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Editor's note: This article has been adapted 
from the Pacific Pre-School Council's 4th 
Regional Conference Report, November 1996. 

Once a man called Elliot Eisner (1985), who 
knew a lot about Early Childhood Education, said 
of Early Childhood Educators: 

"We can create images of what 
we might become - we can 
become creators of new 
possibilities." 

Here in the Pacific you stand at the very edge of 
new possibilities in early childhood education. In 
addition, you have a system of education that is 
rich in language, music, art, knowledge of the 
environment, the sea, the rocks, the fish, the 
birds and most importantly the culture. By 
bringing all that wealth with you, you can create 
exciting new images of what YOU may become. 
What you become is in your hands as parents, 
educators and governments. As Walker (1989: 
238) says: "Keep in mind always the present you 
are constructing. It should be the future you 
want." 

The appropriateness of the education your 
children will receive in the future will depend on 
the possibilities you create as a team. The 
parents will bring their knowledge of their 
children, of their culture; your teachers will bring 
the new ideas of curriculum development and 
their knowledge of child development, health and 
nutrition and your government needs to endorse 
what is an appropriate curriculum and what are 
safe, exciting, motivating and challenging 
learning environments. As a team, you can take 
the best of what international educational theorists 
have to offer about educational practice, and as a 
team you are in a position to build that into your 
own culturally rich framework. It is important 
that what is intrinsically valuable to your own 
society is not displaced. 

There is no language more precious than your 
own, no culture more sacred than yours. Each 
community brings its own folk lore, its own 
spiritual beliefs, its own arts and crafts and music 
and traditional stories. They bring their own 
learning and teaching styles. All that should 

remain as an integral part of the education of the 
children in any community. That should be 
intrinsic to any curriculum. 

Our western world has become a hurried world 
and our children have become hurried children, 
showing disturbing signs of stress when they are 
still very young. Play, one of the most important 
factors of how children learn, is often denigrated 
and replaced by endless wasted hours of 
meaningless formal busy work; activities for 
which their small hands and bodies are not yet 
ready. Here in the Pacific, you as early 
childhood educators, are still in a position of 
creating those images of what early childhood 
education might become. Images that create 
motivating and stimulating places for children; 
images that provide a curriculum that is 
appropriate in every respect, images that maintain 
the rich and varied cultures from which you 
come, and an image that maintains that close 
collaboration between parents, the schools, the 
community and the government bodies. 
Woldfendale (1991) states: 

"Trying to educate the young 
without help and support from 
the home is akin to trying to 
rake leaves in a high wind 
(p.30)." 

You are in the fortunate position of setting your 
own agendas. 

Eisner (1985) whom I spoke of earlier named 
four ideas for the curriculum for young children. 
He spoke of the refinement of the senses so that 
children could see with greater perceptivity, hear 
with greater activity and feel the world we live in 
through body and mind. Most children bring 
those strengths with them, for are parents not 
powerful teachers in those areas? Are these 
beautiful environments in which you live not the 
kind of worlds we would like our children to feel 
through their bodies and minds? As teachers, it 
will be your role to further strengthen those 
skills. It is also up to you to protect those 
environments. Modern ways have also 
introduced many aluminium cans which are 
slowly spoiling the Pacific environment. 



Eisner also spoke of stimulating the imaginative 
processes of the mind; to imagine things other 
than the way they are, to encourage playful 
treatment of ideas. Is play not the gateway to 
that? He spoke also of the multiple forms of 
literacy by providing many opportunities for 
many forms of representation; to move, to paint, 
to explore and to communicate in many ways. 
Your culture has these many forms, but once 
education becomes formalised, such valuable 
aspects are often lost from the curriculum, or 
become so stylised that they lose their intrinsic 
value. Sadly, the local art forms are often 
displayed by inappropriate overseas forms or 
totally displaced by an obsession with the 3 R's. 
We lose much through our focus on the basics. 
Young children learn best through play and it is 
through socio-dramatic play and the arts that their 
imaginative processes are fired. 

Lastly, Eisner speaks of the Development of 
Automaticity. That is, allowing children to 
practise with a form of representation until it 
becomes so familiar to them that they become 
very competent in that skill. There is a tendency 
in western early childhood centres to expose 
children briefly to a wide variety of materials 
e.g. art activities. Activity-based programmes in 
particular fall into this trap. By doing that we 
deny the children the pleasure of absorbing those 
skills into their own schema. We deny them the 
right to become competent and confident about 
the materials they use. 

Recently, I listened to a Radio broadcast about 
the firm stance the Maori people of New Zealand 
have taken about keeping their own language 
alive, beginning with Pre-school and going right 
through to the University level. The cynics had 
prophesied that it would never happen - yet they 
have proven that by having enough courage to 
stand firmly for their belief in the value of their 
own language, they have achieved success in 
maintaining that integral part of their culture. At 
the same time they have strengthened the 
bilingual aspect, so that the cultural significance 
of their own language and the global needs of 
bilingualism are both met. 

Whatever our approach to basic education in our 
schools may be, it can never be done successfully 
outside the cultural context. The learning 
environment that we create for our children must 
be appropriate and thus the communication 
avenues between the parents, the teachers and 
government organisations must remain open. If 
just one of the links in that chain is faulty, then 
the children will be disadvantaged. Thus, if 

governments impose inappropriate curricula, or if 
teachers impose inappropriate practice, and if 
parents' knowledge and contribution is ignored, 
then we have not honoured the Rights of the 
Child. We are constantly reminded by the 
international declaration of the Rights of the 
Child that we as parents, teachers, communities 
and governments must honour the child's right to 
play. Thus our curriculum, our schools and the 
environment we create must facilitate that right. 
The tendency to want to impose formal education 
too soon violates that right. 

When you meet to design your own Pacific 
curriculum tomorrow you can work towards a 
strong philosophical base with aims and 
objectives which weave a web from the rich and 
colourful strands of your own cultures. 

The challenge is there for early educators in this 
part of the world to create new images and new 
possibilities, which are unique to the Pacific and 
which can generate and breathe new energy into 
the international field of early childhood. 


