Reflections on the preparation of pre-service early childhood teachers 

This paper focuses on some of the currently developing activity that will impact on the skills and experience required of university qualified early childhood teachers who will be working in child care centres and schools and as well as in a range of integrated settings with other early years professionals and family support staff.  
· Research
· National reforms

· New settings for teachers

Research

· Brain development

· Working with families

There has been exceptional growth over the last 10-15 years in knowledge about the importance of brain development in the early years
Research by McCain and Mustard reported in 1999 shows that 75% of a child’s brain develops during the first five years of their life, and half of all intellectual and development potential of child is established by age four.[1] 

In 2007, the Centre for the Developing Child at Harvard University identified six core concepts emerging form early childhood research and confirmed by the accumulation of worldwide evidence,
· Early child development produces capable children and adults

· Brains are built over time

· Development if cumulative

· The interaction of genes and experience shapes the developing brain

· Cognitive, emotional and social capabilities are inextricably intertwined

· Stress affects development

· Understanding risk and protective factors is important.(2)
Children’s experiences in the earliest years of their life are critical to their ongoing development. These experiences have a significant impact on their future achievements at school and the extent to which they are able to take advantage of opportunities later in life.

Many of the education, health and wellbeing problems we see in adults including obesity, mental health problems, poor literacy, unemployment and welfare dependency have their origins in pathways that begin much earlier in life, often in early childhood.
The importance of children’s learning and development in the years before school brings us to the importance of the role of the family and the home environment.  
The quality of the family environment is critical because research shows that young children develop through their relationships with others.  In the early years this means parents and caregivers.  The 2004 EPPE study in the UK showed that: 
For all children, the quality of the home learning environment is more important for intellectual and social development than parental occupation, education or income. What parents do is more important than who parents are.(3)
Therefore families also need to understand the importance of the research and the teachers need the skills and experience to be able to work worth and communicate with families about this research.

Teachers need to recognise and respect parents as co-educators

If the quality of the home learning environment is the greatest single determinant of children’s attainment, then teachers needs to have the skills and experience to work in partnership with families to build the home environment in order to have effective impact on the development of children.  
We need qualified early years educators who can engage with parents respectfully and share their knowledge about children’s development and learning effectively.

During Margy Whalley’s (Pen Green Children’s Centre) visit to Tasmania earlier this year she indicated that teachers in Children’s centres in the UK have shown their skill in engaging parents: now they need to develop a model of parental engagement which requires professionals to share responsibility with parents for their children’s learning so that the roles of the professional experience and parent’s everyday experience are seen as complementary and equally important.  

National Reform Agenda (details on the DEEWR Early Childhood website)
As part of the COAG National Reform Agenda a more integrated early childhood education and care system is envisaged which includes child care and preschool (kindergarten).  This agenda recognises the research outlined above.  The reforms are being implemented through 2 national partnerships on:
· Early Childhood Education and Care (15 hours of universal access preschool delivered in schools, child care centres and community kindergartens by a four year university qualified early childhood teacher) – commenced in 2009.
· National Quality Agenda for Early Childhood Education and Care – commences from 1 January 2012.
As part of this second NP

· All child care services will require an early childhood teacher for at least some of the time (less than 25 , 1:25-59;  1+1at 50% of the time:60-80; and 2:80+) These teachers must be in place by January 2014 except where a second teacher is required – by January 2020.

· For preschools in school or child care settings there will be also the requirement by 2014 for 1 teacher for every group of children of between 20-25.
· All of these teachers will be working with the new Early Years Learning Framework – Belonging, Being and Becoming (or jurisdictional similar) which will articulate with the National Curriculum

· (All other staff (educators) working with children in these services will be required to obtain at least a certificate III with 50% of educators having a Diploma.)

· All these services will be assessed and rated under the national Quality Standard, new national Education and Care Services Act  and regulations where the focus will be on:
· Educational program and practice

· Childrens health and safety

· Physical environment

· Staffing arrangements

· Relationships with children’

· Collaborative partnerships with families and communities; and 

· Leadership and service management.
History means that the early childhood sector in the years before formal school looks very different around Australia and teacher qualifications also vary in length, content and teacher registration requirements.  A range of challenges flow from the reforms – supply, industrial relations and ensuring quality – strategies are being developed to address these at the state and national level.
The reform agenda is also trying to make the systems more consistent and a new national body is being established to oversee the new system; the Australian Childhood Education and Care Quality Authority (ACECQA).
New Settings for teachers – State Initiatives
These are two significant initiatives in Tasmania – you would know of  similar programs and projects elsewhere in Australia.

Launching into Learning is a school-led program in the years prior to formal school.  115 Tasmanian schools are currently offering learning opportunities for families with young children from birth to 4 years.  The focus is on vulnerable families and parents must attend.
Teachers are taking on a greater role in engaging and forming relationships with families before children come to school. as well as implementing strategies and programs to support early literacy and school readiness as a priority.  Early longitudinal studies are demonstrating good outcomes for children.
Teachers are deliberately focusing on the specific needs of their particularly community and are making connections and forming partnerships with other groups, services and agencies in their area.  For many teachers these are new skills.
Child and Family Centres are for children birth to age 5 and their families.

Their purpose is to improve the health and well being, education and care of Tasmania’s very young children by supporting parents and enhancing accessibility of services in the local community.

The goals of the Child and Family Centres are to:

· improve the health and educational outcomes for children – birth to five years. 

· provide a range of integrated early years services in the local community to support the development of children birth to five years. 

· build on the existing strengths of families and communities and assist in their educational needs. 

· increase participation in early years programs such as those offered through Launching into Learning (LIL). 

· build community capacity by developing partnerships with parents, carers and the community. 

· respond to child and family needs in a seamless and holistic manner.
Working in integrated services poses some challenges for early years professionals.  The results of a recent research project undertaken by staff at Charles Sturt University indicate that working in an integrated service requires an infusion of inter-professional practices and the development of inter-professional expertise.  As Edwards (2009) emphasises, developing these does not mean becoming a kind of ‘hybrid professional who works across disciplines, nor does it mean relinquishing discipline specific expertise to become a ‘generic’ professional.  Rather it means that amongst other capacities, the ability to look beyond the boundaries of one’s own discipline; recognise common values , appreciate different practices based on other disciplinary knowledge and skills, and negotiate differences in priorities(4).
Valuing and cultivating inter-professional expertise therefore also requires expertise in articulating one’s own disciplinary specific knowledge base and skills.  The findings from the research project outlined in the report indicate that such components of inter-professional literacy should be a focus for professional development for early childhood education and care professionals.
Professional experience needs to support the pre-service early childhood teacher in developing these new skills, and new placement opportunities need to be explored and developed to provide relevant experience to support the growth of these skills.
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