





Overseas Learning Trip to Austria: Injecting Fresh Light to Our Local Practices

Koo Yi Jie

with

Luck Quek, Shirley Tan, Neo EePing, Ada Wong, Maryann Laud Forbes, Christine Chen

In June 2016, eight members of the
Association for Early Childhood Educators
(Singapore) who represent various
preschools and educational institutions
came together to travel across the globe to
visit kindergartens in Austria. In this cross-
cultural learning trip, we found distinct
differences between the two cultures and
their early childhood landscapes, yet there
were similarities in  both countries'
preschool education.

In this trip, we gained valuable insights
that inspired us to improve the lives of
families and young children in Singapore.
The trip underscored the importance for
to be

exposed to and take part in overseas

early childhood professionals

learning opportunities which provide
opportunities for a different cultural
perspective in the care and education of

young children.

"We found this attachment very
useful to us both personally and
professionally - not only did we learn
about how kindergartens operate in
Lower Austria, we made personal
friends and we had the chance to get
interact with fellow AECES
members better."

to

- Neo EePing and Ada Wong,
KidsGlobal International, Hangzhou,
China

While our local system categorized each
preschooler year by his/her chronological
age in a classroom environment, children
in Austria attend a home-like play-based
learning environment. They are placed in a
mixed-age group (two and a half years to
six years), learning and playing throughout
their preschool years. These children are
given autonomy to choose what they wish
to learn and play during their school hours
while the role of the educators is to
and scaffold their

facilitate learning

accordingly.

“It is always great to experience
other centres’ teaching practices, let
alone other cultures and countries. It
gives one a sense of perspective; it
makes one reflect on what s
currently working and what areas
need or can be improved, and there
are great practices to take away and
integrate into our own."

- Maryann Laud Forbes, GEMS World

Academy

The learning dynamics of mixed-age
groups encourages a culture where older
children help younger ones and the
younger children learn through observing
the older children. This learning has very
naturally groomed a community of caring,
empathetic and holistic learners who put
the needs of others before theirs.
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“A child with down syndrome (in checked
dress) seen participating in a birthday
celebration game. The more capable and
older children included her in the game and
gave her equal opportunity for her turn as
with other children.”

- Lucy Quek, Ngee Ann Polytechnic

Kindergarteners who are a year away
from primary school are taken out of their
groups to attend formal lessons in
languages, numeracy, sciences, music and
art once a week and for an hour;
compared to our Singapore children who
are exposed to formal, teacher-directed
learning.

In their play-based learning culture,
children are brought outdoors for about
one and a half hour each day, in the rain,
snow or sunshine! These children are given
real life items - for example, spades, screws,
hammers, trees, nests, rabbits -and they
have the time and space for risky, creative
play. The only protective gear that these
children wear is sunblock and sunglasses.
There are no padded mats to cushion their
falls or rubberized mats for them to land on.
It is common to see them fall and scrape
their knees, yet they still appear to enjoy
themselves very much. With the teachers

supervising their play, these children are
rewarded with independence and the
teachers’ trust. It is evident to see happy,
resilient and self-motivated children who
are focused at work.

“What struck me when | stepped into
these two kindergartens was their
distinctive culture. Culture drives
vision. A unified team is when vision
and culture are amalgamated. This
is evident in the dynamics of both
kindergartens.”

- Shirley Tan, Church of the Holy
Trinity Kindergarten
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“A curious child seen trying to keep a leaf

sucked close to her nose for as long as she
could hold her breath in.”
- Lucy Quek, Ngee Ann Polytechnic

In  Austria, preschool education,
teachers, rent and resources are state
funded and parents are not required to pay
for preschool education in the mornings.
They only pay a small fee for food and
materials each month and for extended
school hours. Fortunately, principals of

schools are not responsible for enrolments,
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profits or targeted growths, their job is to
ensure the best quality of education and
care is provided.

2

Creation of a bugs’ habitat - Each centre

exhibited children's learning in different
ways. In this school, the children were
studying the bugs outside their school.

Beyond the differences, there are
common grounds that both early
childhood landscapes in Singapore and
Austria uphold. First, both countries
provide clear educational pathways for
interested teachers-to-be and adhere to
good quality teacher training. In Austria,
preschool teacher training is five years of
course work, examinations and
apprenticeship. Trainee teachers are
required to learn the piano, guitar and
other basic instruments. Such training
provides them with an understanding of
the process of music, movement and
literacy so that they can facilitate learning.

The training programme is very similar —
Austria also has core modules covering
child development, designing learning
environments, family and community
partnership and classroom management.

In terms of curriculum outcomes, both

countries have desired learning outcomes

for pre-schoolers. Different kindergartens
use different methodologies and pedagogy
to achieve these outcomes. Teachers in
both cultures demonstrate a strong
documentation of children’s work and
progress.

“A child lying in this prone position for a
good two minutes, counting how long it
would take the ball, which was released at
the top of the structure, to reach the
bottom of it.”

- Lucy Quek, Ngee Ann Polytechnic

Like Singapore’s local culture, preschools
in various demographics cater to unique
groups of family structures, socio-
economic and educational attainment. In
Austria, for schools located in city areas,
we learnt that school operating hours and
services may be extended to cater to
families’ needs. Thus, the schools needed
longer operating hours and they would
take great pains to work out teachers’
schedule and timings.

Families in Austria have different
expectations; some families enjoy looking
at the product of children’s work while
others enjoy admiring the process of
children’s play and learning. Akin to our
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own culture, different  centres/groups
have different family dynamics of various
socio-economic status, expectation and
commitments. These pose different
challenges and joys at work. As a Founder
and Manager of a childcare in China,
EePing firmly believed that leadership sets
the culture at school and decides the
learning environment beneficial for their
children.

Fig 5: “Children in Austria learning about
our culture through books and activities.” -
Koo Yi lie, The Caterpillar’s Cove Child
Development and Study Centre

We may not have a preschool in a
rainforest, nor can we even think of
banishing formal learning in preschool. But
we can change our pedagogy to be child-
initiated, building a culture that allows
children to be who they want to be and to
give them the autonomy to engage in their
own learning and play. We could slow
down, listen to our pre-schoolers. Why?
Because they have so much to share! We
could think about moving them out of
padded mats and indoor gyms, and to try
nature treks because there could be so
much to learn out there. We need to
continue to shift parents’” and policy
makers’ mindsets, from formal learning
and to play, play and more play.

“We see the children’s passion in the
love for learning and it is contagious.
We witness that learning can take
place across cultures, children are
naturally curious and they love to
learn so let’s build on their innate
drive.”

- KooYYilie

2017 Vienna trip will be in May-June 2017

. Only 7 places left. Please register your interest

with AECES: http://www.aeces.org/programmes-project/conferences-study-trips/
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A Garden in Every Preschool
Reclaiming Nature for Children Living in Cities

Ding Zhen Xin
Cheong Su Fen
Christine Chen

Research has shown that being in nature
has diverse positive effects for children in
terms of social functioning, psychological
functioning and physical health (Kuo, 2010).
Children who are more exposed to natural
environments are found to be more
generous and willing to connect with
others, display better cognitive function
and impulse control. They also recover
faster from a surgery and have a better
immune system.

We believe that increased exposure to
nature and the outdoors will improve the
social and physical development of the

children in Singapore. This is how the
vision of “A Garden in Every Preschool”
was born in 2015.

AECES first launched “A Garden in Every
Preschool” together with Preschool
Market during the 2015 Teachers’ day
celebrations at Ramakrishna Sarada
Mission Kindergarten. About 70 members
of AECES came together to Plant-a-Pot and
engage in other nature-based activities.
Preschools which were interested in
starting a garden were linked up with
National  Parks  Community-in-Bloom
Ambassadors.

Photos 1: “Plant-a-pot” Teacher's day celebration 2015 at Ramakrishna Sarada Mission

Kindergarten. Every participant went home with a pot of plant!
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We have taken baby steps towards the
vision of "A Garden in Every Preschool". In
2016, we took a step further and launched

Ill

our inaugural “Our Dream Garden” grant.
Preschools were invited to submit their
garden proposals. Seven preschools
(Annex A) were awarded the grants to
build gardens, ranging from indoor gardens,
edible plots to plants with medicinal value.
Teachers and children have had enriching
moments in their gardens.

Representatives from the preschools
received their award at the Early Childhood
Conference on 1 October 2016 (photos
below). They were all thrilled to receive the

seed fund’s support to start their gardens.

Together, with the support of our early
childhood community, we can make
Singapore a city in the garden.

Note: Please  visit  http://www.
preschoolmarket.com/a-garden-in-every-

pre-school.html to learn more about “A
Garden in Every Preschool or email
ideas@preschoolmarket.com with “I want
a garden” if any of you would like to start a

garden.

Early

Conference

Enriching Childhood:
It Takes a Village

SUNTIC SINGAFORE 303U -1 OCT 2014

Early ih
Conference 20
Enriching Childhood:

It Tkes a Village

GAPORE Ja2EP -1 OCT ik

Photos 2: Award ceremony for “My Dream Garden” at the ECDA conference 2016
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Early Ih
Conference 20

Enriching Childhood:
It Takes a Village

SUNTEC SINGAPORE 30 SEP - 1 OCT 2016

~ %

Photo 3: Recipients of "My Dream Garden" award

References

Kuo, F. E. (2010). Parks and other green healthy = human  habitat:  National
environments: essential components of a Recreation and Park Association.

Annex A

Preschools Awarded with Our Dream Garden Seed Fund

S/N Name of Centre Garden Title
1 Bethany Childcare Centre Gems Amongst the Weeds
2 EtonHouse Kindergarten Garden of Senses
3 MOE Kindergarten @Farrer Park Mystical Passageway
4 | Mulberry @ Alexandra (Ace Aspire Pte Ltd) Indoor Nature Santuary
5 My First Skool, Jalan Kayu The Salad Garden
6 Posso Preschool @Big Box Whimsical DIY Garden
7 The Ascension Kindergarten Blooming Hearts
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Promoting Parent-Child Bonding through Meaningful Play Experience
through Project Tinker Kit

Cheong Su Fen
Ding Zhen Xin
Preschool Market, Singapore

[About the authors: Preschool Market (www.preschoolmarket.com) is a social enterprise

founded to support early childhood practitioners and parents in their efforts to support

children’s development through meaningful play-based projects. It believes that play is the

most effective form of learning for young children. At the heart of Preschool Market is the

goal of building a community of support for early childhood practitioners and parents to

enhance the quality of early childhood in Singapore. Founders of Preschool Market: Cheong

Su Fen and Ding Zhen Xin.]

Introduction

We are all too familiar with the African
proverb that says “It takes a whole village
to raise a child”. Although it is recognised
that parents are a child’s first teachers, the
larger social network both within their
social group and across other segments of
the society also contribute significantly to
the child’s development (Narayan, 1999;
Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; and Sylva et al,
2004). Thus, to optimise a child’s support
for development, one can look to
strengthen both the social and cultural
capital within the immediate family as well
as within a larger community.

Bonding Social Capital® within Children’s
Social Group

For a child to develop optimally and
achieve developmental milestones, his
relationship with his primary caregiver, be
it a parent, grandparent or guardian, is

1 Social Capital refers to the resources rendered to
an individual from surrounding social structures
such as extended family and community that can
help the individual achieve their interests.
(Coleman, 1988)

very important (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000).
Research has found that parents living
under economic stress experience higher
levels of emotional strain and mental
health problems which can impair their
ability to engage with and support their
children (Conger, Vonger, Elder, Lorenz,
Simons, & Whitebeck, 1992). Poverty also
may impose logistical barriers, such as the
lack of transportation and schedule
conflicts. Low-income jobs usually afford
less schedule flexibility, paid sick leave and
paid vacation time. These could be reasons
that lead to reduced parental involvement
among those who receive financial aid
(Soyoun, 2012). Families from low paying
jobs often lack resources to provide
educational materials and activities. For
these families, whatever the parents
possess as human capital 2 will not be
accessible to the children if the parents are
not physically present. Coleman suggests

2 Human Capital refers to the skills and capabilities
possessed by an individual which can facilitate
production. (Coleman, 1988)
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that efforts to involve families in their
children’s learning at home and at school
must address some of the poverty-induced
barriers to involvement and reconsider the
relationship between educational success
and adequate social welfare provision
(Coleman, 1988).

Bridging Social Capital across Other
Segments of Society

In the larger community, social capital is
related to the involvement and active
engagement of community members in
community projects. The building of strong
social ties will help to build values, norms
of behaviour and trust that will enable
individuals to work together for a child’s
development (Janssens, van de Gaag, &
Gunning, 2004). This is particularly true
when engaging families from lower
socioeconomic status. In the study of an
empowerment programme targeted at
women from the impoverished sector in
rural India (Janssens, van de Gaag, &
Gunning, 2004) it was found that by
empowering the women to act, there were
several positive outcomes. Not only did
their own children’s school participation
rate increase, but there was also a positive
impact on non-participants living in the
same village.

Conception of Intervention Programme

We recognise that it isimportant to elicit
a change of perspectives on the part of
parents by empowering them with the
knowledge, skills and means to build
strong relations with their children and
bond with them. One key aspect of a good
parent-child relationship is spending time
together and getting to know each other.

Young children might not possess the
abstract linguistic abilities to express
themselves clearly, but they have symbolic
communication (Farokhi & Hashemi, 2011)
such as drawing and craft activities.
children

Through art activities,

communicate their inner thoughts,
develop skills for living and build a sense of
trust with those around them (Walter, F. &
Rankin, B (2004)). Getting children to
engage in art activities allows them to
unleash their imagination and creative
minds (Farokhi and Hashemi 2011). Arts
and crafts activities enable free rein of
expression and creativity, encourage focus
and concentration, and support the
development of fine motor skills and eye-
hand coordination. To create something,
they will usually rely on familiar events or
things that they see often as a starting
point. A child’s creativity is enriched by
her/his engagement with the physical
world and having rich emotional
experiences (Farokhi and Hashemi 2011).

A child’s relationship with those around
him is fundamental to his development of
creative expression and thinking (Fumoto,
2012; Glaveanu, 2010). As parents and
children share their thoughts and dreams
in a non-threatening and fun manner, it
would strengthen their relationship. The
resulting sense of attachment and security
will enable him to explore the world with
greater confidence (Shonkoff & Phillips,
2000).

Hence, Preschool Market initiated a
simple intervention programme, Project
Tinker Kit, aimed at helping
parents/families gain better understanding
of child development and develop skills for
interactions with their child. We believe
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that these knowledge and skills would in
turn provide children from the lower SES
families with more equitable opportunities
for continued development.

What is Project Tinker Kit?

Project Tinker Kit has been designed as a

three-month  programme, with the

following elements:

1) A basic Tinker Kit and follow-up kits
were essentially creative toolkits aimed
to equip children with materials to
inspire expression and excite the
imagination through craft activities.

2) There were facilitated crafts sessions
with parent and child. Each session
lasted about 1 to 1.5hrs and was
conducted either in the children’s
home or a central location such as
preschool centre or voluntary welfare
organisation workshop space.

3) This was followed by a pop-up
exhibition for the children to display
their work. This was held in conjunction

with community events.

Project Tinker Kit is designed to support
families by garnering the help of the
community in strengthening the social
capital among the immediate family. The
multiple face-to-face sessions were
incorporated to provide opportunities for
sustained connection (Janssens, van de
Gaag, & Gunning, 2004).

Design and Content of Tinker Kit

The Tinker Kit and follow-up kits contain
an Activities Guide and a range of arts and
crafts materials. These include coloured
paper, felt, foam, scissors, paper plates,
glue sticks, markers, pom-poms, ice cream

sticks and stickers. In the second follow-up
kit, we introduced child-safe clay so
children can explore and create things with
clay, providing them a sensorial experience.

The activities were selected from a local
(www.

parent-child bonding  site

scienceofplay.sg). Care was taken to

choose craft that could be achieved with
everyday materials the parent could find at
home. The activities were also designed
such that the child would need the
assistance of an adult to complete them.
This was to create opportunities for
parents to work with their children.

Another important consideration was
that families from lower SES homes would
very likely lack storage space or even a
work surface in the home. In anticipation
of this, we opted for a big enough flat box
that could contain all the items and also
double up as a work surface for the child, if
necessary.

Photos: Children, volunteer and family
members involved in crafting session
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A Community Effort

In line with the community spirit of the
project, Project Tinker Kit was put up on
Kidstarter Garage, a
platform to encourage members of the

crowdsourcing

public to pledge to preschool-related
causes. Support was also sought from
corporate partners to sponsor the required
craft  items.  Polytechnic  students
participated in the project as part of their
coursework. A group of Singapore
Polytechnic students helped in the
preparation phase, while a pair from Ngee
helped with the

evaluation of Phase 1 and design of Phase

Ann  Polytechnic

2 of the project. In future, we hope to
continue to engage the students in
bringing the project to more communities.

When planning for the craft sessions, we
worked closely with the organisations that
had been in constant contact with the
selected families. We believe this helped
put the families and children at ease so
that they would be more open and
receptive to what we had to offer them.
Volunteers were briefed about the
purpose of the project (to use arts and
craft activities to facilitate parent-child
bonding), their roles as facilitators who
would be supporting the parent so that the
s/he who would take the lead in the
activity with the child. It was also
emphasised that the Activities Guide need
not be followed rigidly so that the child was
free to explore each activity in any way he
wanted or even initiate his own ideas with
the resources provided.

Empowering Families

In the introductory session, we shared
with the families how Project Tinker Kit

came about and introduced the volunteers
and sponsors who had contributed to it. By
doing so, we had hoped that the families
would feel the warmth of and support from
the community.

We conducted a parent survey to gather
their views on the arts and crafts activities,
parent-child bonding and how their
children spend the free time they have. A
resource guide of family bonding activities
(AECES, 2012) was also distributed to the
parents and volunteers were present to
demonstrate crafting techniques. We
encouraged the children to feel free to
express themselves in any way they want
and not be constrained by the guide. Our
hope was that this session would help
parents get a feel of what doing arts and
crafts with their children was like and
become aware of the benefits of such
activities. In the second session, the
volunteers took a back seat and rendered
assistance only when the parents required
it. For the last session, a post-project
survey a la the first one will be conducted
to see how the parents’ views have
changed.

The project finale was a pop-up
exhibition to showcase the children’s
works. We wanted to have this platform to
offer the children a real sense of
achievement and to let the parents take
pride in what they have achieved together
with their children. In order to measure the
impact of the project, the following
paragraphs report the observation and
survey findings.
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Findings and Observations from Phase 1
Project Tinker Kit

The project was started in July 2015, in
conjunction with preschool operators and
voluntary welfare organisations. We
identified 47 children, aged 3 — 6 years old,
from lower SES families, in particular,
those living in either one- or two-room
public rental flats, for the project.

Parents’ views. At the start of the project,
we did a brief survey among participating
parents to find out their sentiments
regarding craft work, family bonding and
responsibility in nurturing their child. We
conducted a mass session for 40 children
from 32 families at a childcare centre and
12 parents turned up and took part in the
survey. We also conducted another six
home visits but only four parents were
surveyed as the parents of the other two
families were not at home when we called.

100

93.75

Statements on parental perceptions
on bonding activities

Percentage of respondents (%)

m Neutral
W Agree

Disagree

Fig 1: Percentage of respondents on
statements on parental perceptions

Next, we picked three parents to
conduct a more in-depth interview. All
interviewees were mothers. They shared
on the types of activities they did with their
children and how their children spent their

free time. We found that only one family
had a good supply of stationery and books.
This could be because the girl had two
older brothers who were in primary school.
She was drawing and colouring before we
arrived at her home. This also was the only
family where the mother made use of
recycled materials to do arts and crafts
with her child. For the other families, they
typically only completed arts and crafts
assignments given by the school. The
children usually spent their free time
playing on their own, doing homework or
playing with Lego. All mothers agreed that
the responsibility of nurturing a child
should lie with the parents. Parents play as
important a role as preschool teachers.

Children’s views. As we conducted the
craft sessions with the children, we noticed
that all were delighted to have the
resources to such work. During the second
visit, the Ngee Ann Polytechnic students
asked some of the children on what they
thought of Project Tinker Kit. Here are
examples of what they said:

“I like because my family is with me.”

“I like to choose what craft work to do.”

“I like to cut and draw and paint.”

“I like to make things.”

We were delighted when we went back
to another group few months later, they
had done a lot of craft work on their own
and were eager for more.

Through the response of the children,
we observed that children enjoyed the
sessions as it encompassed the five
essentials to meaningful play, cited by the
United States-based National Association
for the Education of Young Children
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(NAEYC) on its website(http://families.

naeyc.org/learning

-and-development/child-

development/five

-essentials-meaningful-play):

A. Children make their own decisions.

B. Children are intrinsically motivated.

C. Children become immersed in the
moment.

D. Play is spontaneous, not scripted.

E. Playis enjoyable.

During the children’s survey, it was
observed that quite a handful of children
were not very confident in expressing
themselves linguistically. They gave mainly
one word answers, even after much
prompting. It was reported by Hart and
Risley (2003) that children’s early
experience in the area of language would
have a large, intractable effect in the skill
difference among children from varying
home environments. The child’s few years
at home, when he is especially malleable
and uniquely dependent on the family, is
very crucial to his development of
language (Hart & Risley, 2003). Thus, in
Phase 2 of Project Tinker Kit, we included
more crafting activities that would build up
a child’s literacy capabilities in a fun and
engaging manner.

Volunteers’ views. Volunteers who joined
us for the craft sessions were encouraged
by how the children opened up while doing
arts and crafts. They, too, felt a sense of
accomplishment from helping the children,
raising parents’ awareness of the value of
arts and crafts and how it could help
parent-child to spend time in meaningful
interaction.

Discussion

From the home visits and family surveys,
we learned that a serious lack of
fundamental arts and crafts resources
prevented parents and children from
crafting together.

Our survey of parents revealed that most
families recognised that doing arts and
crafts was a way of learning together and it
was good for family bonding as well.
However, only one family in the survey did
crafts work outside of regular school
assignments. The young girl in this family
had two older siblings and this suggested
transferability of the experiences received
by the older children, giving the youngest
child more opportunities to engage in
creative expression. This was contrary to a
finding that in families with more children,
the youngest child was disadvantaged in
academic development (Coleman, 1998).
The mother of this child was also the
highest educated among the parents
surveyed; she entered university but did
not complete her tertiary education. Here
was a case of a parent who acted on her
knowledge to benefit her child. For the
other families surveyed, the lack of self-
initiated craft activities could be due to a
noticeable drop in the number of parents
present. It could have been that parents
did not find the first session useful and did
not deem it necessary to return (Soyoun,
2012). Sensing the need for a more
structured approach to parenting sessions
so that parents could glean more benefits,
we intend to find out more about the
topics they would interested in. We also
planned to have more communication on
the arts and crafts sessions so as to get
more buy-in from the families. We
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recognised that these parents would
rather spend time taking care of their
everyday needs than on doing arts and
crafts. For the parents and children who
came, there was no mistaking the
excitement they felt in executing the
numerous craft activities in the guide. We
loved it as we watched them explaining to
each other the steps to getting the final
product out. We also took pains to
highlight to the families that the
importance of these sessions was not in
the final product but in the learning
process that both parent and child
underwent.

Conclusion

From this pilot project, we saw how
parents valued opportunities to engage in
bonding activities with their children and
both benefitted from the process. Parents
spent dedicated time doing activities with
their children; children enjoyed the nature
of the activities and appreciated that they
had the freedom to choose the activities
with their parents. Both were thrilled
when the children’s artwork was displayed.

Project Tinker Kit was enabled by social
networks in the community which helped
parents gain access to more materials for
their children. The structured programme
also helped parents to set aside time for
their children. Trust had to be forged
between the programme provider and
families in order for programme objectives
to be achieved. When working with
families from lower SES background, a
holistic, sustained approach is imperative
for results to be seen. For Preschool
Market, our objective now is to expand the
outreach of Project Tinker Kit and focus on

parenting issues relevant and helpful to
families.

Afternote:

e By February 2016, we reached out to
100 children and we are in the midst of
reaching out to 150 more children by
end-2016.

e This article is an updated version. The
original article was presented as a
Poster at “China’s Fourth International
Early Childhood Development and
Poverty Reduction Summit and 2015
Asia-Pacific Regional ECD Conference”
21-24 October 2015, Beijing.

e More information on Project Tinker Kit
can be obtained from the writers —

- CheongSu Fen
(sufen@preschoolmarket.com)

- Ding Zhen Xin
(zhenxin@preschoolmarket.com)]
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