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Introduction:

Change occurs in young children’s lives as a matter of course. Healthy children grow and
develop (Berk, 2012). They make multiple horizontal transitions daily, for example moving
from mealtime to play, and navigate major vertical transitions, such as starting school (Kagan
and Neuman, 1998). Children experience changes to their routines at home when their
parents make adaptations to working practices (Kim, 2020; Snyder, Rech, Masuda and
Dinkel, 2021), and they experience new approaches to curriculum and pedagogy at first hand
in their settings (Manning, Thirumurthy and Field, 2012; Murray, 2017; Yang, Xu, Liu and
Li, 2022). When educators leave early childhood education (ECE) settings, it is children who
must adjust to new educators. Whilst ECE educators may move to new settings for their
professional development in strong workforce systems, in weaker systems.educators’
dissatisfaction results in the ECE workforce attrition that results in change for children
(Nutbrown, 2021). War wreaks havoc in children’s lives, often displacing them from their
homes and the carers and educators they know (Korp and Stretmo, 2020). In recent decades,
the pace and variety of change in young children’s environments, including their experiences
of ECE, have increased exponentially, affecting young children’s lives in many different
ways (Clark, 2022). While young children appreciate novel experiences (Murray, 2022), they
also thrive on continuity and routine (Clark, 2022; Zigler and Kagan, 1982); balance may
therefore be important. In this short critique of some of the shifting landscapes in ECE, I
discuss ways the field is transforming at the macro-policy level, before considering some of
the changes experienced by children and adults who care for them. The focus of this editorial
on 'Shifting Landscapes in Early Childhood Education' was inspired by the articles included
in this issue of International Journal of Early Years Education. Each addresses one of four
shifting landscapes in the ECE field: transformations in early childhood policy and provision,
transitioning between locations in eatly childhood, young children’s encounters with illness
or death, and innovations with digital technologies in the early years.

Transformations in.early childhood policy and provision:

A critical mass of research revealing the powerful effects of early experiences on human
lifetime outcomes has led to policymakers across the world accepting the robust evidence and
beginning to respond (Shonkoff and Richter, 2013). Consequently, we have witnessed an
exponential expansion of “policyfication’ for early childhood education (for example,
Alexiadou, Hjelmér, Laiho and Pihlaja, 2022; Himmelweit and Lee, 2022). These policies are
evident in'the upward shift in global ECE enrolment trends for pre-primary education (3
years to starting school) from 33% in 2000 to 61% in 2022 (UNICEF, 2022a). Nevertheless,
this trend is unequal, with the percentage of children enrolled in pre-primary education far
lower in poorer countries than high-income states (20.2%/85% in 2020) (UNESCO, 2022).

Arguably, the United Nations (UN) (2015) Sustainable Development Goal, Target 4.2 has the
potential to be among the most influential of ECE policies, given its status as the first global
target for early childhood development. States parties are charged with securing ‘quality early
childhood development, care and pre-primary education’ for all children by 2030 (UN, 2015,
4.2). “‘Quality’ is defined in UN indicators for this target:

‘4.2.1: Proportion of children aged 24—59 months who are developmentally on track
in health, learning and psychosocial well-being, by sex



4.2.2: Participation rate in organized learning (one year before the official primary
entry age), by sex’ (United Nations, 2022a: 5/23)

According to this definition, ‘Quality early childhood development, care and pre-primary
education’ is also conceptualised by the UNICEF (2022b). For example, for Indicator 4.2.1,
UNICEF (2022b) conceptualises ‘health’ as ‘gross motor development, fine motor
development and self-care’, ‘learning’ as ‘expressive language, literacy, numeracy, pre-
writing, and executive functioning’, and ‘psychosocial well-being’ as ‘emotional skills, social
skills, internalizing behavior, and externalizing behavior’. The Early Childhood Development
Index 2030 (ECDI2030) (UNICEF, 2021) is the UN’s recommended measure for determining
this conceptualisation of quality. However, in common with the International Early Learning
and Child Well-Being Study (IELS) (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) 2023), ECDI2030 (UNICEF, 2021) decontextualises what children
know and can do and assumes a reductionist orientation by limiting recognition of children’s
rich capacities to a narrow homogeneous rubric positioned in developmental psychology
(Moss and Urban, 2020). What is more, these restrictive measurement tools fail to capture the
multiple complex transformations reified by authentic learning (Donovan, Bransford and
Pellegrino, 1999; Mezirow, 2000).

Putting quality measurement to one side, given what is known about the importance of early
experiences (Centre on the Developing Child, 2023), the UN’s (2015, 4.2)-ambition to
‘ensure that all girls and boys have access to quality early childhood development, care and
pre-primary education’ by 2030 appears positive; prima facie. However, the UN rationale for
that provision is included in the SDG target: ‘so that (children) are ready for primary school’
(UN, 2015, 4.2). The focus on preparation.as the purpose for ECE diminishes each child’s
inestimable value to that of a unit of human capital (Clark, 2022): in this paradigm, a child’s
education is an investment to be returned when they join the future workforce. Inherent
within the paradigm is the assumption that the young child is deficient, so must be shaped to
conform to a narrow template that fits them for compulsory education that is itself moulded
to a specific form: the ‘banking’ model for which ‘knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who
consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know nothing’
(Freire, 1970: 53; Moss, 2013). Herein lies danger. The imposition of the time-bound
imperative within SDG 4.2 risks denying each young child their individuality. It disrupts
children’s naturally heterogeneous developmental pathways. It pressurises early childhood
educators to move away from rich, holistic social pedagogy to focus on externally imposed
taught content drawn that has reproduced inequalities among previous generations by
privileging dominant classes and cultures. However, as adults, today’s young children will
inhabit a future world that is not known to us today (Wiliam, 2011). Therefore, should not
macro-level aspirations for ECE centre on facilitating early childhood educators to cherish
and nurture each unique child within their own context, in terms of what they know to be
important for that child now (Arndt, Smith, Urban, Ellegaard, Swadener, and Murray, 2021)?

Transitioning between locations in early childhood:

As I have indicated, one effect of framing children’s readiness for primary education as the
global policy justification for investment in universal quality early childhood provision (UN,
2015, 4.2) is that it reduces the work of early childhood educators to schoolification
practitioners (Dyer, 2016; Moss, 2017). Another potentially damaging effect is that it
disincentivises primary schools from readying their environments to accommodate children
starting school (UNICEF, 2012:2). Nevertheless, despite global policy (UN, 2015, 4.2), many
early childhood educators hold on to what they know to be appropriate for young children, so
early childhood settings continue to cleave to social pedagogy (Vandenbroeck, 2021).
However, most primary schools tend to align with the transmissive banking model (Freire,
1970; Moss, 2013). These two approaches reveal divergent conceptualisations of the child



and childhood adopted by each phase, such that many children find school culturally and
organisationally different from their early childhood experiences (Moss, 2013). Yet all too
often, young children must navigate their own way to make sense of this discontinuity.
Consequently, the experience of starting school is difficult for many children (Kaplan, Mart
and Diken, 2022).

For decades, educators have recognised that children’s vertical transition into school can
present challenges, so have adopted many varied strategies designed to ease the move (Early,
Pianta, Taylor and Cox, 2001; Kagan and Neuman, 1998). These strategies include schools’
engagements with whole new classes of children and their families, for example meetings at
the new school, or with individual children and their families, such as a home visit. Some
take place before children start school, some once children are in school, and some involve
schools working with ECEC settings or with their wider communities (Early et al., 2001). Yet
whilst transfer strategies may make the move to school easier for some children,
discontinuities children encounter as their educational provision shifts from home or an early
childhood setting to school can present problems (Andrews et al., 2017; Pianta, Cox and
Snow, 2007). This is significant because starting school is a major event for young children
that can be powerful in determining long-term outcomes (Andrews, Robinson and
Hutchinson, 2017).

Young children’s encounters with illness or death:

Whereas starting school is a change in the lives of most young children, relatively few young
children encounter serious illness and death in those close to them. The experience of a close
relative or friend becoming seriously ill or dying is a traumatic life-changing event, not least
for a child (Burrell, Mehlum and Qin, 2020; Faugli, Kufas; Haukland, Kallander, Ruud, and
Weimand. 2021). Before the COVID-19 pandemic, around 5% of children in the United
States and 15% of children in Africa experienced the death of at least one parent (Clabburn,
Knighting, Jack, and O'Brien, 2019; Deininger, Garcia and Subbarao, 2003). However, the
pandemic caused many more millions of people across the World to become seriously ill, and
over 6 million deaths globally at the time of writing (January 2023) (World Health
Organisation, 2023). Consequently, a much higher number of children experienced illness or
bereavement at first hand — including losing close family members - during the pandemic
than at other times (Harrop, Goss, Longo, Seddon, Torrens-Burton, Sutton, Farnell, Penny,
Nelson, Byrne and Selman, 2022). Children’s experiences of illness and death during
COVID-19 have constituted further shifts in the ECE landscape, reflected in submissions to
International Journal of Early Years Education. As I have observed previously (Murray,
2021), most children’s lives were transformed and inequalities increased during COVID-19.
Children were not able to go out or attend formal ECE provision, and they lost play
opportunities and established routines. Instead, young children spent their days at home,
experiencing social isolation and parents’ teaching. The full effects of these changes on
children’s lives remain a shifting landscape: only time will reveal them fully. However, we
know that children who experience the death of a primary carer are likely to experience
adverse effects, including mental health, psycho-social and academic difficulties, and these
may affect lifetime outcomes (Harrop et al., 2022; Larson, Guldberg and Kring, 2023). Such
difficulties may be alleviated if children have opportunities for open communication with
adults they know well, and if they can access specialist support, including therapy, through
their educational settings, or bereavement organisations (Haber, Kumar, Puttre, Dashoush,
and Corriveau, 2022; Harrop et al., 2022; Larson et al., 2023).

Innovations with digital technologies in the early years:

The final shifting landscape in early childhood education addressed in this paper concerns
innovations in digital technologies experienced by young children. Digital technologies are at
the heart of a social and educational revolution that may still have some way to go at the time



of writing (Kumpulainen, Kajamaa, Erstad, Mékitalo, Drotner and Jakobsdéttir, 2022). In
2011, Sigman highlighted advantages and disadvantages of digital technologies in early
childhood, and the issue remains contested (Mertala and Koivula, 2020). Among the
arguments, young children are positioned variably as unempowered, as participants, and as
agentic in their engagements with digital technologies (Hooft Graafland, 2018; Mertala and
Koivula, 2020). In a related debate, Prensky (2001) adopted the term ‘digital natives’ to
describe children born in the digital age as empowered in their uses of digital technologies,
contrasting them with ther ‘digital immigrant’ educators, a polarisation that has since been
rejected as simplistic (Benini and Murray, 2013). It is, however, indisputable that young
children’s access to devices and the internet is unequal, with children in lower-income
countries tending to be disadvantaged (Ayllon, Holmarsdottir, and Lado, 2023). Alongside
these and other issues, young children’s educators and parents juxtapose considerations of
online risks for young children with potential creative, social, linguistic and other benefits
they may enjoy from digital engagement (Burns and Gottschalk, 2019).

Nevertheless, whether at home or in their ECE settings, most young children regularly access
one or more technological devices (Burns and Gottschalk, 2019) and numerous studies
support these engagements. Davidson, Danby, Ekberg, and Thorpe(2021) found that when
parents spend time interacting with young children at home to suppert them to read aloud
from a screen device, the device becomes an important information source for the children.
Arnott and Yelland (2020: 124) advocate for the inclusion of ‘new and continually evolving
technologies as artefacts that inhabit the contemporary child’s lifeworld” in early childhood
pedagogical planning. Equally, the adoption of the Internet of Toys as part of early childhood
pedagogy is also recommended as a beneficial ‘platform for children’s rich symbiotic
explorations, creativity, collaboration and problem solving’ (Kewalramani, Palaiologou,
Arnott and Dardanou, 2020). Increasingly, early childhood educators feel pressure to use
digital technologies - and justify their uses - in settings (Daniels, Bower, Burnett, Escott,
Hatton, Ehiyazaryan-White and Monkhouse 2020). Teachers’ beliefs about digital
technologies are therefore a consideration in terms.of whether and how they include them in
their settings: Dong and Mertala (2021) highlight the importance of socio-cultural contexts in
shaping new teachers’ beliefs about digital technologies in early childhood. Mantilla and
Edwards (2019) provide 17 guidance points related to healthy practices, relationships,
pedagogy and digital play to-help adults'support young children aged 0-8 years engaging with
digital technologies. Indeed, as we look to the future of digital technologies in early
childhood, further exponential change is on the horizon. For example, Mertala (2020)
highlights children’s increasing engagements with the Internet of Things and ubiquitous
computing in their play with digitally enabled toys, while Yang (2022) proposes that early
childhood programmes should now include artificial intelligence (Al) literacy education.

Overviewof articles in this issue of International Journal of Early Years Education:

The four shifting landscapes in early childhood that I have discussed above are examples of
change experienced by many young children worldwide in the C21st, selected on the basis of
articles submitted recently to International Journal of Early Years Education. They are
developed in detail in the four collections of articles that make up this issue: transformations
in early childhood policy and provision, transitioning between locations in early childhood,
young children’s encounters with illness or death, and innovations with digital technologies
in the early years. The articles in each collection are introduced below.

The first collection features six articles focused on transformations in early childhood policy
and provision. ‘Evaluating the impact of early childhood education on child development in
Lao PDR’ by Yusuke Kamiye and Marika Nomura opens this collection, followed by
‘Supporting Practice Change in Early Years Classrooms: Australia and Turkey as Case
Studies’ by Andrea Nolan, Louise Paatsch, Selda Aras and Aybuke Tiryake. Next come



articles by Angela Choi Fung Tam - ‘Transforming preschool language teachers’ beliefs of
implementing play-based learning in a professional learning community’ — and Liang Li and
Marilyn Fleer — ‘Children's perspectives and experiences in rural Chinese Kindergartens:
Curriculum reforms as a productive force for the development of new play practice’. Finally
in this section, Melissa Sherfinski invites us to consider ‘Spaces for Coping with Change:
Kindergarten Educators' Emotional Refuges’ and Aysun Ata Akturk and Serap Sevimli-Celik
share their article ‘Creativity in Early Childhood Teacher Education: Beliefs and Practices’.

Four articles comprise the second collection about young children’s encounters with illness or
death, beginning with ‘When young children grieve: daycare children’s experiences when
encountering illness and loss in parents’, authored by Martin Lytje, Atle Dyregrov and Carol
Holliday. This is followed by an article by Yuli Kurniawati Sugiyo Pranoto and Branislav
Pupala about ‘Indonesian Children’s Voices of the School-from-Home Policy’. The third
article in this collection is ‘“Distance creates distance”: Preschool Staff’s Experiences and
Reflections Concerning Preschool Introduction During the Covid-19-Pandemic’, by Martina
See, Elinor Schad and Elia Psouni. Last in this collection is an article by Arifur Rahman,
Shahidul Islam and Wendy Boyd that focuses on kindergarten teachers as they supported
children and families during the COVID-19 pandemic: ‘Kindergarten teachers’ experiences
during the COVID-19 pandemic in Bangladesh’.

The focus of the third collection is on transitioning between locations in eatly childhood,
opening with ‘School readiness — what does this mean? Teachers’ perceptions using a cross
sector comparison’ by Elizabeth Rouse, Maria Nicholas and Rosemarie Garner. The second
article in this collection is ‘Parents’ Reactions-to.their Child’s Placement in Special-
Education Kindergartens’, by Bilha Paryente and Yael Barak Levy. Nicola Yelland and Elise
Waghorn are the authors of the third article - ‘STEM learning ecologies: Collaborative
pedagogies for supporting transitions to school’ — and ‘Beyond the preschool gate: Teacher
pedagogy in the Australian “bushkinder”’ by Chris Speldewinde, Anna Kilderry and Coral
Campbell completes this collection.

This first issue of 2023 ends with a collection of three articles focused on innovations with
digital technologies in'the early years. Rachel Ralph’s article ‘Measuring Theory of Mind
(ToM) with preschool-aged children: Storybooks and observations with iPads’ opens the
collection, followed by Maryam Bourbour’s ‘Using digital technology in early education
teaching: Learning from teachers’ teaching practice with Interactive Whiteboard’. ‘Digital
Literacy in Early Childhood Education: What can we learn from innovative practitioners?’
authored by Iris Susana Pereira, Maria Cristina Cristo Parente and Maria Cristina Vieira da
Silva.completes this collection, and concludes this issue of International Journal of Early
Years Education focused on four shifting landscapes in early childhood.

In conclusion...

Change is inevitable. It may be positive, but that is not always the case. Change is prominent
across the shifting landscapes of early childhood so young children experience it as a matter
of course. However, change presents disequilibrium that young children may need time and
support to accommodate. Young children also benefit if we ensure their experiences of
change are balanced with the security afforded by continuity and routine.

Professor Jane Murray PhD
Centre for Education and Research, University of Northampton, UK
ORCiD: 0000-0001-7000-0901
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