unknown risks often receive inordinate attention due to their possibly
devastating consequences which increase the perception of their risk. Problematically, modern
society’s focus on risk, and specifically unknown and unknown-unknown risk, suggests only what
should not be done, rather than what should (Beck, Giddens, and Lash 1994). As a result, research
which has looked at the notion of risk in educational institutions and pedagogies suggests that,
whether perceived or real, risk leads to fear. This then leads to social control via the domination of
normalised discourses; or greater socio-political management of risk (that is, surveillance under the
guise of ‘transparency’) (Kean 2005; Kline, Stewart, and Murphy 2006; Robinson 2005; Robinson
2008; Smeyers 2010). However, the resulting expansion and heightening of the intention of control
ultimately ends up producing the opposite. The risk society’s demand to make human living situations
rational, manufacturable or accountable results in the generation of uncertainty, ambivalence or
alienation, rather than overcoming the initial risk issue (Beck, Giddens, and Lash 1994).
Consequently, research on educational risks and control recommends that individuals need to
challenge or question this social control by probing into and/or changing our current education
paradigms, rather than attempting to overcome perceived risks.

Smeyers (2010) suggests that social control is sought through challenging the role of education and
care, moving away from conservative customs, traditions and religions to ask “whose interests are we
considering?” rather than “how should children be taught to live?” In this regard, Australia’s National
Quality Framework (NQF) is not immune to this critique. Recent commentary on previous quality
improvement mechanisms and new reforms suggests that a focus on control in ECECS has resulted in
a mistrust of the practices of ECTs (Cooper 2011; Fenech and Sumsion 2007). With self-reflection
and external auditing continuing to feature, these ‘quality’ controls are said to remain anchored in
value-laden, maternal, and neoliberal discourses which do little to minimise risk (Barkham 2008;
Bown, Sumsion, and Press 2011; Fenech et al. 2007), which fail to acknowledge the political and
intellectual dimensions of ECECS (Hoyle and Wallace 2007; Manning-Morton 2006; Tayler 2011). In
other words, regulation does not typically achieve its intended purpose and serves to discount the
views of the ECTs in such policy debates about quality ECECS. This, then, is Beck’s (1992) case-in-
point regarding risk, because as the Australian Government moves towards greater regulation and
control over the sector, “risk assessment becomes, then, part of a set of attempts to render the world
more manageable or at least to indicate on what basis to make decisions” (Beck, 1992, 1998 as citied
in Jackson & Scott (1999, 89). As expressed cogently by Pellizzoni, “risk means, not catastrophe but
anticipated catastrophe, potential danger. Risk society means: risk has come across the current stage
of modernity” (2011, 4).

As discourses of risk permeate the ECECS, and have become a part of modernity, they have indelibly
shaped both conceptions of children as perennially ‘at risk’, and the role which parents must now play
as ‘choosing agents’ (Lupton 1999) to mitigate perceived risk. Situating parents and families as
choosing agents necessitates increased regulation and ‘quality control” in ECECS , ostensibly
allowing for the mitigation and minimisation of risk for the consumer or choosing agent. In
explicating the tension between the repositioning of parents as choosing agents and ECTS and others
who work in ECECS, Le Grand (2003) offers a provocative metaphor in his work ‘Of knights and
knaves, pawns and queens’ which explores motivation and agency in public policy and education and
care services. As parents and families have been repositioned from service recipients who are to be
content with the services on offer (pawns) to choosing agents whose demand drives the work and
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purview of services (queens), the role of ECTs has been similarly repositioned. As “unfettered user
choice” (Le Grand 2003, 95) is inappropriate within education and care services, regulated choice
becomes the necessary model and the ensuing ‘regulatory gaze’ that has followed has acted to
reposition ECTs from autonomous professionals who are trusted to work in the best interest of the
public (knights) to technicists who must be regulated to ensure that practice complies with external
criteria (knaves).

With the re-positioning of the knight-to-knave and pawn-to-queen, and resulting regulation which
stems from the perceptions of risk, researchers and academics working in early childhood teacher
education have had to grapple with what professionalism looks like within a risk-society. We argue
that in this process PSTs need to do more than simply meet a minimum level of technical competence
(Berthelsen and Brownlee 2007; Crosswell and Beutel 2013; O’Connor et al. 2015). They also need to
actively construct their own emerging sense of themselves pedagogically, relationally and in terms of
their specialist expertise (Dalli 2008, 183; Osgood 2006). Here we present the work of an action
research study which sought to examine how an early childhood teacher education topic re-positioned
a ‘regulatory’ view of professionalism in ways that both empower student teachers, and exceed the
minimum ‘professional” and ‘quality’ standard imposed and monitored by the ‘regulatory gaze’.

Methodology

Research design

This article explores findings from a semester long teacher education topic which formed part of a
larger action research study on student engagement (Jovanovic, Houston, and Ohly 2012; Jovanovic,
Ohly, and Houston 2013). Specifically, it aimed to identify the effects of re-centring the topic’s focus
on the learning needs of PSTs as a mechanism for developing their sense of engagement, self-
knowledge and professionalism.

Seeing reality as a product of individual consciousness, and recognising that teaching knowledge is
highly personal and subjective, an action research approach was used with the intent of further
developing reflective practice in teacher education (Carr and Kemmis 1986; Cohen, Manion, and
Morrison 2007). Specifically, the study sought ... to plan, act, observe and reflect more carefully,
more systematically, and more rigorously than one does in everyday life” throughout the design,
implementation, refinement and conclusion of the topic (Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon 2014). The
study design drew from Zuber-Skerritt’s (1996) Emancipatory Action Research for Organisational
Change and McNiff’s (2013) Eight-step Model for Action Research; that is, plan, act, observe, reflect
and repeat cyclically (as required). With the intent of being responsive (to the context and participant
needs), emergent (subject approach to teaching and learning) and critically-reflective, the coordinator
re-designed topic with the intent of accounting for PSTs’ previous experience of, confidence with, and
continuing/emerging interests in the topic’s content.

Context

The early childhood teacher’s education topic under study is a required for the completion of a
bachelor degree in early childhood education, which allows students to meet teacher regulation
standards across a diverse range of early childhood education and care settings. The topic is entitled
Literacy and Numeracy Birth-to-Four and “...examines the ways that infants and young children
contribute to their social worlds as active participants in the interactions, language, ways of thinking,
playing, and solving problems that form the basis of early literacy and numeracy competence.’! The
teacher education topic aims to deepen students’ knowledge of young children’s cognitive-linguistic
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development and learning of literacy and numeracy concepts from developmental psychology,
sociological and curriculum theory perspectives.

Participants

The participants in this study were a cohort of 80 students enrolled in an early childhood education
four-year bachelor degree at a metropolitan Australian university. In addition, and fitting within the
action research methodology employed, the topic coordinator and lead investigator was also a
participant in the study.

Data collection

To gather detailed information about the impact of the topic’s redesign on learner engagement and
students’ understandings of professionalism within ECECS, feedback was solicited from pre-service
teachers at three points during the semester (commencement, mid-point, and completion) via the
topic’s web portal, as well the final university topic evaluation. Students were asked to give feedback
about the topic in response to structured questions in four key areas: students’ sense of engagement,
their perspectives on the usefulness and applicability of the topic’s resources, the degree that
personalisation and choice influenced their learning, and their on-going concerns about their learning
and/or the topic. All student responses were anonymous. In addition, the topic coordinator and lead
author of this article maintained a detailed teaching journal in which a Strengths, Weaknesses,
Opportunities & Threats (SWOT) frame was used to guide weekly reflections about the progression
of the topic. Key operational, structural and intellectual aspirations, challenges and responses were
detailed as part of this writing.

Analysis

Following the cyclical nature of action research, data from this sub-study were analysed in two phases
of ‘reflection’. Data from the Early Childhood topic were initially analysed as it progressed across the
semester. The purpose of this first phase of analysis was thus to understand and improve the topic’s
personalised learning approach as it was being experienced by the students and topic co-ordinator
throughout its 12-week duration. In doing so, analyses stayed close to two core action research values:
(1) the prominent place the researcher has in the study, and (2) that purposeful, informed change is the
desired endpoint (Hatch 2002). The second phase of data analysis considers both the topic co-
ordinator/researcher’s and student teachers’ learning in the Early Childhood teacher education topic,
underpinned by the analytical frames of Le Grand’s (2003) Motivation, Agency, and Public Policy: Of
knights and knaves, pawns and gueens and Beck’s Risk Theory. Student and topic co-ordinator data
were analysed for patterns, looking both for recurrences, associations and sequences that suggested a
common learner/subject coordinator experience (of the teacher education topic), and for outposts,
absences and contradictions that may provide a more complete account of the topic as it was
experienced (MacNaughton and Hughes 2008, 180-181).

Findings: Learner engagement to support the personal-as-the-professional

Building upon the work of Smith (2006 as cited in Thompson, 2010, pp. 77-78), the findings are
presented comparatively as ‘The Realist Tale’ (PSTs view) and ‘The Confessional Tale’ (the topic
coordinator’s view). This approach to reflexive qualitative research writing offers two ways to
position the researcher in the presentation of the findings. The realist tale offers an impersonal,
unbiased account of the PSTs’ experiences of personalised learning in the topic (Thompson 2010). In
contrast, the confessional tale reveals the successes, tensions and dilemmas that emerged during the
research, and explicates the researcher’s understandings of the ways personalised learning
transformed the students’ thinking about their professional work during the research process. The
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findings are presented in the following three thematic categories according to the MacNaughton and
Hughes (2008) action research analysis framework: associations, contradictions, and reoccurrences.

Associations: Uncertainty and re-positioning
Realist tale (PSTs’ Views)

PSTs initially showed specific interest in the
online content, videos, collaboration and
discussion that might be possible within the
ongoing Community of Practice (CoP)
assessment task. For example, student feedback
about ‘resources’ and ‘choice’ at the beginning
of the topic noted the possibilities the
assessment might afford them:

%4 Lot of axamples and gpportundtyl to axshangs
gedmples, [dgas and conctpis with dlassimates.”
Fralng o flad gwr own WEBSEELS EREE Wi san SHArE
e reallyy great. [providing] ondlng resosorezs likee
antirpued wiehelre with lnformation, seamplee and
Goelidzs.

At the mid-point of the topic, the ‘feel’ of a
community of learners is discussed, as students
noted the connection between the CoP
assessment and the support it was offering their
learning:

Flodlng goor gein rEsourtfs by Sharg wally makes
iost Sovns Borpss things that art helpfil that pow
wipsddnt have grdlndrlly soms Acepss. Having setn
S S ERnEs THAt PEgplE REVE pesiad And EwEsins.
Speal @rE 50 GRERE 1 hAS redlli breadsnsd m
Rl e

There were mixed feelings about this
assessment by the end of the semester, however.
Some clearly valued its approach in
combination with the topic’s pedagogy:

LoFs — [ havy lgarns @ Lt frpne what ghhir peers ln
syt ssckjzct had frond swrrpendlng eracy and
wnsricy b Garly Chillahess settings.”
Others clearly indicated that they felt
overwhelmed by the frequency and breadth of
the CoP posts from peers:

havlng tp dp the SoF sebiwlislong has rigqulned a
ot of seareiing for seltabls materlal tp past boct
having Zo iy pEFPLE past Sp swsash Engorimation
has reswlted fn Tegormation sviriead” and | havent
besn GBI Ep fossp sp wilth watching all the dllps and
readling @l the dossnsnits posted tp sof [ thiey are
seEEfhel o gt

But the emergent, personalised approach to

Confessional tale (Subject Coordinator’s
Views)
My initial journal entries show the strengths in
the closer constructive alignment between
content, outcomes and assessment when PSTs
were repositioned as professionals who were
encouraged to take risks to openly share their

learning collegially with peers:
T feet ke 1 have trudyy slwpllfled the swbfeets

@EEES Lt for g st Himes ln LEars, :E'g t_-'_:,a'.fn,f e
rERRlngs, worksngn ool dnd sraringstollaborathe’
Inggnd ndp 0g Swip ShvE@ims of ESsEssiint”

. el s e " o r . P
'F-.-':'&'ufné?“r-'.d_ Qm:,..,".ﬁ‘_"_-:’.ﬂr PRl ass.gwnt bl oo
(CoPs & blog pasts), {2l ik this [ the classst Fur

. £ y f " ) r el
EVEr Soins o .ﬂ"ﬂ.gmng ALE S it THET FitFiiid
FRERE wrEE StudEnis” wndfrstandlngs of Lot
sppiiant dnd pregriss tpwarels the putepiass el A
degree af Feswrdci.”

But like the PSTs, I began to feel overwhelmed
by the sheer volume of posts with each student
(of 80 total) posting weekly. Consequently, the
assessment’s pedagogical intent seemed to
became lost:

The CoP pacte have Literally coplodeal and | now [
i FEELlnG Fatlgusd @bt the Shegr moambier of posts,
Lindzs @ dloeecslon stavidrs, thdn 5o Wikl the
suglgnte. Claariy thiz vpluwms of Inforation < tor
st Bp 82 msandng il wow for stwdgnt Learndng
andsor fostering & senss of .:;mmm;f*g Fenass EME
WS RE Groshs (A5 & tompirathve eolifetlve). So how
st wipsdd B fnowgh? And wosld having less bet
with more depth actually be of bewneflt tp stusgnt
learnding fn the long ren?”

By the completion of topic, my journal entries
illustrated how | was attempting to rationalise
the mixed feedback | was receiving about the

CoP assessment tasks, in particular:
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Realist tale (PSTs’ Views)

assessment for learning in the topic, more
broadly, featured strongly in the Student
Evaluation of Teaching (SET) survey:

T Miksd that we had Rssissimsnt things o dp
rEqudariy thrpwg howt tkﬁsx%{.f.:t FEEN S R @ EhE
end. | loved the fact that was speelfleally for B—f-
pear-olds. | likesd watching CoP vidges of shildrzm
@ Hhee snpacklng that [wlth peers].”

THE ASSESSiEnd worke Melped e o farther g
Ledrndng, ﬁpfﬁ.{.ﬁ‘iﬂg wnaving tp redd reddings tp
SEpngvt e BEEl nimfnts T

Overall, there was a median response of 4/5 that
the assessment both aligned with the topic’s
learning objectives and that it enhanced their

learning.

Contradictions: Tensions within risk taking
Realist tale (PSTs’ Views)

Feedback from PSTs at the beginning of the
topic indicated that they valued the degree of
personal choice offered within the topic’s
reading pathways, flexibility in assessment, and
various avenues for connecting to topic content.
Their comments, however, were typically
buffered by coordinating conjunctions that
indicated exceptions to their statements about
valuing choice:

Confessional tale (Subject Coordinator’s

Views)

* .. SteegEnts sEls thie wene .-.'.{f_-fm'.-.'.-.'g drpeindng In

pasts that wirg s bilng dpng just for the saks of It
The sense of conimundtyl that was fastared lndtlally
wigs logt . Thie was perhans, [n part, @ rEpressnimtion
of the stress And angst mid Studinis riported fesllng
L EhE Efa sy wias dv@wilng tp & clong, bt [FPEels
st thdin @ wlggls of this matues ”

Bt wihllet somg have soted that they ® prefer to be
tolad wnat to dg @ed prefEr neore Strstung Ehan cheles
{belth the @Esgssiment beeduss I pvgrwnglinding ), @n
faeail mesnbir WAVE fizsessod How mush Shiy have
appreciated thesense that they cowld personallse the
subjeet tp thelr speelfle Learntr negds; that this
becams the fpous of @il that they 2ld in t}r_esx%r}:t
bpsawse thisphllasaphy and approack was mads slear
frovn thestart of the sudbjees.”

And as I reflect on my journaling about the
assessment in the topic, | think there’s an
important distinction to be made here. PSTs
studying the topic were beginning to see how
their assessment supported their learning,

distinct from the inundation of posts they needed
to traverse at a practical level. But what if this
sense of feeling ‘overwhelmed” was

symptomatic of exponential growth in their own
self-knowledge; that is, acknowledgement of the
challenges they faced in critically and
purposefully filtering the wealth of knowledge
and resources being posted for their CoPs?

Confessional tale (Subject Coordinator’s
Views)

Across its duration, | too clearly present some
contradictions in my thinking about the topic,
noting my own highs and disappointments about
how personalised learning (or choice)
influenced my pedagogical approach over time.
This is perhaps most prevalent in my final
reflections on the topic, as a whole:




Pushing back: the potential of learner engagement as a strategy to re-position professionalism
within a ‘risk-society’

Realist tale (PSTs’ Views)

T thlnk & Lo walwg? o have choles], nowedpr (fEslas
tHEsgh tHE Solaiprs WLl fanaw inart Bbpt Bhe
leportAnes of what thiy tEfeh ws [n ordler tp have &
cled@r Grasp and wndsrstanding ot the 5:@@@}. -

T reablyy value thess shplase ae sErijons has different
Learnding prefertacss. | dp B2l that Sovagtivags the
siplese edm bf fiv top Brpad that studfnds dont igsow
WHERE to SRAFE o Wt Bp dp st all”

T tninig I Jenplzs] [ovaluable fra polet (il i
Lrarnding @ MRS mort Strwshartd Sothas [ have
ehgleg, fut g winat M dolng Gt the Saime Hime”
This metacognitive awareness of what they said
best supported their learning was an early
indication of their increasing sense of self-
knowledge about themselves as professionals
and learners. Feedback at both the mid- and end-
points of the topic suggested that PSTs had
gained a much richer sense of their personal and
professional learning needs:

Conssrns Swrpandlng the brogd natrs of the
socbjzet have bese addvessed thrpuegh the dlscucclon
of lnditpsndtnt L2arnlng; MoWEIEr sl tonafrng Sbout
sl ot sovEring Edfeunts lnforivation HAVE ot
resolved (ng sissssarllys & bad thing!).”

T havi frecnd having the Luxury oot belng told
what readings to read Ln prelsr fp answier the izl
rERAlnGE was Spmstining [ strwsoled witha lat |
Suppose this made me reallse the tpe of Learner | @,
angd pErhans | nsed b works on Belng more of an
lndlgpendent learner — Sp thersfors, this subject
allpwed ms tp dp thic and topke me putciale of myd
sovafprt Zons. T

YES Having sholer Betwin 3 pREAWELS aads
reRdlng s more lnterecting and nelpedlwith
tovapleting the remdings ffeawss i[5 mpre Abpst

vk Lk Wil pos Ledre best gia wihat [misrests s
For ins, [ don"t work well with finding My swn
readings. ([lkr belng allpeated vegdlngs bt
EVERons s dlfferend. & wnady [ studgns-based and
wiariesd ty Rows Wi thawght [he sulject] woriesd best.”
Their comments were clearly shrouded in self-
doubts about their learning and progress, and the
potential loss of opportunities to learn given
their preferred learning styles. This contrast in
their experiences of, and feelings about,
personalised learning through choice is perhaps
best evident in the SET survey about the topic.
Only half of the cohort believed that “I had a
clear idea what was expected of me” (median
response 2.5/5), yet there was a high median

Confessional tale (Subject Coordinator’s
Views)

[ eomnRss tp Fealing wore than @ Litie alleanpolntes
tan, with the studints” fEeaback on the ssdjzet.
RFth ey thdn lopilng back with edrefid reflection gn
wiat the Swblject has beew able tp achlave Studints
wiers gocefs tp Wighlight how pelntlsss thewes of
teennplogy nad begw for thelr learning and
@EEELLIENE Wipri, dnd el lRek of wndgrmtandlng
re- sholesspersonalleation ln the subjeet declgn. |
eleariy meed tp betteraxplaln wyy philasophyy behind
the sucbjact declgm and wig of technologles (Sherele
st rpine for Deprovisingnt with the tapl selzetions,
thasetph ). a@ndd | ngsd to thinkg Shrmagh how the
pAthwALS” Appreach [ty reRdlngs] conld Bettar
Zuppiort the llnss gf ASSessimant sontent and
rea@lngs Students @oegss ln the swlject in 2015
(Tnalodlling the scsfmlnges gf the £ ricpmress mapdle!
that has frivmed the ssubjeet swcerssfiullis and with &
wlgh Level of studltns satlciBetion ln S6Tx slnes
ot

Retrospectively however, the concerns PSTs
raised about their experiences of the topic were
practically-based (e.g. how technology-based
tools (discussion boards, blogs, FLO Live
sessions) had not enhanced their learning),
rather than being fundamentally concerned
about the philosophical and pedagogical
intentions of the topic in its design and
approach. The thought, care and risk-taking the
teaching team and | undertook to re-centre our
teaching around learner needs’ was noted, albeit
briefly, in my reflective writing:

By far the blggest strength that has been brougnt
tp the sucbjzet [ 2or¢ [s the tgachlng teams
willingness tp take risks, and &y foces on wslng an
gimsrgent, Ledrnr-aontnd Guprodch o swr
presemsation of Subject contint @nd RSsEssimEnt
wipr, [ntersprssd thix pedr with soms Inttntlional
teAshing regariing the selsction britlg uebreation of
Ledrmling wecosoress And Slrpminfnit that wi fElt
WES § WERRNESE WItH psor Annrpdek [n previows
[ezratipns of the ssdjret.~

Despite our attempts and willingness to model
taking risks in our own topic teaching, this
pedagogical approach was not sufficiently
personalised to reflect or connect with the PSTs’
perceived learning needs. This was evident in
how the students saw there was value in the
modelled approach, but did not see the benefit it
could offer their own professional learning.



Pushing back: the potential of learner engagement as a strategy to re-position professionalism
within a ‘risk-society’

Realist tale (PSTs’ Views)

response of 4/5 that “The topic responded to my
learning needs”.

Reoccurrences: Shifting understandings
Realist tale (PSTs’ Views)

At the outset, PSTs reported that they were
primarily concerned about the more technical
aspects of ‘the what” and ‘the how’ of teaching
literacy and numeracy to very young children.
When asked about what they were most

interested in learning, typical replies included:
Vibat ittracy ded neowinasy ewtals ac i dm st
famlilar with thess At the marmsnt.”

T by vagst effestively) fodck [ineeacy dnd
nsErasy L favil ehllohona T

A shift in the their thinking began to emerge
during the course of the topic, as students
articulated some of the key professional
knowledge, skills and practices they were
beginning to note through their learning.
Broadly, this centred around two key strands.
First, their understandings of the capabilities of
infants and toddlers was expanding, even if PSTs
experienced difficulties in articulating this
learning with discipline-specific accuracy:
BablEs At constantly liarning LEendcy and
FLECFALT I ;,."

The imgst ntgresting thing [have lgarmd [n thiz
ssebjeet £ flr [s that bables caw actwally coont and
somprghsnd neonsriegl logle svEn [F they dont
phipsleally eont put Lpswal~

Peest wikgt [ Dvplued Lo Lteriey g seonsrisy for
rEdlld toseng shlldete, [ Had never conslaltred what
f.r'f%-' .ﬂ'.:fx.ﬁ'.-.'.—.'g Ledrv @t Dhat Ags ﬁ'rjl-":;am; ded [ e
foscnd [t really facelnating and Informatie.”
Second, PSTs’ thinking about their professional
learning extended to consider the role that the
purposeful documentation of literacy and
numeracy learning can play in their planning for

teaching:

Confessional tale (Subject Coordinator’s
Views)

Thus, the tension between perceived and actual
value of personalised learning and risk-taking
illustrates PSTs’ struggle to move from
concerns about the technical aspects of their
practice to thinking more holistically about
themselves as professionals beyond simply their
work in teaching young children.

Confessional tale (Subject Coordinator’s
Views)

While the teaching team noted shifts in PSTs’
understandings of infants” and toddlers’ literacy
and numeracy capabilities, and the role that
purposeful documentation of learning can play
in their planning for teaching, their comments
in our final workshops indicated concern about
how to articulate these understandings in the
final assessment task (a teaching philosophy

statement):
Studsnis reportedly (R that, ln belng asked tp
ity @ tedehing philesgphy stattmint portalndng to

titergey @nd nominicy B—f teashing, they has mnot
b Adlqouately prEpaved. fn fScenes Bh
somplalined that at wo polnt L the cubjeet had we
tasght tducational philosgphy clear teaching
teshnlguzs or pbsenmtional strateglee ”

At the time | felt quite defensive about why
they felt unequipped to attempt the final
assessment task, given that we saw such strong
evidence of a shift towards critical thinking
about literacy and numeracy pedagogy as a part
of their professional practices with the
infant/toddler age-group:

T st @dindt that | Got qedie defenshe at thils
polng and | attziwpted to seplaln the I.-":;r-_“mfgkt-.'g
spdeels Epproach of pbserdng (week z) and then
plamedng (week 2). false nlghllgrisd the sevngrpss
FEfErEnces wi W nads back b tevis Lk
Agaidamgitpn gnd llilgnee (2ood] Trohnlgwss
For TEashing Yosowg Chlladven fnd v Hpoms
(2org) Play &t the Conttr of the Covrlesdlwm i poor
gilsewceione @hput the rols of thg flweator [n
plasedng for and risponding o Hoeng childrens
Learnding wegds and lnterests (Tneluwdlng when &
gy B Appropriats to plaw for lntgetional tedehing
st A trataglee) -
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Realist tale (PSTs’ Views)

Thg ingst Lwpartang thing [ have leammt 50 far ln
this subizet [ how powerfid @ttentlve pheervmtion can
&g Pripr to thls class | had net foewscd on bregilng
Fgiin phEEraEpn f,'r_:“l-":;n_f -

Tow to dndlpse shlldnmns learndng and
recogmislng learning can pecwr From the slmplect
activityy or experizmes.”

By the end of the topic the above manifested into
a much greater sense of themselves as
professionals, as the students reflected on their
shifting understandings of very young children’s
literacy and numeracy learning, and their role in
supporting and encouraging such learning:

This ssebject has glign me great inslght ntp
nimmgrae dnd .-.'.-'.'tfmc;j L kg EBrLL LHEArE. Fripr to
thic 5:4.5‘:‘;,-':-‘.’.:‘;, [ wRSHE @widrt of @il the Laarnlng that
takss placs [ ths ERriy pEars. | WLl pows Bgies JlaT
Greatir sendfreidndlng lntp the taaehlng of the
Lmportanes of seaiiplalng and provialng
rcaningfid Leaming sotpnclons. Mgt gulid dlp [ have
a G R BUATERLSE ol enlldven s .-.'.f‘."_-‘.‘r‘.ﬁ‘q:'j Fo
PLERTLY SRARG SRR, boet Glsg Row tp sndes gt
.-.'.-ft,-fmag Annd msmnsracy dlngnsions From respmrcss,
traching imaterials, learndng seperifnces and lesson
plans. <

Nt s [F It L5 speelfle to the subject content, bt |
FEsL that § have Becoms @ Lie vaore opev-rainded &
winat Lemrwing Lopks Lilke s winat chllalven are
sapabie pf This reflects [n iy @ttituds thatliveraey
Evdl vurirEsy SEn be present within and studizd bn
radrs diﬁirr,utwnﬁs. -

Importantly, PST knowledge and confidence
appeared to grow out of their learning in the
topic, with a strong consensus in the SET survey
data that “I developed an understanding of

evidence-based practice” (median response 4/5).

Confessional tale (Subject Coordinator’s
Views)

It seemed as though the students were anxious
or uncertain about how to articulate their
technical knowledge and skills in the final
assessment, rather than demonstrating how
their professional learning has impacted on
their evolving teaching philosophy.
Specifically, they appeared to have difficulty in
translating their [now] critical perspectives on
teaching and learning of literacy and numeracy
with infants and toddlers into a statement that
reflected their professional learning in the topic.
In part this could be because the teaching team
were unable to provide fortnightly feedback, as
was originally intended in the design of the
topic:
Stgnis fElE Bhgi wene preparing thelr flnal
SeindtVE critlorl practies posts Tn thedariss
having recelved vague” frzdback about how thiy

wiErs prngressling with thalr £ foraatlve tasis.
LDt bl wiE cowld not guarantss fezaback
@ BAAIES sugrt i @F fwig pelnit [n the Sgmmscter
(s thE fwip gk er futprs [n the Sx%f:-‘_“ct wiwiz [ gther
fobs to) and [t wpsld have begn an squlty lcus to
dlealacy more. [ taie thelr polint thiat If wie declgn
Forativg REEES SRt Worts, thEd Shosdld b @hie o
Fesfss fERabAek wort rEgulariy, fcpeslaliy
somsldering many 2la wot dp well bn the flrst
Sobpuleclon.

But more importantly, a twelve-week long topic
was not sufficient exposure for PSTs to
confidently express how their learning in the
topic repositioned them as critical professionals
rather than early childhood technicists when
considering the teaching of infant and toddler
literacy and numeracy. This resulted in their
preference for an assessment task that focussed
on the documentation of their technical
knowledge and learning, rather than a
demonstration of their broadening
understandings of their professional practice in
relation to the topic content.

Implications: Questioning the role of initial teacher education

The proceeding discussion investigates why PSTs may struggle with problems of ‘order’ rather than
engaging with problems of ‘risk’ in their work as emerging ECTs. Here we apply our earlier
discussion of Beck’s work to discuss and contextualise these findings and their implications for those

working in early childhood teacher education.
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Uncertainty

Subject evaluations clearly highlighted student teachers’ reported discomfort with the topic’s
approach to content delivery and assessment that intended to personalise learning and enhance learner
engagement. The Community of Practice (CoP) assessment, for instance, necessitated that PSTs take
responsibility for creating a community of learners themselves; a risk that necessitated ‘putting
themselves out there’ to demonstrate and share with their peers their burgeoning knowledge and
professional engagement with the topic content. The topic coordinator was also re-positioned from the
historically prescribed role of ‘teacher’ or *subject authority’, to that of a “facilitator’ or ‘mentor’
(Bauman 2006; Smeyers 2010). Consequently, students attempted to mitigate this uncertainty in their
own professional learning by initially pursuing ‘order’ through the seeking of concrete technicist
knowledge and credentialist skills, before gradually beginning to take risks with their own learning to
examine their developing sense of themselves as autonomous, self-regulating, collaborative
professionals (Manning-Morton, 2006; Osgood, 2006, 2010). This tension prevails in the PSTs’ final
reflections on the topic, as some indicated feeling overwhelmed by the frequency and depth of the
assessment work, whilst others saw its value in relation to the broader pedagogy of the topic.

Commencing the topic with the learner at the forefront thus echoes Beck’s (1992) commentary on
reflexive modernity; that is, the more we experience uncertainty in modern times, the more we come
to focus on the self as the primary agent of meaning. As such, the topic coordinator’s use of choice
offered students an opportunity to become a ‘choosing agent’ (Lupton 1999) with professional
‘ground-up’ knowledge and competencies that would enable them to both understand the current
‘regulatory gaze’ and reposition themselves as actors within the ECECS (Grieshaber 2000; Novinger
and O’Brian 2003; Miller 2008). Giving students responsibility, agency and choice over a 12-week
initial teacher education topic, however, did not mean that they seamlessly assumed a more
professional approach to their work with young children, or to their thinking about early childhood
teaching. Nevertheless, it did provide a way in which the topic coordinator can potentially disrupt the
‘technicist’ positioning of PSTs working in the local ECECS context.

Contradictions

Clear contradictions in the PSTs’ valuing of risk in their professional learning were also evident in
their topic evaluations and feedback. For example, student teachers expressed a preference for
prescriptive instruction and specific direction on the assessment tasks, and wanted to know what to
read/look for, when confronted with varying pathways for accessing topic content and readings. Topic
coordinator journal entries revealed that our attempts to model a professional, reflexive approach to
the topic content went unnoticed by students. Yet, their topic evaluations consistently noted that they
valued opportunities for choice in their learning. This valuing of choice and autonomy during their
initial teacher education studies epitomises Le Grand’s (2003) notion of ‘knights” and ‘knaves’ and
the tension between these two constructions.

In other words, whilst these PSTs were searching for prescriptive technicist information on which to
predicate their practice (knave positioning), the unintended consequence of the topic’s focus on
learner engagement and personalisation was that the coordinator positioned the student teachers as
increasingly ‘autonomous beings’ who can have a degree of control over their own learning (queen
positioning). A substantial shift in PSTs own metacognitive awareness, both in relation to the topic
content and their own learning about themselves as professionals was evident as a result. As such,
these findings provide some preliminary evidence that instead of mistrusting the practices of ECTs
and using ‘quality assurance’ as a mechanism for social control (Fenech and Sumsion 2007; Hoyle
and Wallace 2007; Osgood 2009; Smeyers 2010), initial teacher education has an important role to
play in supporting our PSTs to begin repositioning themselves as ‘knights” in a market economy that

12



Pushing back: the potential of learner engagement as a strategy to re-position professionalism
within a ‘risk-society’

permits parents and families to exercise choice. Taking Osgood’s (2006) view of the autonomous
professional who questions and reflects on current ECECS discourse, topic coordinators need to
support student teachers to question what “professionalism’ could and should look like within a ‘risk
society’. This critical orientation allows for reflexive examination of the role of ECTs, offering a
fundamentally different conceptualisation of how young children and families can be given greater
opportunities for agency in their own education and care needs and interests over time through
increased autonomy and professionalism of ECTs (as knights), rather than through increased
regulation (as knaves).

Shifts

PSTs indicated a clear preference for technicist learning at the outset and during the midpoint of the
topic, through language such as ‘what is’ literacy and numeracy and ‘how’ is it most ‘effectively’
taught. However, shifts in their understanding of their role in identifying, engaging, and responding to
young children’s literacy and numeracy development was evident in the final round of student
feedback where PSTs described the fluidity of these concepts and the need for ECTs to be open to
understanding that meaningful engagement with literacy and numeracy is hampered by easily
quantifiable and technicist approaches. Here we see the shifts in students’ thinking and learning from
wanting technicist information and skills to increasingly viewing themselves as autonomous
professionals capable of supporting young children’s literacy and numeracy development in a variety
of ways. Despite the PSTs’ valuation of this learning however, they struggled to translate this
increased professionalism in their final assessment piece and voiced concern over their lack of
specific preparation for a statement of their emerging teaching philosophy and preference for
demonstrating their learning in more technicist and credentialist ways. This finding is in keeping with
previous research into PSTs’ thinking about their professional role in ECECS and teacher education
courses (Berthelsen and Brownlee 2007; Crosswell and Beutel 2013; O’Connor et al. 2015).

In these shifts, the tension between what PSTSs feel are the necessary technicist skills and knowledge
they want to have, and the increasing valuation they gave to being positioned as autonomous
professionals, is evident. As identified earlier, this tension is exacerbated through the increased
surveillance through the regulatory requirements and ‘tick boxes’ that ECTs more broadly need to
meet in order to avoid known, unknown, and unknown-unknown risks. As student teachers regularly
witness these regulatory requirements on placement and (in many cases) during paid work before
and/or during their teacher education study, they appear to mirror this risk aversion in their own
learning through attempts to render their world more manageable (Beck 1992; Beck 1999), through
mitigation of the perceived risks in autonomous learning despite the value they may find in it. This
aversion to taking risks (real or perceived) in their learning and preference for prescriptive learning
and assessment reflects Pellizzoni’s (2011) concept of ‘anticipated catastrophe’, motivated by the
mitigation of risk, no matter how implausible potential risks may be. Regardless of the topic’s
assessment structure in preparing students to write a teaching philosophy statement (such as
fortnightly critical practice blog posts where PSTs engage in reflective praxis about their learning
from the standpoint of an EC professional), student teachers across the cohort indicated consistent and
concerted worry and apprehension concerning the task. Despite acknowledging the value of
autonomous and self-regulated learning, they were not yet ready to trust in their professional learning
as “‘correct’ or ‘sufficient’ in the face of the credentialist and ‘quality’ focused frameworks that they
viewed as beneficial and necessary due to their pervasiveness in the ECECS.
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Conclusion

When the topic coordinator focussed on the personal-as-the-professional (Manning-Morton 2006;
Osgood 2006), students went above and beyond the technical aspects of their literacy and numeracy
work with young children - moving beyond the minimum requirements of the ‘regulatory gaze’.
Currently teacher education in Australia works within the bounds of the National Quality Framework
and the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers, compelling PSTs to demonstrate their
‘credentialism’ (essential knowledge and skills) as defined by external monitoring bodies like
ACECQA and teacher-registration bodies. The findings of this action research study indicate,
however, that the positioning of PSTs as autonomous professionals rather than technicists allowed
them not only to demonstrate the competencies and skills required to meet regulatory requirements,
but in addition, gave opportunities for deep learning and meaningful reflection on the role of the ECT
in young children’s learning. We argue that it is through continued challenge and resistance to the
idea of the ECT as a technicist that early childhood teacher education may be able to push back, to re-
focus our work on what should be done in ECECS as a problem of order, not risk (Beck, Giddens, and
Lash 1994).
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