Video conferencing in early childhood

education: Teachers’ perspectives

Desiré Purnell

A thesis submitted to Auckland University of Technology in partial fulfilment of the

requirements for the degree of Master of Education (MEd)

2019

School of Education



Table of Contents

ABSTRARCT oeeieeiitieeeeieteeeetetettttttettsstestesssssssssssssssssssssssssss s s s st s s s ssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnns 5
ATTESTATION OF AUTHORSHIP ..uueeeeeeteeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeessesessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 7
ACKNOWNLEDGEMENTS ..o ciiiiittteciiiiirieeneenesieerreeemsssssssessesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassssses 8
INTRODUCTION . iittteuiiiiiriteeeeeeeeseereeesmssssssesseesssssssssssssessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssessases 9
CHAPTER 1: DEFINING THE CONTEMPORARY DIGITAL WORLD ...ceeverrrrrrrerrrrrssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssenes 16
O [N =] 010 o i (] N TN 16
1.2 DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY DEFINITIONS ..uuuttiiieiiiiiiutetteeeeeeiiiieeeeeeeeesssssseeessessasussssesessssmsssssesesssesssssssssesssesssssssssesssssnns 17
1.3 TECHNOLOGY OF THE PAST .eiiiteeeeeitteeeeeiteeeeiiseeeeesteresasseesssassssssssesesssseesesssssssssssesesesssessssssessssssesessnssesessssssessnseseeens 18
1.4 A CHANGING WORLD ...eiiiiiieitttreieeeeieesittreeeee e e eesiabeeeeeeesesesbaaeseeeeesasbaseeeeeeesassbassaeseessasssseessesssessssbasssesssessssrseseeesenaes 19
1.5 DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY AND THE FUTURE ...ccoitiittttiieeeieieiieetteeeeesesstateeesseesesssasseesesssssssssesesesssesssssssssesssessssssssesssennns 20
1.6 KNOWLEDGE IN A DIGITAL WORLD ... .uutttriieiiieiiiteeeeeeeeeieitieeeeeseeetiistaseeeseeesasssssessesssessssssssesssemssssssssesssessssssssseessennns 22
1.7 GROWING UP WITH DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY ....ceiiuurtriieeeieiiitiereeeeeeeiiiteseeeseeesesssssseesesssessssssssesssemssssssssesssesssssssssessssnnns 24
RS N o] [T - I 0 AV | ] =R 25
R 00 N ol I U] [0 ] N RN 27
CHAPTER 2: DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION TODAY ...cceeerrrrrrrrsrsrssrnnes 29
A N N2 (0] 01U o 1 (0] N TR SRRR 29
2.2 DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY AND EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION IN PRACTICE .....ccouvvieieeeieiiirereeeeeeessarereeeessessnsenseeseas 29
2.3 LINKING LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS ...ceiitttttteeeieiiiiuereeseeeiiitsreeeseeeiesssssessesesesissesssessssmssstssssessssmmsssssssesseesssssssesees 34
2.4 TE WHARIKI AND DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY ..vvvtieiiiiiiittieiieeeeeiiititeeeeseeeiessssseesesssssissssssessssmssssssssessssmmssssssesseesmsssssseesss 35
2.5 DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY AND OTHER CURRICULUM APPROACHES.........ccceiiveteeeitreeeieeeeeeeiteeeeesseeeeeseeeesseeeeesseesenssnens 39
2.6 DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY AND DIVERSITY ..o eouveeeieteeeeeeteeeeeeireeeeesteeeeeetreeeessseeesessseessessseesseeseessssessessesesesssesesnssrsesnssnees 41
2.7 DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY AND YOUNG CHILDREN’S DEVELOPMENT .....ututiiiieeiiiiiireeeeeeeeeiisrereeesseessnsaseeesssessssssseeees 42
Rl O =1 2 BT Y = = TSRO 44
2.9 TEACHERS AND DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY ...couveieieteeeeiteeeeeeteeeeesseeeeeitreeeesseeeeessseeesesseeessseseessssessessesesesssesssnssssessssnees 45
A O N 070 ] N (ol I U 1S3 [0 ] N RSO 49
CHAPTER 3: VISUAL PHONE CALLS? uuiiiiieiiiiriissssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 51
K [N 270 ] 010 o o N F TR 51
3.2 WHAT IS VIDEO CONFERENCING? ..vviiiiiiiittiiiiee e eeiiittieeee e e eeseibaaeeeseeesesabasseeseessessstaseseesseasstssesesseesssbasssesssesnsrasseeseas 51
3.3 BENEFITS OF VIDEO CONFERENCING .....cccuuttttteiiieiiitteetieseteiiitrereeseeesssssssessessssssssssssessssmssssssssessssmmssasssesssesmsssssseeses 52
3.4 CHALLENGES OF VIDEO CONFERENCING......ueiiieiteeeeiteeeeeetteeeeeiteeeeesseeeeessesssessseseseseseessssesesessessssesesssessesessnssrsesssseees 54
3.5 YOUNG CHILDREN USING VIDEO CONFERENCING........uuetieeureeeeeiteeeeiitreeeesteeeeessreessesreesssesesessessssssssssssssesessssessssssnees 56
3.6 HOW VIDEO CONFERENCING IS CURRENTLY USED IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION .....ccovvuviieiirieeeereeeesnieeessnveeas 58
3.7 POSSIBILITIES FOR FUTURE USE OF VIDEO CONFERENCING IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION.....ucevivveieerrieee e, 58
KR I O] N (ol I U 1] [ TR 59



CHAPTER 4: FROM CURIOSITY TO PROJECT — THE METHOD ....covcineineeieiieeineiseiseiseiseiseiseisesee. 61

4.1 INTRODUCTION ...t eutteuteettenteeteeuteeutesutesutesueesseeseaaeesaeesueasbeanbeaabeaateaasesaeesheeaseeaeeaaseeateebe e bt en bt enbeeabesatesheesbeenbeenteeusenns 61
4.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS ...uvuveteutsteseseseensessesesessesessssesassssesessssesensssesessasesessssesesssesensssesessssesessssesessasesessssesessssesensssesenes 61
4.3 IVIETHODOLOGY ....vvruervetesesesesessesesessesessssesessssesessssesessssesessssesensssesessasesessssesessssesensssesensasesessssesessasesensssesensssesensssesenes 62
4.4 STAYING SMALL TO STAY FOCUSED......ceiuttitteitterteeteetesutesteesteetesatesatesutesaeesseesseansesasesseasseeseenbesasesasesaeesueessesnsessenns 64
4.5 DATA COLLECTION ..t uttttetteteeteeutesttesttesteesteesseeaeesaeesueasseesteenteeatesasesaeesaeesseeaseeatesasesheebeanbeenbesatesatesaeesueesbeenseensenns 64
4.6 RECRUITING PARTICIPANTS AND CONDUCTING INTERVIEWS ....cveuruisueiesirieresesseresessesesessesesesssssssssesassssesesssesessssesenes 66
A7 ANALYSIS .ottt ettt ettt et ettt e te s ate s bt e sbe e bt e ateeateehe e bt et e ea b e ea b e eateeh et Sheeehe e bt eateeht e ekt e bt e bt e beeabesatesheesheenteeteeatenas 67
4.8 ETHICAL APPROVAL .....cotutittateateetesutesttesueesteenseassesasesutasseateantesasesasesatesaeesseaasesutesasesheanse e beenbesatesatesaeesueesseanseenseans 68
4.9 LIMITATIONS w..vtutteterestetesesesesessesesessesessssesasessesesessesessssesessssesessssesessasesessssesessssesensssesenssesessssesessasesessssesessssesensssnsenes 70
4,10 CONCLUSION ...tuvetieitetesesseessessesesessesessssesassssesessssesassssesassssesanessesessasesessssesessssesensssesenssesessssesessssesessssesesssesensssnsenes 70
CHAPTER 5: TEACHERS’ VOICES — WHAT THEY SHARED....cccctietreereeercnercnerenesssessnessnsssssssssssssssnsssnsssnsssns 72
5.1 INTRODUCTION ...t teuttrttesttenteeteete et eueesteesteebeestesasesbeesbeesseenseesetsaeesbe e b eenbe e et e sasesaeesbeesbee bt enseameeeneenbeenbeenbeeabesanesaeeneie 72
5.2 AMY S PERSPECTIVE ...eeutteteeteeteeitesteesteesteet e et sitesbtesbeesbeensteseesaeesbe e bee st e e st e sabesbeesbeesbee bt enbeeateeneenbeenbeenbeenbeensesneenae 72
5.3 BEA’S PERSPECTIVE. ....uitetteteteeestestesestesseseetessessesessaseasesseseesessesessessessasessessesessessasessassesessessesessassesessessesessessesessensasens 73
5.4 CELIA’S PERSPECTIVE . ..euveutetetetestestesestesseseesesseseesessaseasesseseasessessesessessasessessesessessasessessesessessesessassesessessesessessesessansasens 74
5.5 DAISY S PERSPECTIVE ..cuvteutteuteeuieeutesieesteesttetesstesitesieesbtesbeensteaeesueesbe e beenbeeatesabesbeesbeenbee bt eneeemteeseenbeenbeenbenabesnsesneenae 75
5.6 ELIZA’S PERSPECTIVE ...cuttetteteeuteeutesteesteeteetesstesisesueesseesseenstessesueesbeenbeesseestesasesseesbeesbeenbeenseemeeeseenbeenbeenbeeabesnsesneesae 76
5.7 FRAN S PERSPECTIVE ...cuvcutetiieteetiiesestesseseatesseseesesseseasesseseesessesessessessasessessesessassssessessessssessesessessesessessesessesesessansasens 76
5.8 GRACE’S PERSPECTIVE ...vteutteuteeuieeitesttesteesteetesstesitesbeesbeesbeenstesetsaeesbeesbe e be e st e sasesaeesbeesbeenbeenb e emteeneeebe et e enbesabesnsesneenae 77
5.9 HILDA S PERSPECTIVE ..uttetteteeuteeutesteesteesteeteestesttesbeesseesseenstessesaeesbeebeenbeeatesasesbeesbeenbee bt enstemeeeneenbeenbeenbenanesnsesneesae 78
5.10 IRENE’S PERSPECTIVE ....ucutteteuttetesteesenesteseessesesestesesessesensssesesessesensesesessssesessesesessssensnsesesessssesensesenessssenesesensssesenes 80
5.11 EMERGING THEMES .....veteutteteuetetesteesenestesesessesesessesesessesensssesesessesensasesensssesensesesessssensnsesesessssesensesenessssensssesensssesenes 81
5.12 CONCLUSION ...uttutittenttenteete et et euteste e bt e bt eabesatesueesbeesbeeaseeaeeeaeeebeebeenbeeatesabesaeesheesbe e bt enbeeateeseenbeenbeenbeeabesanesaeenee 82
CHAPTER 6: WHAT DOES IT MEANT? ..iiiieiititistsesstinssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssasssssns 83
8.1 INTRODUCTION .....tuteteutteteststeseseteteseseesenestesesessesenessesenessesenessesesessesensssesesessesensesesessssanensesesessssesensesesessesenesesanessssanes 83
5.2 DIGITAL EXPERTISE ..uttettetteteeteeutesutesteesteetesatesutesueesueesseensteusesaeesbeenbeenteeabeeabesbeesbeesbeenbeenseeubeeseenbeenbeeabeenbesnsesaeesue 83
6.3 TEACHER CONFIDENCE ....ceuttetteuteeutesteenteesteeteestesutesueesseesseesteasesaeesseesbeenbeeasesasesasesbeesbeenseensteateeseenbeenbeenbesasesnsesneesuee 83
6.4 PREPARING FOR THEIR FUTURE .....cueuttettutetetesestesenestesesessesenestesesessesensssesessssesessesesessssensnsesesessssessnsesenessssensssesenessssenes 84
6.5 IT’S FOR EDUCATIONAL PURPOSES......ceettettteteeutesitesttesueesseenstessesmeesueesseessesssesasesssesseesseenseensesnseesesssesnsesssesssesssesseesses 85
5.6 COMMUNITY NETWORKS ....veeuteeuieeuteettenteenteeteeutesutesueesseesseenseemsesueesseesbeesseeasesasesasesheesaeenseenstanseeseenseenseenbesasesasesneesuee 86
6.7 CHILDREN’S SAFETY ...tuteteutrtetesessetesessesesessesesessesesessesessssesessssesessssesensesesessssesensesesessssentsesesessnsesessesesessesensssesensssesenes 87
6.8 EASE OF LEARNING ......cuveteuttetesesetesessesestssesesessesessssesesessesessssesesessesensssesessssesensesesessnsenesesesessnsesesesesessssensssesensssesenes 87
6.9 VIDEO CONFERENCING, MAYBE ......cieutiattetteteeutesitesttesueesueenseeuetsueesueesseenseensesasesasesaeesaeenseenseausesseeaseenbeenbesasesasesueesaes 88
5.20 LIMITATIONS ...tteuteetteettesteeste ettt eat e et e bt et eabesatesheesheesbeeabeeaeeeaeeebeeebeem b e eabeeabesaeesheesbe e beeabeeateeheeebeenbeenbeenbesatesaeenaee 88
6.11 RECOMMENDATIONS .....ceutveteutsteteseeesesessesesessesesessesesessesessssesessssesensssesessssesensesesessssenssesesessssesessesesessesensssesansssesenes 89
5.12 CONCLUSION .....ttutittettenteeste et et euteshe e bt eabesatesatesueesheesbeeabeeateeaeeebeeabeeabeeabeeabesabesheeshe e beeabeeuteebeeebeenbeenbeeabesatesaeenaee 89
REFERENCES....cccttcirertstseesssessessesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssessssssssssssesssssssssssssssssssesssssssssessessessssssasssssessssssessssssssssssassasses 91



APPENDICES .ccotiiittittiteiieiieiieiseiseiseiseiseisseisseisseisseissesssesssesssesssesssessss sosesssssesssssssssssssssessssssesssssssssssnsssns 101

APPENDIX 1: ETHICAL APPROVAL ....uvtiiutteitteeeteesteesteessteassseessseessseessseasssessssesssesssesssessssessssessssessssessssessssessnsessssessnne 101
APPENDIX 2: PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET ...veuveitisteiteeteseeeseessessessessessesseasssssessessessessessesssssssssessessessessessessesssessens 102
APPENDIX 3: CONSENT FORM ....utetteuieutetestestessesseessessessessessessesssassessessensessessesssssssssessessessensessesssssssssessessessessessessesssessens 104
APPENDIX 4: INDICATIVE QUESTIONS ... .eeeieiteteeeitteeeiitreeeesteeeeeisreeesisseeeeatreseeeissseeaasseseeassseesassssessasseeesasseesessseessssseeaans 105



Abstract

“Today’s children are growing up in a rapidly changing digital age that is far different from that of
their parents and grandparents” (National Association for the Education of Young Children & Fred
Rogers Center, 2012, p. 1). With such changes within communities, and globally, partly due to
nearly constant increases in digital technologies available, it is important for the education sector to
continually reflect on their practices. Seeking ways to appropriately incorporate or adopt new
technology (digital or otherwise) into the education system will always be a relevant, interesting,
and sometimes difficult and challenging, topic (Allen & Blake, 2010). One tool of digital
technology is video conferencing — the use of visual and audio technology to communicate with
others via the internet. This particular tool is being explored in many areas, from holding meetings
with participants in different geographical locations, to those with families so they can remain in
closer contact while travelling, or if they live at distances from each other. This aspect of
technology combines elements of community building, communication, and otherwise impossible

exploration, while remaining distant and remote from the other party.

The curiosity of this researcher was sparked by personal experience and knowledge of video
conferencing and wondering how it would relate to an early childhood setting. This research aims to
aid teachers and centres who are considering, or already implementing, video conferencing in their
practice, by providing some of the possible benefits and downfalls it may have when used within
early childhood education. This small scale study looks at the perspectives of a few teachers on
digital technology within society, digital technology within early childhood education, and video
conferencing in early childhood education, to reflect on the question of what teachers’ perspectives
could be around the possibilities of using video conferencing within early childhood education. As
digital technology and its tools are changing society, it is important that the education sector reflects
on what tools are available for children’s learning, with attention given to the possible implications,
both positive and negative, to children’s growth and development in all areas. There is a need for
continual questioning in regards to ‘digital childhoods’, with the understanding that there may never
be a definitive, or one universally correct answer, with more value being gained from a constant
purposeful approach and ongoing questioning of practices (Gibbons, 2015). Education settings need
to be reflecting critically on how and why they are using digital technology in their practice, not
only in terms of educational goals, but also as resources within the setting (21% Century Learning
Reference Group, 2014). It is also important for teachers of young children to remain mindful of
what children already know and what type of world children are a part of outside of the centre, and
to create environments within their centres that reflect what is important to those children, families,

and societies, while maintaining their professional reflections on what is important within their



early learning setting, and why. Part of a teacher’s role is to reflect critically on what they are doing,
the learning environments and opportunities they are providing or inhibiting, and why they are
doing things the way they are. “If we are to grow and develop as individuals, and contribute to
significant issues in the field of early childhood, we must think back on what we do and why we do
it” (Arthur, Beecher, Death, Dockett & Farmer, 2005, p. 118).

This research provides a way for the teachers involved in it, to reflect on their own practice and
share that with others. It allowed them to have different topics raised and brought to the forefront of
their minds, so they could think more deeply about their practice and what it meant for them as
individuals, for the centres and children whose learning environments they contribute to, and where
their beliefs sit within their communities. Key themes revealed through the interviews included a
shared understanding that digital technology is part of the future for children. Teachers participating
in the study generally felt digital technology should only be used for academic tasks within the
centre environment. They had some understanding of the importance of the wider community in the
lives and education of young children, but limited ways to connect the centre and the wider
community; they also held the attitude that they would be willing to implement video conferencing
within their centres if they saw a purpose. Within the early childhood sector in New Zealand, all
early childhood education settings are required to adhere to Te Whariki, the early childhood
curriculum of New Zealand. As well as the national early childhood curriculum, each centre has its
own philosophy which will impact on how and why that centre and its teachers implement the use
of digital technology and video conferencing within the learning environment. As with any
decisions made in early learning centres, decisions around digital technologies and video
conferencing, and their place within individual settings, need to be made by each centre, based on
relevant information available, teacher beliefs, the centre’s philosophy, community values, and the
national curriculum. The intention of this research is to highlight the perspectives of a few teachers
as a starting point for further research on the possibilities of video conferencing, as well as starting
conversations amongst teachers about what video conferencing could mean as a tool within early

childhood education settings.
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Introduction

Children today are growing up “... as global citizens in a rapidly changing and increasingly
connected world...” (Ministry of Education, 2017a, p. 7) where they are required to develop an
understanding of how to learn. Information is easier to obtain and as the world changes the skills
required to participate as valued members of society change. With an information-rich world,
learning to obtain and use information is becoming as much of a skill as finding the information
itself. The use of digital technology allows children to find different information from a range of
sources (Winsor & Blake, 2010), and they can do it quickly and easily using the internet (Breck,
2002; 21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014) which allows them to build a bigger picture
of various ideas and points of view as well as encouraging further questioning and information
gathering. Video conferencing is one way that children can gain information through the ability to
engage in conversations, and sometimes be shown examples of what the other party is talking
about, even when there is a geographical distance between them. Young children can use video
conferencing to question another person at a distance, share their ideas and opinions, seek further
information, and develop ways to understand another person’s perspective. Video conferencing can
allow children to become active participants in information sharing in a new and different way. The
New Zealand Early Childhood Curriculum, Te Whariki, sets out the expectation that teachers treat
children as learners who are capable of learning, and who should play an active part in their

learning (Ministry of Education, 2017a), but young children have not always been viewed this way.

As society develops, and the available tools and resources develop and change, new ideas and
concepts are developed which are not always popular. For example, in the early eighteenth century,
John Locke suggested that children were not born as sinful beings who needed strict discipline to
learn proper, moral behaviour as was the thinking of the time (Drewery & Bird, 2004). Rather,
Locke presented the idea that children were as a ‘blank slate’, needing thoughtful education to
become moral adults (Drewery & Bird, 2004). Children build knowledge and character through
experiences they have within their environment and through what they learn from their parents,
according to Locke (Berk, 2003). In his work, Locke proposed that children acquire information in
a sequence. For example, they are spoken to and learn verbal language before they can read,
building on their knowledge and skills a bit at a time, rather than through being forced to learn
through rote learning and discipline (Locke, 1693). While Locke’s’ ideas have been influential, they
would have no doubt been unpopular at the time he made his views known, as he was challenged
and criticised by some (Locke, 1693). Locke’s views have continued to be challenged as society has
changed and knowledge has changed. As knowledge has developed, so has an understanding that

children are born with genetic traits and innate knowledge, rather than being a completely blank



slate as suggested previously (Wong, 2005). This is an example of how ideas and popular beliefs
can change with more information and further reflection. New concepts and ideas can be used to
alter previous assumptions or ideas. The added knowledge of genetics playing a part in how
children grow and develop means that while they may be capable of learning what is taught to them,

they are mostly likely not completely devoid of inherent ability.

Digital technology is an area that has been, and continues to be, developing at a rapid rate (Wong,
2005). Just as new ideas, such as those held by John Locke, seemed to be unusual, perhaps even
viewed with suspicion, new technology can create the same reaction. Often with new ideas and
tools, there will be those who embrace the technologies and become experts, and those who are less

able to accept or understand the changes (see for example, Booch, 2016; Breck, 2002).

The introduction and growth of digital technology within society has resulted in discussion around
what is appropriate and what is not in terms of the development of young children. There have been
warnings around the harmful effects of different aspects of digital technology if children are
exposed too often, when they are too young, or for too long at one time. There have also been some
benefits noted through the use of digital technology, including the idea that, “ICT (i.e. Information
and Communications Technology) may provide unique opportunities for scaffolding and supporting
children with special learning needs, or children from culturally or linguistically diverse
backgrounds” (Bolstad, 2004, p. 32). Like many other developments and changes throughout
history, there are both positive and negative aspects to digital technology that are discussed in the
literature. This research looks at the perspectives of early childhood teachers, and as there are
differing opinions within society, there may be different opinions among teachers. Finding out these
perspectives is an important part of the dialogue around what is believed to be best practice and

why.

In this research project, the views of early childhood teachers on digital technology within early
childhood settings are explored. The project began with contemplating where digital technology sits
within early childhood settings in New Zealand today. Through reading and discussion during a
class that | was a part of during my studies which was looking at digital technology in education,
the idea of video conferencing and its possibilities came up. Various questions arose in my mind.
Why have | only experienced computers sitting in the corners of centres and not being utilised in
my ten years of teaching, when children in some schools are beginning to use digital technology in
so many ways? In what ways do my own children use digital technology? | had been involved in
discussions between various ‘experts’ in particular fields and how technology can allow for

different learning experiences that were not accessible before video conferencing was invented —

10



such as talking to and seeing what life is like on the space stations orbiting Earth. As literature was
gathered, the scope of information gathered was extended to include current theories of, and beliefs
around, digital technology in general. It became apparent that the views of one particular tool of
digital technology could not be fully explored without looking deeper into topics associated with

digital technology in general.

For this particular project, the research question asked what early childhood teachers’ views of
video conferencing were. The project takes the viewpoint that teachers’ ideas, understandings,
beliefs, and opinions are of high importance. The reason for this viewpoint is partly because of the
researchers’ background as an early childhood teacher, and the knowledge that it is the teachers
who deliver the curriculum and learning experiences for the young children in their care. Children’s
learning experiences using digital technology are influenced by teachers’ pedagogical
understandings and the quality of a teacher’s interactions with the children and with the technology
(Hatherly, Ham, & Evans, 2009). The way teachers feel about digital technology in an early
childhood centre is likely to reflect on the way it is incorporated, or not, within that centre. The
second reason for this viewpoint is the understanding that teachers need to feel that their beliefs,
understandings, and opinions are valid and worthwhile. Teachers’ views influence their practice and
the way they deliver the curriculum (Gibbons, 2010; Winsor & Blake, 2010). If their views are
influencing the way the centre operates and the learning experiences of young children, then those
views need to be heard and understood. Teachers need to feel that their voices are important.
Therefore, when looking at video conferencing and its relevance to early childhood education,
teachers have a right to talk about it, and the topic should be explored in terms of what those who

implement the curriculum believe.

This research project came about because of my interest as a teacher of young children. Within my
ten years of teaching, | have not observed any great movement in the types and ways digital
technology was, and is, being integrated into early childhood education. In my experience, there
have not been meaningful conversations within some centres around the possibilities of using (or
not using) digital technology in a meaningful way with children. It appears, in my experience, to be
an area that is largely unexplored from a practitioner’s point of view. With the lack of experience of
digital technology in practice, it has been very interesting to me personally, to find out how much
work has been done in the past, and continues to be done, around theory relating to digital
technology in education. There also appears to be a lack of information on how to integrate digital
tools in meaningful ways to support learning, if that is the wish of the centres. Or perhaps the issue
is really a lack of knowledge around where to access this type of information, or a lack of deep

reflective practice being undertaken by teachers. These are questions that have been raised for
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myself personally during this research, and questions that are looked at in this research project. For
all of the information that I thought I was accessing and the reflections I thought | was doing as a
practising teacher, | have been very surprised by what | did not know and what | was not

considering when | began this journey into academic research.

It is important to explain some of the definitions of digital technology and why digital technology is
important, so chapter 1, entitled ‘Defining the contemporary digital world’, will address these
topics. This chapter outlines the definitions and meanings of “digital technology’ and other
commonly used terminology. There is discussion on the history of technological development, how
digital technology and the world are both changing, and the possible effects of digital technology on
the future. The chapter also looks at what knowledge means in a digital world, what type of world
children are growing up in with the influence of digital technology, and what is meant by a “digital
divide’. The chapter gives a broad background of why digital technology is important and relevant
to today in a very general way. In order to fully understand the relevance of one tool of digital
technology, such as video conferencing, it is important to understand the impact digital technology
has had, and continues to have, on the world around us. This chapter explores the idea that digital
technology is embedded in the everyday lives of many, and that the world children are experiencing
is filled with the advancements of digital technology (McPake & Plowman, 2010). This is to discuss
the idea of how society currently operates within daily life and where digital technology is placed
within the world in general, and some of the possible implications this has for the experiences

children and families have of the world around them.

The general ideas and understandings of digital technology and current practice within early
childhood settings are explored in chapter 2, ‘Digital technology in early childhood education
today’. Within this chapter, theory around what digital technology means for the education system,
and how different environments are linking children’s learning, are discussed. There is a discussion
about digital technology in relation to Te Whariki, the early childhood curriculum of New Zealand,
and in relation to other curriculum approaches, including the new digital technology curriculum for
New Zealand education. Digital technology is discussed in terms of other theories that are relevant
to early childhood education and where digital technology sits, as well as what digital technology
could mean for diversity in education. Beliefs around the positive possibilities and concerns
associated with digital technology are addressed, along with the importance of cyber-safety while
using digital technology with young children. Teachers, teaching practices, teacher training, and
professional development is looked at in relation to the impact these people and practices have on
the use of digital technology within early childhood education settings. It has been suggested that in

terms of digital technology used within early childhood education, teachers who are lacking
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guidance, decide on their own how and when to use it (Bolstad, 2004). This would suggest that the
teachers’ ideas, beliefs, and understandings are one of the key factors, so the chapter looks at the
research and literature around such ideas. Within this chapter, one of the factors that is looked at is
the effects of introducing more digital technology to pressures already felt by teachers and centres,
and these pressures affect the philosophies and curriculums in early childhood settings. If education
is a vehicle for teaching about culture (Allen & Blake, 2010), what is the learning culture being set

up for children to learn and grow in their early years within early childhood education settings?

Video conferencing is a way of communicating using audio and video. With computers,
microphones, cameras, and the internet, conversations can be held between people in different
geographical locations while being able to see, hear, and speak to one another. The specific topics
associated with video conferencing are discussed in chapter 3. The definition of video conferencing
is explained further, followed by a closer look at possible benefits and challenges of video
conferencing. How young children are able to use video conferencing and how video conferencing
is currently used within early childhood education services is explored with reference to recent
studies and current understandings. The possible uses of video conferencing in the future of early
childhood education and where video conferencing sits within Te Whariki is looked at. Video
conferencing adds more dimensions to long distance communication by allowing participants of the
interaction to see gaze and gestures (Kelly, 2013) but the question remains as to whether it is
appropriate or useful for young children. This chapter also looks at some of the literature around
these topics, with the goal of gaining a better understanding of video conferencing and the

implications of its use.

In chapter 4, the research design for this project is explained, along with why particular choices
were made and how these choices impacted on the project. This research sits within the qualitative
category, as it looks at the experiences and perspectives of participants in a broad and holistic way.
The research takes a phenomenological approach as it is based on the understanding that “Human
experience is characterized by complexity, and social science researchers need to work with
theories and methods that take account of this” (Somekh, Burman, Delamont, Meyer, Payne, &
Thorpe, 2011, p. 2). As a teacher, | believe that those delivering the curriculum and implementing
the practices within centres are the ones who need to be heard and understood more, as they are the
key players in the quality of early learning settings. The views of teachers can influence how they
teach and the experiences they offer for children, and as such their voices need to be heard. The
process of collecting relevant literature has aided in the formulation of questions, to ensure the

information asked of participants builds on what is already known within the sector.
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In chapter 5, the findings are presented. In this chapter, details of information shared by participants
during their interviews are given, but with little time given to exploring the links between the
literature reviewed in pervious chapters and what was revealed by the participants. The findings
give an insight into what some teachers are facing and how they are approaching their practice with
the increase in digital technology and the prospect of new ways to implement the curriculum within
their professional practice. Some of the information presented here includes what digital technology
teachers are currently using within their practice, what they are using at home, what they believe the
importance of community is, and how they currently interact with their communities. The use of
video conferencing can allow for communication with people in different geographical areas in
different ways, so finding out the teachers’ views on community building and connections with the
wider world was important. Through summarising the information given by individual participants,
themes can be found, which allows for a thematic analysis of the data as a whole. This makes the
voices of the individuals come together to build a bigger picture. The themes are summarised at the

end of the findings chapter.

Chapter 6, entitled ‘What does it mean’, explores what the findings from the participants may mean
in relation to other literature. In discussing the information gained from participants in this study, it
was found that the findings supported those of some other researchers or theorists, reinforcing those
ideas. Information gathered from participants shows some variation between the information
gathered in this study and that gathered in other studies, such as the idea from one participant that
parental permission would be needed to use video conferencing within the centre. Another aspect
that arose in the discussion was the idea that this research project has the ability to bring forward
ideas and concepts that may not have been considered previously. One of the biggest assumptions
that I found within the literature as well as with discussions with teachers during interviews, is the
idea that older teachers are less experienced and confident with digital technology, yet when |
looked at my findings | discovered that one of the oldest teachers | interviewed expressed the
greatest confidence and willingness to learn and grow with digital technology. In this discussion
chapter, information from the participants is analysed using information from the literature review

in a thematic way.

While this research project has been a small scale research project, it is hoped that it will add
important information to the body of knowledge available for teachers, and start conversations on
what teachers believe, and why, in relation to video conferencing with young children. Digital
technology affects the lives of children daily so it is important to know what teachers believe about
their role in exposing and utilising digital technology, and what potential there may be for video

conferencing. Teachers are the most important resource available within an early childhood setting
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and their views and beliefs shape the centre environment and learning opportunities available for
young children. Before ideas on how to implement video conferencing are even approached, the
views and opinions of the teachers themselves need to be discussed and considered, along with the
reasons behind those ideas. As with many areas of life, there are deeper issues, and one solution or
ideal may not fit every centre or every community. The values of the teachers and the communities
they work in must be taken into consideration, as well as the positive and negative effects possible
from introducing new ideas and new digital technologies into the centres’ curricula. With this
research project, it is hoped that through the literature reviewed and data collected, ideas on what is
possible and probable within centres will be challenged and teaching practices will be questioned
through self-reflection. The idea is to look at possibilities and to provide instigation for professional
reflection of practices. This was the basis that led the researcher to conduct the research in the first
place, and it is the hope that the completed project will inspire the same interest in reflection for

other teachers and managers of early childhood settings.
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Chapter 1: Defining the contemporary digital world

1.1 Introduction

Within the world, technologies change, meaning that the way we live our lives alters. Current
culture in New Zealand, according to the Ministry of Education, is that “New Zealand is a digital
nation. Digital technologies are transforming how we live, shaping our homes and our workplaces,
and changing the way that we interact with each other and live our everyday lives” (Ministry of
Education, 2017b, p. 4). This definition is relevant to this research as it relates to the place the
research was conducted, is a current definition given by a governing body of the country, and
expresses the idea that change is not a past concept alone, but is also a current issue to consider.

This research addresses the topic of digital technology in education, beginning with some
definitions of what digital technology means. The chapter looks into the past of human technology,
discussing how the world is changing, and contemplating what the world may look like in the
future. Part of the aim of this research project is to give a picture of what is known and believed by
some practitioners today, to help with future decision making and practices. There is a view that the
culture of a society is the basis for the construction and passing on of knowledge of that culture (see
for example, Wong, 2005), so as the Ministry of Education has made the recent determination that
New Zealand is a digital nation, this chapter looks at what knowledge could mean in a digital
society. Within this digital nation, adults may use their knowledge from the past to base their ideas
of what children need to know and learn, on how the children are able to experience the world
(McPake & Plowman, 2010); a view that is relevant when looking at digital technology in early
childhood education, because technology develops and changes from each generation. Within this
chapter the topic of what is relevant to today’s children and their development of knowledge is also
explored. While there are many generalisations around what is important, as with many aspects of
the world, there are possibilities for division within society; the term ‘digital divide’ is a term used
to describe the possible inequities created by the increase of digital technology available only to
some (21% Century Learning Reference Group, 2014). The possible digital divide is discussed in
this chapter, exploring the topic from different understandings of what it could mean, including
socio-economic issues and different levels of access to resources. This chapter sets the scene for the
importance of this piece of research as it describes the context of the wider world that this research
is contributing to. It also highlights the changing digital world which creates more of a need for
research that looks at aspects of digital technology within the definitions of both current world
views and the potential future for children growing up now. There is likely to be continued debate
as changes in digital technology continue to occur (McDonald, Nutkins & Stephen, 2013). Research

such as this project are likely to not only add to the greater body of research available, but also
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encourage those involved with early childhood education to reflect on a variety of issues relating to

digital technology within the early learning sector.

1.2 Digital technology definitions

Before going any further, it is critical to define some of the terms as they are described in literature,
as well as how they are used within this project. This will allow for the meaning to be clear
throughout this thesis. The definitions will be given first, followed by a brief description of what the

terms mean in this document.

‘Technology’ is a word that has been used in a similar way through history since it emerged. It is
complex because it involves many different aspects of life, and implies thought on the value status
of human tasks. “The idea of ‘technique’ emanated from the Orient as ‘practical application’, a
means for living in the world” (Gibbons, 2007, p. 2). During the time of the Ancient Greeks, the
meaning extended from a reference to practical tasks that were thought to require little intelligence,
to complex thinking about the ways in which societies operated, and further extended during the
eighteenth century to included technical knowledge in skilled areas such as science, education, and
engineering (see for example, Gibbons, 2007). This illustrates that the term ‘technical’ has gone
from originally meaning practical tasks that were thought to require little skill or intelligence, to
meaning tasks that require specific skills and knowledge in a particular area, but it has retained its

reference to human activity within society.

More recently, technology has been described by the Ministry of Education as, “...invention by
design” (2017a, p.11), further defined as, “...critiquing past, existing and possible future
technologies, while considering their environmental, social and cultural impact” (p. 4). Technology
can be viewed as the ideas and relationships between humans and things, such as the interactions
between a child and his or her toys or activities (Gibbons, 2007). These definitions suggest that the
term ‘technology’ is more a way of thinking about things than it is an object, or type of object. The
definitions given by Dictionary.com (2019) include, “...the branch of knowledge that deals with the
creation and use of technical means and their interrelation with life, society, and the environment,
drawing upon such subjects as industrial arts, engineering, applied science, and pure science...”,
and “...the sum of the ways in which social groups provide themselves with the material objects of
their civilization”. These definitions also suggest that technology is also a way of doing tasks,
achieving goals and purposes, and reflecting on societies. The definition of “digital’, is given in
Dictionary.com (2019) as, “of, relating to, or using data in the form of numerical digits: a digital
image; digital devices (emphasis in original text)” and “available in electronic form; readable and

manipulable by computer”. These definitions suggest that ‘digital’ refers to an electronic form of
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data. Combining the two definitions leads to the possible definition of digital technology being a
way of incorporating electronic devices and means when thinking critically about societies and how
they have operated in the past, present, and will operate in the future. ‘Digital technology’ could be
described as the means by which current understandings of human past, present, and future are

reflected upon and defined.

Digital technology is often referred to without mention of the word ‘digital’, which can lead to
misunderstandings about the differences between digital technology and technology in general.
Morris, Izumi-Taylor, Smith and Winsor suggest technology, “refers to the application of science to
create products or to solve problems, including computers, fax machines, cell phones, digital
cameras, overhead projectors, PowerPoint, tape recorders, video cameras, TV, VCRs, electronic or
digital devices, etc.” (2010, p. 152). This highlights the way digital technology is confused with
technology in general. The description given by Morris et al. actually refers to items which are more
often than not, pieces of digital technology. The term “digital’ has been left out, leading the reader
to believe that digital aspects of technology are the only relevant forms of technology available.

Another term that has been widely used within early childhood education is ‘ICT’, or information
communication technology, which can include digital cameras, electrical musical instruments,
video conferencing, closed circuit television, as well as computer hardware and software (see for

example, City of Manukau Education Trust, 2005).

In this thesis, the term ‘digital technology’ is preferred to ‘ICT’, as it more specifically describes
what is being discussed —the ways that society uses, and could possibly use or discard, the
electronic devices available in today’s society. This research explores what teachers’ perspectives
of one aspect of digital technology are, and as such, the term “digital technology’ is the most

relevant term to use.

1.3 Technology of the past

The knowledge built up in history is argued by some, including Ozmon and Craver (2003) to be an
important factor in understanding the present ideas held by an individual. In order to understand
digital technology of todayi, it is helpful to look at the past and how technology has evolved over

time.

Technology, and the understanding of technology, has changed and transformed over time as
society has changed. If the definition of ‘technology’ is related to activities of human societies, then
technology can be seen right throughout human history. One aspect of technological evolution can

be said to be the presence of a motive —as in the purposeful use of an object as a tool (see for
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example, Campbell, n.d.). Further to this, the philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre believed that change is
the direct result of human activity, and as such it can neither be good nor bad, even though humans
assign meaning to it (Ozmon & Craver, 2003). The evolution of technology can be seen to be the
result of humans’ trialling of new ideas or extending current concepts to create new understandings.
Campbell pointed out that while the use of stone tools is evident from around two million years ago,
they would have been used in a more limited way before that. This is an example of how
technology has grown and developed over time as human knowledge and skill has grown — today’s
stainless steel blades, carefully moulded and planned are evolved from stone blades, equally

carefully crafted over two million years ago.

Similarly, ball point pens used today to mark ideas and thoughts on paper have evolved from pen
and paper created around 1000AD (see Doyle, 2017). Prior to this there were still ways of
communicating thoughts, ideas, and events, but they were communicated in different ways
including through the use of paintings on the walls of the cave people.

1.4 A changing world

Change occurs as societies evolve, causing a degree of uncertainty and fear as well as positivity and
growth (see for example, Booch, 2016). “Society is constantly changing, with each generation
believing ‘things’ are not changing for the better” (McDonald et al., 2013, p. 93). These changes
can be described as natural changes, as they occur because of human activity (see for example,
Ozmon & Craver, 2003). While some find change scary, or struggle to deal with change, others
view it as a necessary part of the progress of humans, and directly caused and created by humans.
The world, according to some, changes because humans create change. This can be understood
perhaps, by looking at the chronosystem in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory. The chronosystem
describes how human experience changes over time, and how the change in the people also results
in effects on the environment and thus more change (see for example, Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Just
as the environment affects the individual, the individual can have an effect on the environment

(Wong, 2005) which leads to changes within societies.

Technology, particularly digital technology, is one such change. Digital technology has been
growing and developing rapidly, and along with it so has the world and the way in which everyday
tasks are preformed (Donohue, 2003; McDonald et al., 2013; Yelland, 2007). The generation and
growth of new technologies, specifically digital technologies, has reshaped how our lives and our
societies operate (Kesi, 2014; Siraj-Blatchford & Siraj-Blatchford, 2006; Yelland, 2007). Digital
technologies have not only been developing rapidly in recent years; some believe there will be a

continued growth in the future (McPake & Plowman, 2010). Over time the changes that occur affect
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the environment and the development of individuals, such as the way the chronosystem is believed
to work within an ecological model of development (See Bronfenbrenner, 1994). What is once
deemed new becomes the way in which tasks are regularly preformed. What is new to one
generation, perhaps the generation that creates the change, is what the next generation experiences
as the normal, or regular way of preforming tasks, thus the way societies operate changes over time

with these changes to the environmental aspects of life.

If change is continuing to occur in the environment and daily tasks, perhaps people are also
changing to suit the rapid changes in the way societies operates and performs daily tasks. Social,
economic, and technological changes affect the way the world operates and the experiences people
have within the world (Arthur, Beecher, Death, Dockett & Farmer, 2005). Societies and cultures
can change depending on the information they have and the interpretations of those. Gibbons (2010)
explored the idea that technology is defined by what a particular culture understands technology to
be, and the impacts of technology can cause change within cultures. For example, the idea that
formal education is of high importance causes the implementation of a cultural rule that formal
education is necessary, thus changing how people live and learn. These changes highlight the way
in which societies’ ideas can influence the lives of the next generation and the accepted ways in
which different societies operate. Digital technology is one of society’s changes, one that is
continuing to evolve and change, and possibly affecting more than just those who use digital

technology.

1.5 Digital technology and the future

Preparing young children for the future they face in their education and lives is a difficult task,
partly because we cannot foresee the future in general, and partly because the movement of society
has been so rapid with the impact of digital technology. As McDonald, Nutkins, and Stephen (2013)
pointed out, ““at this point in time, we cannot predict which jobs will exist in 10 years’ time, mostly
as a result of very recent advances in information technology” (p. 137). The Digital Technologies
curriculum which has recently been established in New Zealand suggests that emphasis be placed
on children learning to be critical thinkers, who address issues as the issues arise (Ministry of
Education, 2017a). In this way, children will be learning more about reflection and analysis as a
way of approaching tasks, rather than focusing on individual tasks and tools, as those tasks and

tools look very different when those who are children now, are adults.

There are many ideas on the skills that will be most valued and relevant in the future — some of
them include innovative and creative thinking (Yelland, 2007), having high literacy and numeracy

skills along with a positive disposition (McDonald et al., 2013), and having a willingness to
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embrace new ideas and adapt to new tools (Estes-Del Re, 2011). “It is apparent that being able to
generate, think, inquire, collaborate, critique, and communicate ideas and knowledge is relevant to
all disciplines and domains of knowledge. These can be regarded as the new basics of the twenty-
first century” (Yelland, 2007, p. 8). These authors agree that today’s learners, in preparation for
their future, need to learn the skills of critical thinking and reasoning, and being innovative. This
idea of children becoming innovative in preparation for their future is not necessarily a new
concept. In fact, Locke believed children should not just be given toys, but that they should make
the playthings themselves (Garforth, 1969), which is the idea of encouraging the development of
innovation in young children. Perhaps the best preparation for young children, is to learn how to use
whatever is available to them to reach their objectives (McDonald et al., 2013), including using
digital tools alongside other skills and tools (Parette, Quesenberry & Blum, 2009).

Others discuss the importance of looking at what is beneficial for children today, including allowing
for hands-on experiences of digital technology as tools for learning if that will benefit their learning
in the present (Donohue, 2003). As no one can predict the future, it may be important to look more
closely at how to develop adaptability and creativity, along with innovative and critical thinking, in
early childhood education. Preston suggested, “educating people to cope with lifelong learning in
the electronic age may be the greatest challenge civilisation ever faces” (2001, p. 203). It may be
that a knowledge of programming and being able to use digital technology in a way of their
choosing will be the best possible knowledge children can hold in the future (21st Century Learning
Reference Group, 2014). This is one aspect of specific skills that some are determining to be of

importance in the future.

There are other implications for the future that perhaps the children of today will be able to, or need
to, address. One idea presented by Gosier (2014) is that a future challenge of digital technology that
innovative thinkers may be able to address will be the issue of accessibility, which is an issue of
society as well as of digital technology itself. Gosier (2014) suggested that innovative thinkers of
the future may be able to find ways to make digital technology and associated tools such as
computer programs and applications (apps), available to everyone. As digital technology grows and
develops, so too does the chance of every individual to reach his or her true potential and make a
difference (Kelly, 2005). One possibility for education is to focus on teaching children to explore
who they are and how to look objectively and openly at what is happening in the world and their
individual place within it, and such a focus could use the approach offered by existential
phenomenology (Ozmon & Craver, 2003). In order to create the best future for themselves and their

fellow humans, perhaps one suggestion could be for children to become critical and innovative
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thinkers, who reflect on themselves and their role in society, and who have a strong sense of

responsibility for their own actions.

In looking towards the future of education within New Zealand, the Ministry of Education created a
draft plan in 2015 which tried to create a picture of what education may look like in 2025, with
some goals for getting there and maintaining meaningful learning in a 2025 environment. One of
the main themes of this ‘future of learning’ document is the idea that learners in the future will have
much more control over what and how they are learning (Ministry of Education, 2015). This
document also discussed the idea of children being connected learners, whose educational
environment is able to cater to their individual needs, and who can easily access resources for
learning from anywhere in the world (Ministry of Education, 2015). The future for learners may
require everyone to have basic knowledge of digital technology and an ability to be an active part of
peer-to-peer learning relationships (Ministry of Education, 2015). This suggests that part of the
future of education is belonging to a wider network of learners, and creating strong communities of

learners.

1.6 Knowledge in a digital world

“Human knowledge is a cognitive web spun by our species over thousands of years, and spun
internally in part by each of us as we learn and think over our lifetime” (Breck, 2002, p.5). With the
introduction and growth of digital technology in society, the way knowledge is constructed and
viewed is changing too. Digital technology affects knowledge as well, because knowledge is the
way information is understood within society. Knowledge is the way humans grow and learn
cognitively within the society they are in (Breck, 2002) and can be explained as a complex building
of a variety of types of information along with the understanding and critical reflection of that
information (Neuman, 2011). It is something that grows and develops over time and is influenced
by past and current societal factors. As Breck (2002) explained, “human knowledge is a cognitive
web spun by our species over thousands of years, and spun internally in part by each of us as we
learn and think over our lifetime” (p. 5). Knowledge could be described as the information and
understandings that are present within societies. As Wong explained, “overarching each society is a
dominant culture — the dominant knowledge, beliefs and values of that society” (2005, p. 30).
Society and communities are important in the building of knowledge, and as societies change with
the increase in digital technology, so too will the knowledge of individuals within the changing
society. Technological advancement is rapid and the society and world in which children are
growing up in is also changing rapidly, which requires new understandings and knowledge to be
sought (Wong, 2005). “In a connected world, no individual person or organisation can stand alone.

The success of one depends on others, and the failure of one impacts the other. In such a world,
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synergistic benefits of knowledge creation considerably outweigh the accumulated benefits of
individual knowledge” (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014, p. 37). This means that
knowledge is most beneficial when it is created and shared by society as a whole, such as on the
internet, rather than being individually constructed. Society can be described as many communities
that exist on the planet together. A community can be described as a group of people who often
share ideas and knowledge with others within the community, and can be seen as the building
blocks of society.

McDonald, Nutkins, and Stephen (2013) described a community as the physical environment
available to an individual, including their neighbourhood and immediate social networks. However,
when looking at the community and the impact of digital technology on communities, many authors
discuss the idea of a global community. Ideas are able to be shared between people in different
areas of the world (Allen & Blake, 2010; Danby, 2013; McDonald et al., 2013; Neuman, 2011).
Preston (2001) discussed the ‘global village culture’, which is how digital technologies can be used
to contribute to ideas and understandings, while remaining in their own culture physically. This idea
was echoed by Donohue (2010) who stated, “the way of the Internet today focuses on collaboration,
creates a participatory culture, encourages user contributions, builds collective intelligence, and
creates connections leading to community” (p. 85). The online village of multiple villagers adding
information from their individual knowledge to a bigger pool of knowledge, was described by
Neuman as a “global information village” (2011, p.17) However, the ability to communicate
globally is not without its warnings. Gibbons (2010) discussed the idea that different cultures and
societies hold different values and beliefs, meaning that the technologies relevant to each may be
different, as well as the information deemed important to share, which may also be different. This
raises questions around who digital technology is important for and whether there is a ‘this is best’
ideal when it comes to using digital technology for learning (Gibbons, 2010). Perhaps
communicating and learning globally needs to be carefully taken within the context information is
given and received, with each individual interpreting the world according to their own unique view,
and understanding that the beliefs and understandings expressed by the global community may be

specific to one cultural group.

The idea of communities becoming global leads on to the idea that knowledge may also be seen as
globally attained. Breck (2002) expressed the idea that knowledge is able to be obtained by anyone,
anywhere using the internet. Information, ideas, and knowledge are easy to share and are readily
available for those who seek them (Neuman, 2011; 21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014).
Within this era of global learning, each person is becoming more dependent on others for their

successful learning and knowledge growth (21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014).
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Knowledge is, however, still built by the individuals who put together the pieces of information
they gather, and is affected by how they comprehend that information (Neuman, 2011). Perhaps
critical thinking is an important task in creating knowledge, particularly with so much information

available so easily.

1.7 Growing up with digital technology

Nikki Kaye, the New Zealand Minister of Education at the time the Digital Technologies
curriculum was published, described children as, “’digital natives’, born into an age where
computers, mobile devices and the internet are so familiar they cannot imagine life without them”
(Ministry of Education, 20173, p.1). Children are seen as relating to digital technology as part of
their natural behaviour. “There is little chance of a child born today growing up without interacting
with, using and being affected by technology, particularly digital technology” (McDonald et al.,
2013, p. 154). Children growing up today are exposed to many types of digital technologies from
very early on in their lives (Ficken, 2013; Parette et al., 2009; Yelland, 2007). Adults and older
children may use cell phones and online shopping services, they may play games online, and they
may even use video conferencing to communicate with loved ones who are geographically distant.
As society increasingly integrates digital technology into daily life, children are born into a world
where they observe the use of such digital technologies as the socially normal way to operate and
interact with the world (Danby, 2013; Hatherly et al., 2009). Bolstad (2004) observed that
“information and communication technologies are becoming more embedded and ubiquitous in the
environment around children” (p. 7). It seems to be a commonly held view that children in today’s

world will have some type of exposure to digital technology.

Not only are children being influenced by the experiences they have with digital technology
growing up, they are also influenced by the adults and their view of technology. McPake and
Plowman (2010) discussed how the experiences adults have had with digital technology can
influence their views on it, and in turn, that can influence the way in which digital technologies are
portrayed to children. This process is called prolepsis. “Prolepsis refers to the ways in which
children’s social and cultural development is determined by cultural and historical constraints which
pre-date their existence” (McPake & Plowman, 2010, p. 218). This means that if an adult has
negative ideas around digital technologies, they are more likely to see digital technology as negative
for children, whereas an adult who has a positive view of digital technology will see it as positive
for children (McPake & Plowman, 2010). These views that the adults hold may transfer to the
children, resulting in the child either viewing digital technology as good and positive for their
learning and development, or as bad and negative for their development. The idea that children are

learning through what they see within their environment is not a new idea. Both Bandura and
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Vygotsky put forward the theories that children learn what they experience within the environments
they are a part of, and that new ideas, concepts, and ways of doing things needs to be modelled to
young children so they can learn about them (Crain, 2000). This could mean that if the idea that
digital technology is bad or scary is modelled to children, they will develop those same ideas and
approaches, whereas if digital technology is viewed and modelled in a positive way, children may

be more likely to view and use it similarly.

According to McPake and Plowman (2010) the relative newness of digital technologies creates a
disconnect between the world adults today grew up in and the world children of today are growing
up in, which creates a disturbance of prolepsis and possible negative feelings towards the current
childhood experience. This is an important influence on children growing up today. McPake and
Plowman (2010) found during their study on the influences of young children’s experiences of
digital technology, that the views parents have on digital technology have a major impact on the
opportunities young children have to explore and experience digital technology. This is in line with
Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) ecological theory which suggests that the experiences young children have
in their immediate environment can have an effect on their development. These influences on a
child dictate the experiences they are able to have, which affects the norms they come to believe
around society and digital technology. They may not want to learn about digital technology based
on what they hear, what they see, and what is available to them because of the views of others
within their immediate environments. Alternatively, there may be a huge interest for the young

child who experiences environments where others are positive and interested in digital technologies.

While that may be true, McDonald, Nutkins, and Stephen (2013) expressed the idea that even if
parents have no interest in digital technology, when able, children will still explore it apart from
their parents. This creates the idea that despite parents’ views on digital technology, children are
still influenced by the prevalence of digital technology within the society they are growing up in.
This may be because a person is also influenced by the world they grow up in, and their ideas and
perceptions can be created by the society in which they live (Berger, 2001). So there remains a
possibility that even if a child’s immediate environment does not place value on digital technology,
a child may still learn about it and gain positive ideas around it because of the society they are
exposed to. They may, of course, also learn a dislike or distrust of digital technology. Children will

learn attitudes towards and understandings of digital technology from a range of sources.

1.8 A digital divide?
One of the differences being noted with the increase in digital technology is the gap created by

income. One concern is that having limited access to digital technology now could result in further
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divides as those with less access now are gaining less knowledge, thus widening the gap (National
Association for the Education of Young Children & Fred Rogers Centre, 2012; Yelland, 2007).
McPake and Plowman (2010) found during their study that families who were financially struggling
found ways to access digital technology, such as through purchasing second-hand products, and
actually gave their children more opportunities to use the digital technologies. Children from lower
income families may in fact spend more hours with digital technology, but perhaps in different
ways, with different types of digital technologies based on the cost of items (Campaign for a
Commercial-Free Childhood, Alliance for Childhood, & Teachers Resisting Unhealthy Children’s
Entertainment, 2012). This suggests that one of the issues with digital technology is equitable
access — meaning that all children should have the same ability to access that same equipment, and
thus have the means to grow and develop to the best of their abilities.

When looking at the digital divide in low socioeconomic schools, Blackwell, Lauricella and
Wartella (2014) suggested that teachers who gave more opportunities for students to use digital
technology within the classroom, also expressed a much more positive attitude towards digital
technology in the class. Centres can also bridge the gap in access to digital technology by having
digital technology available to families and assisting them in gaining skills around digital
technology (City of Manukau Education Trust, 2005; Grey, 2011; National Association for the
Education of Young Children & Fred Rogers Centre, 2012). Allen and Blake (2010) however,
expressed the opposing view that low socioeconomic schools had less funding available, resulting
in less access to digital technology in those classes and adding to the digital divide. Gosier (2014)
discussed the idea that technology and innovation can be viewed in a similar way to wealth in the
way that few people seem to have the full access and benefits, with some smaller amounts seeping
out to the many. It would seem that there are opinions on all aspects of the digital divide and what it

means for the environment a child is growing up in and their educational experiences.

There also exists a divide in the services available in terms of online capabilities. There are still
rural and remote areas of New Zealand where access to the internet is limited or even non-existent
(21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014). The 21st Century Learning Reference Group
suggested in 2014 that the wireless internet access (which is the only internet access to some rural
and remote areas) is affordable. However, the area this research student lives in is a rural and
remote area of Auckland and at the time of this research had access to only wireless internet, which
was both unreliable and expensive, and not accessible to all areas of the community. This shows
that even in New Zealand, there are inequalities in access to digital technology for a number of
reasons. Statistics on the availability are rather limited. The last statistics from Statistics New

Zealand (NZ) were collected in 2012 and released in 2013. The statistics available show that “4 out
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of 5 New Zealand homes had access to the Internet” (Statistics NZ, 2013), and “two-thirds of rural
households had a broadband connection” (Statistics NZ, 2013). Each of those showed growth since
the previous census in 2009, but each still showed room for improvement by ensuring more people
have access to the internet. It also showed that there is currently no way to know the likelihood of

families having adequate access to the internet or to any other digital technology.

Whether the ‘divide’ looked at is digital or not, there remains inequality within society. Inequality
existed prior to digital technology and will continue to exist separate to the issue of a digital divide
(Gibbons, 2010). Therefore the digital divide may be more of a societal issue that pre-existed the
introduction of digital technology and may or may not be affected by the use of digital technology
for furthering knowledge and status. The lack of access to new technologies leads to questions
being raised about deeper social aspects, such as the financial position of families in today’s
societies (Yelland, 2007). Therefore, it is hard to make a judgement on what exactly the digital
divide is, or how it affects a child’s ability to interact with digital technology more than any
disadvantage they would have already faced in society through other aspects of life. McPake and
Plowman (2010) suggested there is an influence even greater than financial limits of families in
terms of a child’s experiences with digital technology. “Our research concluded that parental
attitudes towards these technologies are more influential than economic disadvantage in
determining young children’s experiences” (p. 210). Perhaps there are many influences and each
needs to be considered for individual children to gain a holistic view of the individual child’s

advantages and disadvantages when accessing their experiences with digital technology.

1.9 Conclusion

Digital technology is currently developing rapidly in the world, and much like other technological
advances in the world, there is uncertainty created within society around what this means for the
world as a whole. With any changes come adjustments, and that is true of digital technology - the
advancements have led to adjustments of understandings around what knowledge can mean and
how it can be acquired, and even how daily tasks are done. The children of today are looking
towards a very rapidly changing future with growth and changes happening quicker than any other
time in history. The ability to acquire information has increased and become more instantaneous
than ever before, which is requiring a relook at what skills are important. With the new tools and
technologies becoming available also comes the question about fairness and ability to access
resources within communities. The possibilities for further inequalities exists and must be
identified, and rectified where possible. There is no doubt that changes create a need for deeper

thought and discussions within communities.
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Chapter 2: Digital technology in early childhood education today

2.1 Introduction

Society has changed, with the increased use and implementation of digital technology. This has
meant a change in the world children are growing up in. It was suggested by Gibbons (2015) that
teachers and students could approach technology as an instigator for deeper thought on learning and
teaching, and that technology could encourage further questioning and studying. Just as there are
many people involved in the early education of young children, there are many affected by the

decisions and processes used within the sector. This was explained well by Donohue, who wrote:

The question is not if we should use technology, but how and why we use
technology to improve program quality, increase responsiveness to parents, and
expand opportunities for professional development. When used effectively,
technology tools can support and enhance learning, teaching, documentation,
program management, customer service, staff and parent communication,
marketing, staff development, networking, and advocacy (Donohue, 2003, p. 17).

The questions of how and why are very relevant to this research, which looks at a particular tool

associated with digital technology and how and why teachers form certain beliefs, around not only
digital technology in general, but around a possible tool. However, it is important to look at digital
technology as a whole first, to gain some understanding of where different beliefs may have come

from.

This chapter looks at what some of the implications and expectations are around digital technology
in early childhood education. This includes what it means for early childhood teachers’ practice, the
early childhood curriculum of New Zealand, how digital technology relates to other curriculum
approaches, and how digital technology can impact on the safety of young children. In this chapter,
the links between Te Whariki and digital technology are discussed, with the original 1996 version
being referred to first as this was the one that was current when this research began and when the
interviews with participants were carried out. This is followed by a reflection on the newer 2017
curriculum. The chapter also looks at aspects of child development and the relationship between

that development and digital technology.

2.2 Digital technology and early childhood education in practice

With an increase in possible resources and new digital technologies available, the question arises of
where it all fits in terms of the education system relating to early childhood education. One of the
instigators of this research project was the question around where digital technology is in centres, as
well as why it is not utilised more frequently and in more meaningful ways. “Quite frequently, a

visitor in many early childhood settings might think that young children were asked ‘to leave their
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technology at the door’ before entering the classroom” (Parette et al., 2009, p. 336). As described
throughout the first chapter, digital technology is evident in most children’s daily lives outside the
early childhood setting, yet it is not as visible within the early learning settings. Yelland (2007)
pointed out, “As societies have evolved to accommodate these massive changes, the worlds
education systems seem to have maintained their traditional and national characteristics” (p. 9).
Some hold the view that the education system is not keeping up with the world (Winsor and Blake,
2010). This view suggests the education system is not implementing newer resources. The views
that educational settings are not moving with the times by incorporating more digital technology
implies that digital technology is just left out of education without any thought given. While that
may be the case, there may also be a conscious decision to leave digital technology largely out of
early education settings. Some believe that delaying the use of digital technology, or being more
cautious with its integration into the education system, may offer advantages. Delaying the
integration of digital technology in the early childhood education sector may have given more time
for pedagogy development, more time to seek and use information from education sectors who
began using digital technology earlier, and more time and resources with which to understand the
possible implications for teaching and learning using digital technology (Bolstad, 2004). Delaying
the use of digital technology in early childhood education could give more time for debates around
what exactly the role of digital technologies in the education of young children could be (Miller,
2005). ‘Digital technology’ is a subject that many authors hold strong opinions about what is right
or what is appropriate. While there are suggestions that digital technology is not being utilised
enough, there are equally suggestions that digital technology is inappropriate, perhaps even
harmful, in an early education settings. Perhaps the main influence of a teacher’s view of digital
technology being a positive or a negative factor within early childhood education is the teacher’s

own prior experiences (see for example, Gibbons, 2015).

‘Best practice’ and ‘quality early childhood education’ are terms that are often used when
discussing different aspects of early childhood education. This is true of digital technology in early
childhood education as well. Some authors express the idea that best practice in the integration of
digital technology within early childhood education is no different than best practice in any area of
the teaching field (McDonald et al., 2013; National Association for the Education of Young
Children & Fred Rogers Centre, 2012). However, there are suggestions that the use of digital
technologies within early childhood education must be done in a thoughtful and purposeful way
with careful assessment relating to why it is being incorporated, so the digital technology
contributes to the centres curriculum (Donohue, 2010; Estes-Del Re, 2011; Judge, 2001). Judge
(2001) and Allen and Blake (2010) take this idea a little further with the suggestion that digital
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activities must also be in line with children’s individual learning and development in order for it to
be meaningful for children’s learning. Similarly Miller stated that “technology education should be
guided not by a focus on tools, but rather by activities that help children develop their full
capacities” (2005, p. 57). This suggests that the goals for children’s learning and development need
to be a part of the review of new digital technology, or any new tool or approach, before being
implemented in the centre. The toys and equipment that are used with and for the children have an
effect on the way in which children play (see for example, Gibbons, 2007) so consideration is
needed about why and how, and even if, different aspects of digital technology are used within a
centre. There are some authors who believe that digital technology needs to be integrated into the
curriculum practices alongside other, more traditional tools, rather than in place of such activities to
achieve best practice (e.g. Arthur et al., 2005; Bolstad, 2004; Breck, 2002; Danby, 2013; Donohue,
2010a; Judge, 2001; McDowall, Davey, Hatherly & Ham, n.d.; Nemeth & Simon, 2012). Breck
(2002) expressed the idea that digital tools need to be considered for the learning opportunities,
rather than to merely have the machines present. These authors have all suggested a similar idea,
which is that the intention behind incorporating digital technology is more important than what is
actually used. Siraj-Blatchford & Siraj-Blatchford (2006) further explained, “too often ICT has been
seen as something just to be bolted onto existing educational practices, rather than to transform
them” (p. 39). This idea was also illustrated in a study conducted by Grant and Mims in 2010,
which found a lack of balance between digital technologies and other activities within the early
childhood centre, and that where digital technologies were being used it was not in any meaningful
way for the children. The question of how to do this remains. After all, best practice can mean
different things, depending on the views and beliefs of the educator (Gibbons, 2010). In New
Zealand, the Ministry of Education created a Digital Technologies Curriculum in 2017 to assist
teachers, families, and students are being supported in their use of digital technology and to ensure
it is used for its merits, and not simply as an addition to the existing curriculum. The Digital
Technologies curriculum not only provides information, but also guidance as to how to implement

the use of digital technology within educational settings.

The underlying view of this research is that the teachers are the implementers and key players in the
integration of digital technology. This is an approach that has also been suggested by others, with
the idea being that for the use of digital technology to be properly integrated into early childhood
education, the practitioners themselves need to review their own practice and be reflective in the
way they approach their teaching and the use, or lack of use, of digital technology (Gibbons, 2010;
Preston, 2001). Some authors have pointed to the view educators hold, that digital technology use is
one of the most important lessons a young child can have in terms of learning about the technology,
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as it will result in the child viewing digital technology in either a positive or negative light,
depending on how the important adults in their lives respond to it (Simon &Nemeth, 2012; Siraj-
Blatchford & Siraj-Blatchford, 2006). One interesting idea is the need for early childhood settings
to reflect the world that children are growing up in (Estes-Del Re, 2011; Yelland, 2007). As Yelland
discussed, “the relevance of school will be continually brought into question by students whose
daily lives are growing increasingly different from what they are experiencing in their classrooms”
(2007, p. 9). Perhaps what is needed is for educators “to examine what a familiar context means for
children today and question whether we are supporting children in a context which is ‘comfortable’
for us rather than familiar to them” (Tyler, 2010, p. 39). One way to ensure relevance of practice
may be for teachers to have in-depth reflections of not only their own beliefs and practices, but also
those that are held collectively within the centres where they are working. These reflections need to
look at how practice is reflecting the real world of the children and the community, as well as what

values and approaches the centre has as part of its philosophy.

Part of this discussion needs to look at what the world of the child looks like and how education
settings are making links between a child’s home life and centre life, and a child’s family plays a
part in this. Often children live in a world surrounded by digital technology (see for example,
Bolstad, 2004; Estes-Del Re, 2011; Kesi, 2014). Children’s lives outside of a centre may have many
aspects of digital technology involved, depending on what the child’s family believes about digital
technology and its impact on children. The beliefs a family has, and its goals for its child, impact on
other people in that child’s life, including the child’s teachers (Winsor & Blake, 2010). Another
aspect of this is that the beliefs and ideals of parents and families can put pressure on a teacher to
incorporate digital technology into the classroom (Miller, 2005). However, a positive aspect of
digital technology can be the increased ability to communicate between families and teachers
(McMurtry & Burkett, 2010; Morris et al., 2010; Tyler, 2010). With the use of the internet, teachers
and early learning centres can share photos and stories of children’s learning more easily, as well as
using email for sharing information and passing on notices (Morris et al., 2010). Communication
between families and early learning centres has become easier and quicker. Communication has
also become more shared, with families equally having easier communication with teachers and
educational settings, leading to more collaborative partnerships, with families, children, centres, and
even communities being able to work together more easily (Arthur et al., 2005). What is clear, is
that communication is important — communication around what a family believes about digital
technology and how that fits with a centre’s views, as well as the potential for communication and

consultation with families using digital technology .
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With advances in digital technology and tools happening so rapidly, it can be impossible to keep up
with the latest gadgets and tools within education. Some suggest that rather than looking at
individual tools associated with digital technology, a more important focus should be the processes
involved with creative and innovative thinking (Ministry of Education, 2015; Woodgate, 2018;
Yelland, 2007). Holdom puts forward a similar idea when she states, “dispositions, rather than
skills, are what tamariki need to succeed in the future” (2018, p. 9). The Ministry of Education
(2017a) identified the traits of creative innovative thinking as integral to effective practice when
incorporating digital technology. Some of the goals for children that are suggested in the Digital
Technologies curriculum are that they are able to reflect, investigate, justify, and critically analyse
(Ministry of Education, 2017a). Within the education system, curriculum and policies should, in the
views of Siraj-Blatchford and Siraj-Blatchford (2006), allow children to learn skills that help them
use digital technologies to seek knowledge, create new knowledge, and practise skills of reasoning
and understanding. The 21% Century Learning Reference Group suggested in 2014 that some of the
changes needed in early childhood education settings need to have more targeted funding available
to teachers and centres for professional development and resources, increased research on a national
level to provide further information, nationwide policies to help guide teachers and early childhood
education settings, and legal ways for teachers and students to share their resources and ideas. In the
view of the 21% Century Learning Reference Group (2014) more researched information, easier
access to appropriate resources and guidance, and increased leadership will help to keep education

systems relevant to the children, communities, and learning goals of individuals.

With the understanding that change needed to happen to reflect the changing societies, and digital
technology needed to be more formally addressed within the education sector, a new curriculum
document has recently been released in New Zealand. The Ministry of Education curriculum
document notes that “children and young people often arrive at school knowing how to use digital
technologies — but learners also need to be able to understand and create digital technologies to
succeed in further education and the world of work™ (2017a, p.5). This document not only defines
what is currently understood by the early childhood education sector about digital technology and
education, but also addresses the need to prepare students for a future which is uncertain, and points
towards skills such as creativity and critical thinking as key goals for students, along with more in-
depth knowledge about how digital technology works and how to create and operate different
aspects of digital technology (Ministry of Education, 2017a). These themes have been found in the
writings of other educational experts, as discussed already. Another theme that has been expressed
in the literature (e.g. Parette et al., 2009) is the suggestion that teachers are unsure of how to
integrate digital technologies into their teaching in meaningful ways. That concern is addressed in
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the Digital Technologies document through the inclusion of some practical exemplars. The new
Digital Learning document is focused on the school curriculum from year 1 through to year 13. This
means that there are no specifics for early childhood educators or early learning settings. This
document will still be useful for the early childhood sector in that many of the same themes are
relevant and it is still informative. The Digital Technologies curriculum can still guide teachers in

their reflections around digital technology within early childhood settings.

2.3 Linking learning environments

Children learn from all the environments they are a part of. It is highly important that their learning
in different environments is linked with their learning in other environments. The New Zealand
Early Childhood Curriculum, Te Whariki was strongly influenced by an ecological model of a child
and early childhood education. Within an ecological model, development is said to happen through
interactions with the same people, environments, items, and processes, which is called the proximal
process (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). This suggests that children benefit from having similar equipment
and processes available to them in different setting, as well as shared goals and expectations across
different environments. Te Whariki states “links between home and early childhood education
programmes are important” (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 18). Bolstad (2004) pointed out that “it
is often argued in the literature that children’s early childhood experiences should reflect and
connect with their experiences in the wider world” (p. 2). Hedges (2014) put forward the idea that
knowledge children gain in the wider world of their homes and communities can be added to,
edited, and reinforced within an early childhood centre, by the activities they are involved in.
Hedges (2014) called this ‘working theories’, as children’s learning is constantly being constructed,
edited, and reinforced by the activities and experiences they are involved in within all areas of their
life. Hedges (2014) explained that working theories are the ways children think and interpret
information to build knowledge. This idea of linking learning environments is also known in an
ecological theory view as the mesosystems, and is seen as the way in which the interactions
between different environments a child is a part of, affects their growth and development
(Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Strong links between an early childhood centre and a child’s home life
could assist children in their growth and development, and that could include links to how digital

technology is viewed and used.

For teachers and their teaching practice, the Education Council of New Zealand (2017a) asked
teachers to ensure children’s diverse backgrounds are valued. The diverse backgrounds may include
respecting the family and communities views around digital technologies. This does not mean
having to incorporate every aspect of digital technology in practice, but may include aspects such as

discussions with children about how different tasks are performed at home. Winsor and Blake
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(2010) also believed that it is important for teachers to allow children the time and resources to
build on experiences they have had outside of the early childhood settings, with support from
teachers to connect the learning and understandings. This is again highlighting that teachers need to
be thoughtful and reflective in their practice. They need to look at how and why they are allowing
links to be created between environments and how they support the children in creating links
between learning environments and learning experiences. Bolstad (2004) suggested that due to the
affects of digital technology on the rest of a child’s daily life, digital technology is a relevant topic
in early childhood education. As children are learning about digital technology at home, the ways in
which early childhood centres use digital technology could be either supportive or conflicting with
what a child already knows (Winsor & Blake, 2010). This could be true of any activity or resource
and means that teachers of young children need to be aware of the role digital technology plays in
young children’s lives and reflect on how that is valued within the centre, even if that means being
aware of how children are responded to when they talk about a new video game they have at home
(for example). For some children, digital technology is a common part of their daily lives, and for
others it is not (Danby, 2013). Including children’s learning from their home lives of digital
technologies and the uses of such technologies can be positive learning for the entire classroom
(Danby, 2013). If there is a digital divide, perhaps children can share their knowledge with each
other to help bridge such a divide. If there is another reason why children have not used digital
technology, teachers need to be aware of that and reflect on how the families’ values are being

upheld and respected.

2.4 Te Whariki and digital technology

In New Zealand in 1996, the Ministry of Education released the first curriculum document for New
Zealand early childhood education settings. This document, named Te Whariki: He Whariki
Matauranga mo nga Mokopuna o Aotearoa, Early Childhood Curriculum, was intended to provide
“the basis for consistent high quality curriculum delivery in the diverse range of early childhood
services in New Zealand” (Perris, (1996), in Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 7). Therefore, this
early childhood curriculum can be seen as setting the standard for curriculum aspects of early

childhood setting within a New Zealand context. So how did it relate to digital technology?

In terms of direct links to digital technology, there are very few within the 1996 Te Whariki
document. Te Whariki is a curriculum that allows for flexible interpretation in order to incorporate
many different approaches and as such it does not specify how the goals and learning outcomes it
sets out are met; there is no one way, or right way, or particular approach, that is seen as the only
way. It is open to thoughtful and meaningful interpretation. Throughout Te Whariki, there are

references to young children having the opportunities to use various technologies. While computers
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are mentioned only a very few times, broad references to ‘technologies’ could easily be interpreted

as all technology relevant to the current world, including digital technologies.

One aspect of the 1996 Te Whariki document and its relationship to digital technology, is the aspect
of prior knowledge and the links created between a young child’s various environments. One of the
foundations of Te Whariki is the principle of empowerment. A part of empowering children is to
build “on the child’s own experiences, knowledge, skills, attitudes, needs, interests, and views of
the world within each particular setting” (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 40). In other words, any
technologies, digital or otherwise, that children are familiar with outside of the centre environment
are relevant and important to their learning, including within the centre, as this is the world in which
they learn and grow and become an active part of. This idea that childrens’ learning and knowledge
outside a centre is important and relevant to their life in the centre, is reinforced in the Te Whariki
principle of family and community. This principle states that, “the curriculum builds on what
children bring to it and makes links with the everyday activities and special events of families,
whanau, local communities, and cultures” (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 42). As technology,
including digital technology, is an integral part of the world a child is growing up in, what is
relevant may not be the same for every child. If video conferencing is a regular part of family life
for a child, that will be a part of what that child knows and is learning about in the world. This does
not mean the centre needs to use video conferencing, but that it needs to respect the ways a family
uses the technology. A child growing up using video conferencing, for example, will be learning
about the capabilities of digital video cameras and the limitations of some sensory experiences
when communicating via video conferencing. A young child familiar with video conferencing may
be learning about the need to move in certain ways when communicating via video conferencing, as
well as learning specific terms and ways of talking about the particular digital technologies
associated with it. This is reinforced in the strand of belonging, where Te Whariki discusses
children developing “awareness of connections between events and experiences within and beyond
the early childhood education setting” (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 56). This again suggests that
the learning children are experiencing both inside and outside of their centre is important, and the
links needs to be acknowledged and fostered in every way possible in order to allow children’s’

knowledge and learning to grow and develop.

While Te Whariki does not specifically discuss digital technologies, it does discuss the need for
equipment to be provided for “scientific, mathematical, and technological learning” (Ministry of
Education, 1996, p. 83). This is stated within the strand of ‘exploration’, which expresses the need
for children to explore the world with as many tools and opportunities as possible (See Ministry of

Education, 1996). For some teachers, children, and families, digital tools can be a part of the
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environments in which they are involved, and can therefore be relevant tools to use for young
children learning about the world. This can make the tools and processes involved with video
conferencing a more natural and relevant way to explore the wider world. For those who are not
experienced with the digital technologies involved with video conferencing, using it in an early
childhood setting can provide many new learning opportunities, starting with learning about the

tools and processes themselves, and leading to interactions not otherwise possible.

Te Whariki holds that links with the wider world are valuable and important for young children. The
strand of ‘belonging’ asks that early childhood education settings and teachers ensure there are links
with communities and the wider world (Ministry of Education, 1996). This is one area where video
conferencing could provide some value to the children and early learning settings. With video
conferencing, there can be an increased ability to communicate with a wider range of people within
a community. Children and their teachers can have the possibilities of talking to various other
community members from their local area, their country, and even internationally. The need to
travel to communicate or visit others is decreased and the ability to communicate in real time is
increased for many early childhood settings. This can offer many possibilities for children,
including a sense of pride in where they belong — their centre and immediate community — as they

share with others information about their environments.

‘Communication’ is one of the strands of the Te Whariki early childhood curriculum. This strand
looks at goals for all types of communication, verbal as well as non-verbal (Ministry of Education,
1996). With video conferencing, children can have access to an added tool to assist in developing
the skills of listening and responding to others. It can also provide opportunities to learn to
communicate verbally in different ways, such as asking deeper questions, asking follow-up
questions, and even speaking to others who may have a different first language, which can mean
working with different accents or different ways of wording ideas and concepts. Using video means
that alongside verbal communication with a person in a different location, some non-verbal

communication cues will be noticed as well, through facial expressions and some body movements.

The early childhood curriculum of New Zealand remained the same for twenty years. As with
everything in the world, it is helpful for curricula to change to suit the current society to which the
teachers and learners belong, as well as to incorporate new knowledge and understandings. It is
beneficial to look at a more current view of the future of the learners and ensure the curriculum is
guiding towards a learning environment which continues to allow learners to grow and develop to
the best of their potential within the structures of the society and world they are living in, and will

contribute to. In fact, the 1996 Te Whariki document itself discussed changes to the world being
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rapid and a need for early childhood education to provide “an educational foundation that supports
the full range of skills that children will need as life-long learners” (Ministry of Education, 1996, p.
18). In order to remain current, in 2017 the Ministry of Education released a new and updated

curriculum document for early childhood education within New Zealand.

There were few changes evident when comparing the content of the two versions of Te Whariki.
There were still few specific mentions of digital technology in the new Te Whariki document.
However, as with the original Te Whariki, the goals were broad and set in a way that can

incorporate many different approaches and tools for learning.

The strand of ‘contribution’ makes reference to digital technology. It states that, “children’s
contributions to their wider communities may occur through direct participation or virtually,
through the use of digital and other technologies” (Ministry of Education, 2017a, p. 36). This
suggests ways of digital technologies being utilised as relevant and valuable ways for children to
learn and share information. It also recognises that communication and being part of a wider
community and society can be done in a range of ways, including through the use of digital
technology, which may even encourage teachers to consider new ways to build connections

between the centre environment and the wider world.

Digital technologies are also mentioned within the strand of ‘communication’, in which Te Whariki
suggests ways in which children can express their ideas, one of which is through “digital devices”
(Ministry of Education, 2017a, p. 44). This is a good illustration of the idea that digital technology
is part of a wide variety of tools that can, and perhaps should, be available to children. Te Whariki
also asserts, “kaiako (early childhood teachers) support children to develop an understanding of
security and safety when communicating in a digital world” (Ministry of Education, 20173, p. 45).
This statement suggests to those involved in early childhood education that the learning and
teaching about safety using digital devices is a part of incorporating digital technology in the centre.
Digital devices being mentioned as a way for children to communicate, and teachers being asked to
support children in developing safe practices when using such tools to communicate, could lead to
the understanding that digital technology is a valid means of communication within the world
children are a part of and should be incorporated into the early childhood education setting. Video
conferencing is a great example of a digital communication tool. It provides a way for children to
learn about the digital tools associated with video conferencing, as well as ways to learn about

safety in communicating, using this type of digital technology.
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One of the biggest changes is the terminology used within the Te Whariki document. As an example
of children’s learning within the strand of ‘belonging’, the Ministry of Education stated that a strong
sense of belonging is, “an ability to connect their learning in the ECE (Early Childhood Education)
setting with experiences at home and in familiar cultural communities and a sense of themselves as
global citizens” (2017a, p. 32). This is using wording more relevant to current concepts, which are
that children are growing up as global citizens with an increasing ability to be a part of the global
world and to learn and interact within a much wider society. This statement could also be
interpreted as children having the ways and means to interact and communicate on a much more

global and diverse scale, with location no longer being a relevant factor for many.

Te Whariki makes it very clear that a part of the role of kaiako in a New Zealand setting is to reflect
on their own teaching practice and continually develop as professionals (See Ministry of Education,
2017a). The changes within society should be reflected on, as teachers look at how their practice
relates to the growth and development of the children they are involved with. Teachers are role
models for the children they are teaching (Ministry of Education, 2017a), and as such, have the
ability to role model safe and proper use of tools available to extend on learning and knowledge,
including digital tools and technologies. This provides a great opportunity for teachers to model the
concept of not knowing being acceptable, and learning being an exciting challenge with difficulties
and triumphs, as teachers will not always know exactly how to use digital tools or how to fix

possible issues that arise.

There are many ways video conferencing can be used as a tool to enhance the early childhood
curriculum and provide for additional learning opportunities for children. Ultimately the exact
delivery of the curriculum is up to the individual and teachers involved, but there is certainly scope

for video conferencing to be a part of the repertoire of tools used within a setting.

2.5 Digital technology and other curriculum approaches

In Australia, a curriculum document named Belonging, Being and Becoming: The Early Years
Learning Framework for Australia was created in 2009 for all early learning centres in Australia.
This curriculum discusses the idea of children being part of a wider community and the importance
of recognising and valuing the knowledge and skills children bring with them into an early learning
setting (See Australian Government Department of Education, Employment and Workplace
Relations for the Council of Australian Governments, 2009). Within this curriculum document there
are direct references to the concept of digital technology being used in early learning centres. In
fact, the Australian curriculum document, as part of the outcome for children becoming effective

communicators, one goal states, “children use information and communication technologies to
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access information, investigate ideas and represent their thinking” (See Australian Government
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations for the Council of Australian
Governments, 2009, p. 44). From this goal are written examples of how educators can identify this
is happening and how educators can encourage this learning to occur. Part of a teacher’s role for
this goal is to “provide children with access to a range of technologies” (Australian Government
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations for the Council of Australian
Governments, 2009, p. 44). This curriculum recognises and places importance on the place of
digital technology as part of the world children are growing up in and as a relevant learning tool for
children in today’s world. This curriculum also discusses children’s learning, and that they are part
of a bigger community and that there are different ways to live within the world (See Australian
Government Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations for the Council of
Australian Governments, 2009). This type of information can be learnt through books and face-to-
face interactions in a community, as well as through the internet. “Belonging, Being and Becoming:
The Early Years Learning Framework for Australia” recognises that digital technologies and digital
tools are a part of the world for many children today and can offer positive opportunities for

learning.

The Reggio Emilia approach is based on the philosophy of Loris Malaguzzi, and was established in
the Italian city of Reggio Emilia (Arthur et al., 2005). This approach views children as active in
their learning and encourages children to explore ideas and concepts using many different mediums
to build knowledge in different ways (Arthur et al, 2005). Reggio Emilia is a curriculum approach
which has not been widely linked to digital technology in early learning, with more emphasis being
given to its views on how children are active participants in their learning and how to extend on
their learning through setting up the environment in ways that encourage children to use many
mediums to explore ideas. However, Mitchell (2007) asserts that it is used in many different ways
in Reggio Emilia and Reggio Emilia-inspired centres. It is used by teachers to document teaching
and learning, and to communicate with families, the community, as well as with other centres and
professionals to build professional networks and share the Reggio Emilia philosophy (Mitchell,
2007). Digital technology is used by children in Reggio Emilia-inspired centres in the form of
assistive technology, as well as being a tool to document learning, assist in creating projects, further
knowledge and questioning, encourage exploration, and revisit learning (Mitchell, 2007). Reggio
Emilia-inspired centres hold the understanding that digital technologies and digital tools can be
used alongside other tools to enhance learning opportunities, as well as believing that children and
teachers can learn about digital technologies and their potentials together (Mitchell, 2007). Mitchell
explains that Reggio Emilia-inspired centres believe that “young children can be successful learners
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if allowed the means to play, interact, and explore in meaningful ways. Technology can play an

important part in providing these learning opportunities for all children” (2007, p. 37).

An inquiry-based curriculum is one in which children’s questioning and wondering fuels the
curriculum delivery (Wang, Kinzie, McGuire & Pan, 2009). In an inquiry-based curriculum, digital
technology may assist learning by providing tools which allow further methods of information
discovery and learning motivation (Wang et al., 2009). When digital technology is used in an
inquiry-based learning environment it can provide opportunities for more experienced children to
assist their peers with their learning, model ideas and concepts to children, provide information that
may not have been possible to access otherwise, and encourage further research on particular topics
(Wang et al., 2009). However, Wang, Kinzie, McGuire and Pan (2009) warn that digital technology
may be unhelpful in an inquiry-based learning environment as it could merely reinforce what a
child already knows rather than adding knowledge, and may provide too many resources and
information, making it difficult for children to take it all in or learn from it. It is the role of teachers
in an inquiry-based setting to support children’s learning with digital technology and to have digital
technology and tools integrated into the setting in a way that allows for positive learning

opportunities to occur (Wang et al., 2009).

2.6 Digital technology and diversity

Digital technologies and tools cover a multitude of uses in everyday life. Some of those uses are
bridging gaps for those who may otherwise struggle with various aspects of life, including
education. Children with disabilities may be able to reach their goals with assistance from digital
technology and computers (Judge, 2001). Different tools may help children with gross motor
limitations, fine motor difficulties, visual or hearing impairments, or social difficulties (Crow,
2010). Digital technology can even help those with English as a second language, participate more
fully in the educational environment and learn English words and phrases (Bolstad, 2004). Crow
(2010) pointed out that “assistive tools and services for technology are diverse, as are the children
for whom they are intended” (p. 122). However, children using assistive technology still need to be
supported appropriately by their teacher/s to gain any benefit from the assistive technology (Crow,
2010). This reinforces the idea that the digital technologies associated with and used for assisting

those with additional needs are merely tools, and that the teachers play a vital role.

In order to support children using assistive technology to maximise their learning, teachers need to
understand what the purpose and benefits are of the assistive technology (Allen & Blake, 2010).
The start of this process is to assess the individual child and decide what assistive technology is

appropriate for that child (Crow, 2010). This is not unlike implementing any new practice in a
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centre — there needs to be intentional decision making. Crow (2010) also suggested that family be
invited to participate in the discussions around appropriate assistive technologies for individual
children as it will affect them as well.

Assistive technology, including computers, can have a huge impact on children’s ability to
participate in their learning environment, with children able to participate in ways they may not ever
have been able to otherwise (Crow, 2010; National Association for the Education of Young
Children & Fred Rogers Centre, 2012). With increased participation, children with diverse needs
may experience an increase in motivation, as well as a greater sense of accomplishment, belonging,
and contribution (Crow, 2010). Therefore, assistive technology may be beneficial to children’s

overall well-being, not just their educational achievements.

2.7 Digital technology and young children’s development

How children learn about and with digital technology may depend on the centre and the individual
families. However, one way for children to learn is through playful explorations. “Play is a
fundamental component of early learning and the all-round development of the child in the
formative years” (Yelland, 2007, p. 50). The value of play is a concept that Locke discussed as a
method for teaching children, and was recognised as important long before that by Plato (Garforth,
1969). Learning naturally, through playing with real world resources, is how early childhood
education in New Zealand is approached, and this allows for many aspects of digital technology to
be woven into children’s learning and development, alongside other areas of learning (Holdom,
2018). With open-ended digital resources, children can make choices for themselves, which allows
more opportunities for exploration and meaningful learning (Judge, 2001), not unlike the ways

more traditional tools assist in children’s learning.

One factor that needs to be taken into consideration is the possible negative effects of digital
technology on the development of young children. Concerns have been raised by various
organisations around the use of screen time and the possible negative effects on the health and
development of young children (see for example, Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood et
al., 2012; National Association for the Education of Young Children & Fred Rogers Centre, 2012).
“Some critics have argued that computer use is, at best, lacking in educational benefit for young
children, and at worst, harmful to children’s learning, health, or development” (Bolstad, 2004,
p.20). Some suggest limiting screen time for children under five years of age, and having no screen
time at all for children under the age of two years (National Association for the Education of Young
Children & Fred Rogers Centre, 2012). With these types of concerns being raised, it is important for

centres and families to gather information and have informed discussions around what they agree is
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best for the children within the particular centre. One important aspect when looking at the effects
of digital technology, is to realise that not all digital technology is the same, and therefore, not all
digital technology will have the same negative or positive influence on children’s health and
development (Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood et al., 2012). The amount of time
children spend with screens may be a contributor to negative effects being caused, with increased
screen time possibly contributing to a range of health concerns for children, including disruptions to
sleep, problems with social behaviour, and childhood obesity (Campaign for a Commercial-Free
Childhood et al, 2012). These are all very serious concerns that need to be taken into consideration.
It will ultimately be up to centres and families to decide what is important in their early childhood

education setting and why what they decide is important to them.

One possible concern around digital technology that teachers need to be aware of, is the gender
differences that children may be presented with. For example, some digital technologies, including
video games, may be aimed at, or viewed as being more appropriate for, boys rather than girls
(McPake & Plowman, 2010). McDonald, Nutkins, and Stephen (2013) suggested that the way boys
and girls use digital technology could be the real digital divide. Some understand the research to be
pointing towards girls being more focused on the social aspect of digital technology, while boys are
more interested in computer games (McDonald et al., 2013). Perhaps the differences noted in the
use of digital technology are being influenced by the views others hold on them, or by advertising.
Either way, it is something teachers need to be aware of as affecting the development of children’s

identities as users of digital technology.

One of the topics often discussed by families and educators is the effects of digital technology on
young children’s social development. There are arguments that lead one to believe digital
technology will have a detrimental effect on young children’s social development, and arguments
that lead to the opposite conclusions. One study showed that social aspects such as listening,
sharing, peer learning, and talking were increased when digital technology was available in a
classroom (See Estes-Del Re, 2011). During her literature review study in 2004, Bolstad found that
some authors believe children are still able to engage in social interactions involving collaboration
and cooperation, and have generally positive social interactions while using computers. Danby
proposed that some digital technologies can allow for different types of social interactions and lead
to extended ways in which children can think about their lives and the wider communities they are a
part of (Danby, 2013). There are concerns that some users of digital technology, or the amount of
time spent with screens, could lead to a lack of social skills developing, or even negative social
skills developing (see for example, Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood et al., 2012). It

may be beneficial for teachers to look at different types of digital technology separately, and to
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discuss decisions or ideas with families. There are clear and relevant opinions on both sides of the

debate and all need to be taken into consideration.

There have been concerns raised about the effects of digital technology, particularly screen time,
and the development of language. Some hold the view that digital technology has a negative effect
on language development (see for example, Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood et al.,
2012). There are also suggestions that digital technology could have a positive effect on language
development. Where computers are present in a classroom, there may be an increased presence of
written language (Bolstad, 2004) as well as increased opportunities to produce work containing
written language (Bolstad, 2004). Children may be more able to re-visit their learning experiences,
which will allow for greater use of written and verbal language (Yelland, 2007). This will depend
on the type of digital technology being used, how it is being used, and the values and beliefs held by
the teachers and families involved.

2.8 Cyber safety

As with any aspect of an educational environment, safety concerns surrounding digital technology
need to be addressed. One safety concern that is being discussed more and more is cyber safety.
Questions arise such as what issues could arise while using the internet, and how can young

children be kept safe from those risks.

Some of the known risks of the internet are in the content available and its accessibility to children,
the advertising targeting young children, the possibility of inappropriate people having access to
young children, and the risk of bullying behaviour (Grey, 2011). It is the opinion of Grey that
children are very trusting of computers and oblivious to the possible risks involved (2011). Grey,
also asserted that *“ cyber risks should not be considered a reason to deny children access to ICT, but
as an opportunity to inform children about cyber safety strategies to increase their self-efficacy in
ICT, so preparing them for a safer childhood” (2011, p. 77). There are tools available to allow
adults to have close control over when and what children are able to access on the internet (Wang et
al., 2009). In New Zealand there are resources available for educators, parents, and children from
different organisations which are easily accessed. While there are risks, there are also ways to
minimise and monitor the risks and allow children to explore in ways that also keep them safe. The
same can be said about climbing trees where there is a risk of harm, but there are also ways to
minimise the risk and review as needed. It is up to the educators and families to decide if the

learning opportunities outweigh the risks or not.
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There may be cause for rules, policies, and procedures that suit a centre, and families need to put
these in place to ensure children are kept safe while still being allowed to access the internet (Grey,
2011). Children need to be involved in conversations about the risks and ways that they can help to
keep themselves safe (Grey, 2011). One way to do this is through teachers being involved with the
children when they are using the internet. Grey established her view that, “cybersafety requires
teachers to actively participate when children are using ICT technology” (2011, p.79). It is part of a
teacher’s role to be active in the integration and use of digital technology within their classroom and
to ensure children are using digital technologies in safe and beneficial ways (21st Century
Reference Group, 2014). Teachers and the way they use digital technology can minimise the risks

and ensure safe cyber practices.

2.9 Teachers and digital technology

Teachers are tasked with ensuring children are learning skills to allow optimal growth and
development as learners within the world. It is an important role with many complexities, including
issues surrounding digital technologies and how, or if, to include such technologies within the early
childhood education setting. Teachers’ attitudes towards digital technology are seen by some as the
biggest factor to influence the way young children learn about digital technologies (see for example,
Blackwell, Lauricella & Wartella, 2014). Some of those attitudes may relate to fear of digital
technology itself, and frustration with other teachers creating obstacles in implementing digital
technology (Damoory, 2015). This idea was discussed in chapter 1, section 7 where the idea of
prolepsis was discussed, describing how children may learn attitudes and understandings about
topics through observing the attitudes and beliefs of the adults around them. As children’s learning
and development can be influenced by all environments they are a part of (see Arthur et al., 2005),
the attitudes and beliefs of teachers may have an impact on the attitudes children develop towards

digital technology.

Along with teachers’ personal views and attitudes towards digital technology being important, how
they integrate it into their teaching practice can also be an important factor. Teachers need to ensure
the potential of both the child and the digital technology used is realised (Dawes, 2001). “Teacher
proficiency in technology integration is a critical determinant of the educational benefits children
gain from using computers” (Chen & Chang, 2006, p. 178). Bolstad (2004) noted a recurrent theme
in the literature, that teachers struggle to understand how to implement the use of digital technology
in their daily teaching practice. There have been various studies conducted on teachers’ use of
digital technology in their classrooms. Blackwell, Lauricella & Wartella (2014) explored factors
influencing early childhood teachers’ use of digital technology and found that teachers who have

more teaching experience are more likely to use digital technology in the classroom, but those
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teachers had a more negative view of digital technology in education, though the study did not
explore why. In 2006, Chen and Chang found in their study of teachers’ skills, attitudes and
practices using digital technology in early childhood settings, that teachers with more specialised
training had a greater likelihood of integrating computers into their classroom. Chen and Chang
(2006) also found that almost half of the teachers they surveyed felt comfortable using computers
and the internet in the classroom, while half of the teachers expressed that they felt comfortable
teaching young children how to use computers. Teachers’ attitudes and views seem to be influential
in the way that they use, or do not use, digital technology in their early childhood teaching practice.
It may be that more training and understanding of digital technology can assist in more positive

integration into the early learning centre environments.

Appropriate and meaningful ways to integrate and use digital technology may be some of the issues
faced by teachers who choose to use it within their centres. As Donohue (2003) expressed, “the uses
of digital technologies and the Internet in the classroom are as open-ended as the imagination and
creativity of the teacher” (p. 19). Some authors have found that the digital technology experience in
classrooms often amounts to children taking turns using a class computer (see for example, Estes-
Del Re, 2011), and teachers using digital technology for administrative purposes (for example,

Kesi, 2014). These types of findings would seem to solidify assumptions made that the current use
of digital technology in early childhood setting is very limited, and that very minimal digital tools
are used (McDonald et al., 2013). Indeed, even some research is limited in its view of the usefulness
of digital technology, with the focus of literacy in relation to digital technology being equated to
reading and text tasks (McDowall et al., n.d.) with little attention given to any other possibilities for
digital technology. This may be contributing to the lack of positive implementation of digital
technology in early childhood education settings. Clear policies have been seen to result in more
positive teaching and learning while integrating digital technology into the curriculum (see for

example, Blackwell et al., 2014).

Early childhood educators are responsible for delivering the curriculum in a meaningful way to the
children who attend their service. An early childhood teacher is a motivator and stimulator of the
exploratory learning of young children (Tyler, 2010). Part of the teachers’ role in terms of digital
technology in education is to select and evaluate digital tools and techniques for their
appropriateness for the children and the curriculum (Allen & Blake, 2010; Bolstad, 2004; Judge,
2001). Dawes (2001) put forward the opinion that “teachers are responsible for translating into
practice the high expectations and the visions of technology enthusiasts” (p. 61). This suggests a lot
of pressure on early childhood teachers to be implementing changes to curriculum delivery in order

to incorporate more and more digital technology as it advances in society. At the same time, there
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are concerns raised about the possible negative implications around digital technology, particularly
screen time, in children under the age of five (see for example, Campaign for a Commercial-Free
Childhood et al., 2012). There is some concern that teachers are being expected to lead this change
while they are being judged as unable or unwilling to make those changes (Preston, 2001). Gibbons
(2008) expressed a similar concern that teachers are told they have a critical role, while at the same
time being told that they do not have the skills needed to make the necessary decisions. Teachers
are tasked with trying to balance out the possible positive and the possible negative effects of digital
technology in early childhood education (National Association for the Education of Young Children
& Fred Rogers Centre, 2012), as well as work out how to create meaningful, relevant learning
experiences and links between a child’s home and centre environments. Perhaps one of the keys to
ensuring teachers are not only certain in their decisions, but making those decisions for sound
reason, is through self-reflection. The Education Council of New Zealand: Matatti Aotearoa sets out
expectations that teachers reflect on their practice critically, using a range of different sources to
inform those reflections (2017a). In reflecting on digital technology, early childhood teachers need
to look at both its positive and negative aspects and make decisions based on information gathered,
their centre’s philosophy, expectations of their communities, and their own personal views.
Decisions around why, or why not, and how digital technology is used within individual centres

would then be based on clear and thorough reflective practice.

As with any aspect of teaching, barriers exist in the use of digital technology in early childhood
education. It is important to address and discuss the barriers that exist. As Dawes (2001) pointed
out, “identification of barriers is one of the first steps towards removing them” (p. 66). Some
barriers are to do with the equipment, such as cost of equipment (Dawes, 2001; Donohue, 2010a),
lack of support (Dawes, 2001), unreliable equipment (Dawes, 2001), lack of access to internet
services (Donohue, 2010a), and lack of ability to express some cultural and language information
using digital technology (Kesi, 2014). Other barriers are found more in human behaviour and
understandings. One barrier that some teachers may face is a lack of awareness of what the purpose
or potential of using digital technology within the curriculum could be (Dawes, 2001). There may
be barriers created by teachers lacking an understanding of how to teach children how to use digital
technology (Dawes, 2001). Breck (2002) suggested that the barriers are set even deeper for some
teachers as some have a genuine fear of machines and of new digital technologies. The type of
professional development provided for teachers around the use of digital technology is seen by
many as a barrier that exists for today’s teachers (Gibbons, 2010). McMurtry and Burkett (2010)
expressed the view that any barrier or challenge must be overcome by the teachers themselves so
that they may provide the best possible education for young children.
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While it may be easily commented that teachers must find a way through the barriers and reach a
stable merging of current curriculum and new practices, the education and support of teachers to do
S0 needs to be examined to ensure teachers are properly equipped with the knowledge, skills, and
ability to carry this out. Preston (2001) believed that the amount and type of training teachers are
receiving around integrating digital technology into their practice could be a barrier. For teachers to
integrate valuable learning of digital technology in early childhood education, some believe there is
a lesser need for the most up-to-date and expensive digital equipment in early childhood centres,
and a greater need to ensure teachers are being taught about digital technology (Blackwell et al.,
2014; Gibbons, 2008). During Kesi’s study in 2014, teachers expressed a need for increased
learning about digital technology and digital tools during teacher training, with some saying they
learnt some skills indirectly through the study process, and others saying they needed to seek out
extra support from student services to navigate the digital technologies involved with study. So it is
being recognised by teachers that the training they are receiving is not quite enough for the teaching
environments they are expected to create and teach in. This sentiment was echoed by teachers who
participated in a study looking at the implementation of the new New Zealand digital curriculum set
out by the Ministry of Education. Teachers in New Zealand who have begun implementing the
Ministry of Educations’ digital technology curriculum which was released in 2017, have expressed
their views that they need clear and ongoing professional development in order to confidently
implement the new curriculum (CORE Education & Ministry of Education, 2017). In a 1986 study,
Edyburn and Lartz found that 76% of teachers felt the in-service training they had available was
inadequate. In 2006 Chen and Chang discovered during their study that 48.3% of teachers
participating in the study had one day or less professional development around digital technology in
the three years prior to the survey, while 32.7% had between two and five days and 19% had more
than a week. It would appear that despite the increase in digital technology within society and the
increased pressure on teachers to reflect on digital technology within their practice, there had been
little change to the training given to teachers in order to address digital technology and its place in
the world children are living in, or its place within an early childhood education setting.

Some have noted a lack of teacher training around uses of digital technology in the early childhood
education setting, but there is also the understanding that digital technology can be a tool used for
teacher training. The ability to complete teacher training online has been growing (Donohue, Fox &
Torrence, 2007; Fox & Donohue, 2006). One of the effects the online training of teachers is having
is the creation of support networks between students who are studying online, where they offer each
other support and ideas, share knowledge (Fox & Donohue, 2006), and build a strong sense of
community with other teachers who are training online (Donohue et al., 2007). This could create
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strong networks of teachers, reflecting together and creating communities of learning among

teachers.

Through digital technology, early childhood teachers may have the opportunity to form a closer
professional relationship with other teachers, and contribute in new ways to the professional
conversations both nationally and internationally. Teachers may have a much greater way to share
ideas and to professionally support each other via the internet (McMurtry & Burkett, 2010). In New
Zealand there is professional code and standards which are set out by the Education Council of New
Zealand, which asks teachers to “seek and respond to feedback from learners, colleagues and other
education professionals, and engage in collaborative problem solving and learning-focused collegial
discussions” (Education Council of New Zealand, 2017a, p. 18). Through the use of the internet and
other digital technologies, teachers may be able to have these conversations and interactions much
more easily and with more professional input. Teachers around the world are able to support each
other professionally and are growing a large community of professional discussions. Registered and
registering teachers in New Zealand are asked to be “engaging in conversations about developments
in education and best practice for teaching and learning” (Education Council of New Zealand,
2017b, p. 5). A teacher may be more able to contribute to a learning community via the internet,
using various digital technologies. The use of digital technology will allow for teachers to have
professional conversations on a scale greater than their immediate teaching community. Teachers
will have more opportunity to engage in professional discussions that will allow for greater depth of
professional reflection. The role of a teacher as a reflector of practice, and a teacher’s ability to

grow professionally, may have an added dimension with the addition of digital technology.

2.10 Conclusion

There are many ways to approach the curriculum being offered in early childhood centres, and
many different beliefs about what is the correct way to achieve quality. Digital technology is being
incorporated in policy and in practice in increasing ways, while remaining open to the possibility
that some may choose not to incorporate it into their practice. While there is still debate around
what is beneficial and what is detrimental in terms of digital technology with young children, there
remains a need to allow for early childhood education settings to decide for themselves whether
they will incorporate it into their practice. One of the best ways to look at any issue in education,
and a way to support teachers and centres, is the practice of self-review; informed self-reviews of
individual practice, informed self-review of centre practice and policy, and informed reviews of
digital technology and its use within the centre. As with many aspects of education, digital
technology and its place within centres is an individual centre’s choice based on its self-review, and

is an area that will need to be reviewed regularly. Teachers as professionals have the right and
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responsibility to review their practice and make any changes, or stay the same, based on their self-

reviews.
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Chapter 3: Visual phone calls?

3.1 Introduction

While digital technology in general is a huge topic, it must also be recognised that there are
different tools and different uses for the digital technologies available. Video conferencing is one
way of using different digital tools to create a new approach for the way people can communicate
with others around the world. As with the individual tools themselves, it is up to teachers to decide
what is beneficial for children and what is not. Teachers need to determine what, if anything, video
conferencing could offer children in their early childhood setting. This chapter analyses some of the
benefits and downfalls of video conferencing in relation to its use with young children, as well as

exploring some of the possibilities available.

As the focus of this particular research project is the use of video conferencing in early childhood
from teachers’ perspectives, it is vital to have some understandings around different issues and
ideas relating to video conferencing. This ensures a solid foundation of knowledge on the topic
being researched. In this chapter, video conferencing is described, some of the concerns and
benefits are explored, the ways it is currently being used in early childhood education are described,
and the possibilities it could hold for use within early childhood settings discussed.

It is important to note that at the time of this research, there had not been many studies conducted
which related to video conferencing and its use with young children or its use in early childhood

settings. This did make it more difficult to find relevant research for this chapter. However, links
have been made between the research available currently specifically on video conferencing, and
research is available in general on early childhood education. This allowed for added

understandings around video conferencing in early childhood education.

3.2 What is video conferencing?
There are many different ways digital technology can be used, and video conferencing is one. Video
conferencing “ is a technology which enables us to communicate directly, both in sound and in
vision, with other pupils and teachers who may well be on the other side of the world” (Williams,
2001, p. 117). “Desktop videoconferencing offers accessibility to off-site locations through high-
quality audio and video connections” (Gibson, Hopper, Pennington & Stenhoff, 2010, p. 215).
Video conferencing is, “a way to use the video-recording capabilities of various devices to support
real-time interactions across the internet” (Nemeth & Simon, 2012, p. 106). Put simply, video
conferencing uses the digital tools of a screen, microphone and speakers, and the internet to
communicate using video and voice, in real time and from any location that the internet allows. It
requires both parties of the video conference to have a web cam, microphone, speakers, and suitable
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internet connection (Gibson et al., 2010). Video conferencing is one way of communicating using

current digital technology.

Aside from the aspect of the tools or specific technology involved, video conferencing is a means of

communication. It is a means of building and maintaining relationships with others.

In an increasingly globalised world, where migration is becoming more
commonplace, finding ways of maintaining relationships with close, extended
family members becomes problematic. The development of computer technology
and the availability of free software such as Skype, which enables remote
communication over temporal and spatial distance, mean that the computer can
potentially be used in some homes for maintaining family relationships across
geographical and generational boundaries. (Kelly, 2013, p. 2)

Video conferencing is a way of keeping in contact, of forming and maintaining relationships, and an
added means of communication over a long distance to what was available prior to this technology.
It allows for back and forth conversation of both verbal and non-verbal means of communication,
which is a different experience to verbal communication over the telephone where the interpretation

of what is being said relies on the words and tone being spoken by those involved alone.

There are many different products associated with video conferencing, such as Skype, FaceTime,
Whats App, Facebook, and Google Hangouts. These are some of the providers of video
conferencing applications. Providing both users have the digital technology necessary, these
applications can be freely accessed and the video calls made and received will also be free, with the

option of purchasing a ‘better’ package in some cases.

3.3 Benefits of video conferencing

Video conferencing is not a topic that had been researched a great deal at the time of this research
project. In this chapter some of the benefits from research that has been conducted are discussed.
Many of these relate to the benefits noted for early childhood teachers rather than the children
themselves, although benefits for teachers may directly and indirectly affect the children they are
teaching and the early childhood centre they are teaching in (see for example, Winsor & Blake,
2010; 21st Century Learning Reference Group, 2014).

One of the benefits of video conferencing may be the ability to interact with people who are not be
as easily accessible for face-to-face interactions. One example of this is access to early intervention
specialists. Gibson, Pennington, Stenhoff, and Hopper conducted a study in 2010 which highlighted
benefits for children with additional needs, and their teachers who trialled the use of video

conferencing for ‘meetings’; some of those benefits included accessing specialists more easily and
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more frequently, and a reduced cost of specialist care due to the removal of travel time and costs.
Children with additional needs and their teachers may be able to access more regular support, and
more thorough conversations and meetings if the need for travel were removed. This may mean
those in rural settings who have little support from specialists can access these specialists without
the need for travel (see for example, Gibson et al., 2010). This could allow for early childhood
teachers to create a more inclusive setting where children with additional needs can be given more
meaningful experiences as the teachers are guided more regularly by specialists. A teacher involved
in one study expressed the opinion that using video conferencing allowed for the specialist to
observe the teacher and understand how the intervention was working and offer advice and
feedback to the teacher more easily (Gibson et al., 2010). This suggests that with the use of video
conferencing teachers will not only have more frequent access to the support of specialists, but that
support may be more meaningful when the practices of the teachers are observed and discussed

while teachers are interacting with children in their centres.

As families and early childhood teachers are responsible for the care and education of young
children, communication between those adults is important to ensure connections between their
immediate environments of home and school are strong and relevant to the individual child (see for
example, Arthur et al., 2005; Berk, 2003; Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Video conferencing could allow
for an added means of communication between the teachers and the families of children to
strengthen relationships when face-to-face meetings are not possible (National Association for the
Education of Young Children & Fred Rogers Centre, 2012). Video conferencing offers an
additional means of communication available to families and teachers to build and strengthen their

communication.

A key element of video conferencing that is not present with telephone or email communication is
the ability to see the other participant. Young children who are learning to communicate will often
use gestures with one or two key words in order to make themselves understood (Berk, 2003).
When using video conferencing, the other person involved in the conversation is able to see those
gestures and it may make communication easier and less frustrating. Body language can be seen,
although only what is being captured by the camera. This may mean the meaning behind the spoken
word is easier to grasp as facial expressions may allow for greater understanding of the speaker’s
emotion. It may also allow for visual expression of the meaning, for example, showing with a hand
gesture how big something has grown, or showing with a frown that the other party is not sure what

was meant by a comment.
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3.4 Challenges of video conferencing

Along with some expected benefits of using video conferencing with young children, there are also
some expected challenges. Some of these include timing of interactions, issues with the digital
technology itself, a lack of ability for children to use all of their senses during interactions, and
possible cultural concerns around using video conferencing for interactions with others. These
challenges are all considerations that need to be reflected on when considering the place of video
conferencing in an early childhood education centre and are discussed in this chapter.

Timing may be a challenging factor when using video conferencing due to differences in time zones
(Nemeth & Simon, 2012). This could make it difficult to find a mutually suitable time to interact.
Scheduling time for video conferencing interactions could even be difficult when both parties are in
the same communities, due to differences in routine or timetables (Hatherly et al., 2009). There
would need to be prior arrangements made for video conferencing with others in any instances to
ensure times are suitable in different time zones and for different routines of the parties involved.
This could make the delay between wanting to video chat with someone a concern as children may
lose interest in whatever their interest was, and it may take some creative scheduling to overcome,

such as having morning tea later to accommodate a video chat.

Video conferencing relies on a range of things to be operating in order for it to work most
effectively. Some of the challenges of video conferencing relate to issues with one or more of the
components necessary for the video conference interaction. During one study involving video
conferencing as a means for early intervention, one participating teacher expressed the concern that
if the internet server was down, the interaction with the specialist would not work (Gibson et al.,
2010). This highlights the issue of digital technology not always being reliable or available. Issues
with sound quality also greatly affect the ability to hold a video conference interaction (Pickering &
Walsh, 2011). Unfortunately, if the issue is related to the internet service, there is not a lot that
teachers can do to solve it. There needs to be planning to find possible solutions or alternatives for
any issues that arise. When, or if, video conferencing is used with young children, a procedure
needs to be put in place and agreed to by both parties, which includes an agreed strategy for what
should happen if communication were to be lost (Gibson et al., 2010). These strategies may need to
cover topics such as what to do if equipment fails, such as a screen freezing, and how to respond if
communication is lost altogether. These need to be set in place and agreed upon by all parties prior

to the video conference taking place.

There are some concerns around how effective video conferencing is for young children who are

still developing their communication and interpersonal skills. There is a possibility that due to the
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lack of physical proximity, communication using video conferencing may be harder than face-to-
face communication, as it is harder to pick up eye contact (Tyler, 2016), and to pick up non-verbal
cues (Kelly, 2013) for young children. The sense of touch can have an effect on the way
information is understood or interpreted (Robles-De-La-Torre, 2006) and therefore the lack of touch
offered using video conferencing to communicate may impact on what and how children learn
through such interactions. This suggests that children under the age of two, who are in what Piaget
called the ‘sensorimotor stage’ and learning about the world through active exploration with their
senses (Berk, 2003), may not gain as much information through video conferencing, because their
senses of touch, taste, and smell cannot be used to explore in the way they would if the interactions
with others were in the immediate environment. Touch elicits response from birth, though the use of
touch is different in different social and cultural groups (Arthur et al., 2005), so perhaps children
who are used to different levels of touch during interactions will gain different benefits and face
different challenges when using video conferencing for interactions with another person. There is
also a counter argument that children learn through their exposure to language and develop
language skills through listening to language (see for example, Arthur et al., 2005; Berk, 2003)
which may mean video conferencing can be a valuable tool when used alongside other tools, such

as interactive communication with those in the same immediate physical environment.

Another aspect of video conferencing which may need consideration is that of cultural identity and
respect for cultural understandings. In terms of New Zealand early childhood settings, Maori
cultural understandings of communication may be a factor to take into consideration, as New
Zealand has a bicultural early childhood curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2017). While Maori is
an oratory culture by tradition, with emphasis put on language as being significant to teaching and
learning (Ka’ai & Higgins, 2007), there is also an aspect of spirituality in meeting face to face and
sharing the cultural greeting of a hongi (Barlow, 2013). When meeting traditionally in a physical
capacity, Maori culture dictates that a hongi takes place, in which people greeting each other press
their noses together (Barlow, 2013). “The hongi, the act of pressing noses, has two primary
meanings: it is a sign of peace and also a sign of life and well-being” (Barlow, 2013, p. 26). This
may be a factor for some early childhood settings in New Zealand, particularly those who follow a
strong philosophy of Maori culture and tradition, such as in a Kohanga Reo. It may be that because
hongi is seen as a formal greeting (see Higgins & Moorfield, 2007) it is not relevant to video
conferencing interactions. It may also be decided by individual centres that the importance of
knowledge being passed on through language as is customary in Maori culture (see Ka’ai &

Higgins, 2007) is the most important aspect of communication. Either way, any decision relating to
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this will be a reflection of a centre’s values and beliefs, but it is a consideration that may be relevant

to early childhood centres in New Zealand.

During one study done involving preschool children using video conferencing, it was noted that the
children found a laptop harder to communicate via video conferencing than an iPad, as there was
not the same ease of movement with a laptop (Kelly, 2013). Children were able to interact more
easily and involve the other participants in their interests more easily using the iPad (Kelly, 2013).
This may mean that equipment may need to be experimented with to find what works best for the
children and the environment. This is similar to the difficulties experienced by training teachers
who were using video conferencing to observe a class and expressed frustration that they could only
see the limited area where the camera was pointing to, and found they wanted to get different views
(Pickering & Walsh, 2011). Pickering and Walsh (2011) suggested this could be solved by
purchasing more cameras and putting them in different areas. However, more cameras means more
cost, more set up and more equipment that could stop working. It may be that with the current
technology available, this is a challenge that can only be minimised through planning, but not

entirely eliminated.

3.5 Young children using video conferencing

There are currently not many studies that look at preschool children using video conferencing. One
study that has been conducted involved the researcher looking at the interactions she had with her
two young grandchildren who lived in another part of the world (Kelly, 2013). During this study,
Kelly found that the younger child would forget that actions not done in front of the camera could
not be seen by those on the other side of the interaction (2013). According to Piaget’s theory, young
children are unable to comprehend the idea that others do not have the same views, understandings,
or knowledge that they have (Crain, 2000), therefore they may struggle to realise that what is
happening for them in their environment may not be known or experienced by participants on the
other side of the video conferencing interaction. Siraj-Blatchford and Siraj-Blatchford found
through their study in 2002 that the ability of children to understand that others may not have the
same knowledge, information, or understanding as they have, has a direct impact on how they use,
understand, and interact during video conferencing communications. Kelly (2013) also found
during her study that the younger of the two children involved was more likely to want to physically
interact with the person on the other side of the camera, whereas the older child understood the
limitations of the interactions. This is an area that may need the input of adults to assist in elevating

the frustrations and ensure smooth communication where possible.
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One aspect of Kelly’s 2013 study of preschool children using video conferencing to communicate
that was interesting to note is that the encounters were “ a familiar cultural activity valued by her
family” (Kelly, 2013, p. 8). This is an important consideration when thinking about the world
children are growing up in and the knowledge that they bring to the centre from their home lives.
Both Vygotsky’s (Berk, 2003) and Bronfenbrenner’s (Berk, 2003) theories present the ideas that
children learn about what is acceptable, expected, and normal within their culture and society
through what they are exposed to and what they see others around them doing (Berk, 2003). It may
be that there are a number of children in early childhood settings who are familiar with video
conferencing and have grown up using it as a normal means of communication with people who
live in different locations. It may also be that most of the children in a particular setting have no
prior knowledge of video conferencing. It is very hard to know unless the topic is explored. If some
children have more knowledge of video conferencing than others, this could lead to their being able
to take leadership roles and help others to learn. Indeed, City of Manukau Trust (2005) found in
their study of digital technology in early learning centres, that children who are more experienced
with digital technology and digital tools did assist their less knowledgeable peers in activities
involving digital technology and digital tools. This idea of children working together, with those
who have more experience and knowledge helping their less experienced peers, does fit with the
concepts of social learning that Vygotsky presented (Crain, 2000). Video conferencing may provide
as much learning through interactions within the immediate centre environment as it does through
the interactions with those on the other side of the video conference. Kelly (2013) found that when
both of her grandchildren were near each other, they would interact with each other rather than their
grandparents, often arguing over who was able to stand in front of the camera. While navigating the
use of video conferencing and participating in discussions via video conferencing, children may be
learning about how to interact with others through their discussions and interactions with those in

their immediate physical environment.

Children need to have adult support when communicating using video conferencing. Adults may
need to be asking prompting questions to assist with keeping the conversation flowing, and remind
participants of topics to talk about (Kelly, 2013). As with many activities, it is a teacher’s role to
scaffold the children’s learning with digital technology (McDowall et al., n.d.). According to the
theories of Vygotsky and Bandura, children may benefit from having assistance to develop new
skills with any new or difficult tasks (Crain, 2000). It would seem that in order for children to gain
the full benefit of a video conference, adults need to be hands-on facilitators, scaffolders, and

supporters of the children’s learning experiences.
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3.6 How video conferencing is currently used in early childhood education

There is not much literature or evidence of video conferencing currently being used within early
childhood education settings. One idea that has begun to be used by teachers, is using video
conferencing to gain further skills or knowledge for teachers within their practice. During one
study, consultants used verbal instructions and modelling to teach the teachers new early
intervention techniques, and to observe and provide verbal feedback as teachers were using those
techniques (Gibson et al., 2010). Another study found video conferencing was being used to ease
transitions to school, as children were able to see their future classroom and ‘meet’ their future
teacher and classroom peers (Hatherly et al., 2009). During the course of the current research
project, very few examples of video conferencing in early childhood settings were found. This lack
of literature around the using video conferencing with young children and in early childhood
educational settings was also noted by Hatherly, Ham and Evans in 2009. It appears that the pool of
literature looking specifically at video conferencing has room to grow and develop. There have
been a few more studies, such as that by Kelly in 2013, and Pickering and Walsh in 2011, but most
of the work around digital technology in early childhood education remains very broad and mostly

concerned with the philosophical and pedagogical issues around general digital technology.

3.7 Possibilities for future use of video conferencing in early childhood education
“Like all information and communication technology tools, videoconferencing is completely
neutral...it rests with the user whether or not any value can be gained from its use” (Williams,

2001, p. 116). Following that thought, the possibilities for video conferencing may be many.

One possible use is for teachers to create a strong and supportive professional networking system.
Teachers could video conference with other teachers or relevant professionals to further their
knowledge, gain support, offer knowledge and support, and to feel more in touch with the
profession as a whole. Bolstad (2004) mentioned in her review of digital technology in early
childhood, that video conferencing has the potential to be used as a way to exchange ideas and
information with people outside of that particular early childhood service. Teachers have the
possibility of networking and sharing professional resources and learning more easily using digital
technology (City of Manukau Education Trust, 2005), and that could possibly include video

conferencing.

One way for teachers to build confidence and familiarity with video conferencing and the digital
tools involved, is to practise together, as suggested by Gibson, Pennington, Stenhoff, and Hopper
(2010). There are many theories that suggest learning in a social environment and sharing

knowledge and expertise is an appropriate way to gain more skills and knowledge (Berk, 2003;
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Crain, 2000). This sharing of knowledge may, in the case of video conferencing, include children
learning from those around them, as well as adults learning from those around them. Video
conferencing may be a new form of communication for many in an early childhood centre, so
children and adults may be learning about it at the same time (see for example, Kelly, 2013). To
truly believe in the importance of lifelong learning, teachers need to also continue their learning,
including learning about new digital technologies and resources, and be willing to learn with and
from those around them.

Virtual field trips are another possibility for uses of video conferencing. Virtual field trips use a
range of digital tools and techniques to allow exploration of different areas without children having
to travel to those places (Kirchen, 2011). Video conferencing may allow early childhood centres to
‘visit” places through being shown those places via a video call to someone at that location. This
could provide access to areas that may not otherwise have been available, and may allow children to
discover information that would be hard to discover otherwise (Kirchen, 2011). However, Kirchen
(2011) does warn that if at all possible, hands-on experiences should be utilised before using virtual
experiences, and that virtual experiences such as virtual field trips, should be accompanied by
appropriate pre and post field trip experiences just as any other field trip would. This can be
important as children learn through all of their senses (Berk, 2003) and through active exploration
(Ministry of Education, 1996). This reiterates the idea that video conferencing is one tool to be used

alongside other tools to create learning experiences for young children.

Video conferencing allows for the possibility of children interacting with children in other areas.
Williams wrote in 2001 about a study where two schools who were in different locations globally
shared information and experiences using video conferencing. The two schools worked on joint
projects and found that it worked very well (Williams, 2001). Two key points that were thought to
play a big role in the success of these two schools working together, were that they set up their
interactions using email communication before video conferencing each other, and that both schools
had appropriate working equipment and understood how it all worked (Williams, 2001). This shows
that when used appropriately, video conferencing may have the potential to allow for children in
different settings to learn together and share knowledge and understandings. It is also a good
example of using more than one means of communication to ensure successful learning

relationships.

3.8 Conclusion
Video conferencing is a fairly recent development in the world, and as such it is still not widely

used in daily life, and has not been studied greatly for use within early childhood education. As with
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many tools and technologies, video conferencing has its benefits and its downfalls. There may be
great potential in the uses of video conferencing within early childhood settings, if used for valid
purposes and with well-structured policies and procedures. The more common video conferencing
becomes, the more its positive and negative potentials will be understood and realised. It may be a
valuable tool to be used alongside other tools for the potential of learning and for connecting with
others and building wider and stronger communities. It may also be a tool that creates confusion for
young learners and has no impact on their learning or sense of belonging in the world. As with
many other tools, it could well depend on how it is used and why, as to what potential video

conferencing holds for the users.
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Chapter 4: From curiosity to project — the method

4.1 Introduction

“All research begins with some kind of curiosity” (Tolich & Davidson, 2007a, p. 90). This research
began first with pondering why, in my twelve years’ experience working within early childhood
education, digital technology is seemingly absent from early childhood centres in New Zealand.
With an increase of digital technology in daily lives outside early childhood centres, why does the
most common experience for children’s early childhood education, in my experience, amount to a
computer stuck in a corner? This reflection of my experiences of digital technology and desire to
explore the topic further came about while reading for a paper at university. Digital technology is
something that is present in the personal lives of my family, but which I had not thought too much

about during my professional life as a teacher.

This chapter provides an outline of the processes used to research my initial pondering in a
meaningful way that can be useful to others who may ask similar questions. In this chapter, an
explanation is given as to what the guiding gquestion of the research project has been, along with
how this question was raised. A description and analysis of the method that guided this research
project is given; the chapter then looks at the data collection methods and how participants were
invited to be involved, and how data were used to create a meaningful piece of research. The
process of ethical approval is also described, as well as the limitations faced when conducting this

research.

4.2 Research questions

One of the underlying goals of this research is to add to what is already known on the topic of video
conferencing in early childhood, and, hopefully, to initiate new conversations within the early
childhood sector. This initial question of why there seems to be an absence of digital technology in
early childhood education was found to be a complex question with no one answer but a lot of
contributing factors, as described in chapter 2. The initial question led on to wondering what skills
teachers of young children have with digital technology, and what their thoughts on digital
technology in the curriculum were. Using the researchers’ personal experience as a mother and
professional experience as an early childhood teacher, the basis of this research looked at a
particular part of digital technology which seemed, in my experience, to be growing in daily life:
video conferencing. After some initial reading on digital technology in early childhood and
reflecting on personal experiences within centres and with raising my own children, the main
question that guided this research, was what are teachers’ perspectives of video conferencing? This
was a question which was feasible as it could be answered using tools and methods available to the

researcher, and the feasibility of the research question is very important to the project (Fraenkel,
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Wallen & Hyun, 2012; Wiersma & Jurs, 2005). The guiding question asks for teachers’
perspectives, and it was within my ability to seek out teachers who would like to participate and
provide data, which made the task feasible. | was able to find participants and find out their
perspectives through asking them, and none of that task required any equipment or skills that |
could not access or be supported in learning about, through study. The questioning that shaped and
guided this research project followed the sequence described by Punch (2009) where | asked a
general question (why is digital technology not often present in early childhood settings in my
experience?), that was followed by more in-depth and specific questions including the question
guiding the project. Other questions were what are teachers views of video conferencing in early
childhood settings, along with other relevant questions including: what do teachers know and
believe about digital technology, what do teachers know and believe about video conferencing, how
do these views and understandings affect their teaching practice, and what they offer to children
within their settings? Having strong and clear research questions is said by some, including
Fraenkel, Wallen and Hyun (2012), and Punch (2009), to be central to a research project, as the
question will guide the rest of the project, becoming the starting point from which to work. With
this project, defining strong questions was the first step. Having a clear guiding question was a
crucial factor to allow other details to be decided, such as how to conduct the project, what methods

and methodologies would work the best for this project.

4.3 Methodology

The researcher holds the personal view that understanding the views of those involved in the area
being researched is of high importance. Fraenkel, Wallen, and Hyun (2012) described the
qualitative process as, “qualitative researchers ... assume that the world is made up of multiple
realities, socially constructed by individual views of the same situation” (p. 10). The underpinning
goal of finding out what teachers’ perspectives of video conferencing are, dictates that teachers are
the source of the data being collected. While understanding that there is a place for numbers and
statistics (i.e. quantitative research), this research project seeks to understand the topic from the
views of those involved (i.e.qualitative research). Qualitative research looks at specific experiences
and understandings of the research participants (Tolich & Davidson, 2007b), and focuses on people
and what the human experience is, including the knowledge, beliefs, and values of individuals in
society (Johnson & Christensen, 2012; Somekh et al., 2011). In this research, each participant was
asked what their beliefs around digital technology in early childhood were, what their experiences
of video conferencing were, and what they considered to be the positive and negative impacts of
video conferencing in an early childhood setting. The basis of this research question is in the
practice of early childhood education, and based on the understanding that it is the teachers
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themselves who influence what is taught, and how. For example, Damoory (2015) reflected on her
own experiences of integrating digital technology into her teaching practice and realised that not
only was it her own beliefs that prevented her success in integrating digital technology into her
teaching practice, but also, that her attitude also affected other teachers, and when she displayed
positivity towards digital technology, so did her fellow teachers. This example shows how

important and influential teachers’ views are to the functions and decisions made in a centre.

The point of view of this research holds a place in phenomenology as the researcher holds the view
that the influence of the experiences and understandings of the teachers themselves has an important
impact on the curriculum as it is delivered in early childhood centres. With a phenomenological
view (as is the view of this research project), participants’ own views, beliefs, and understandings
are crucial to understanding the situation. A description given by Fraenkel, Wallen, and Hyun
(2012) explained that ““a researcher undertaking a phenomenological study investigates various
reactions to, or perceptions of, a particular phenomenon...the researcher hopes to gain some insight

into the world of his or her participants and to describe their perceptions and reactions” (p. 432).

Initially, an action research project seemed like the best way to get a better understanding of the
potential for finding out more about video conferencing in early childhood. However, after a
discussion with my research supervisor, and more reading, | realised that not only would I not have
the time needed to complete enough cycles for an action research project, it also unlikely to give me
the answers to the questions | was looking at, as teachers may not even have the experience with
video conferencing that | would need them to have, and may not want to implement it in their
centre. What I really wanted, and needed to know, was what teachers believed were the benefits of
video conferencing with children in early childhood settings — so | needed to know what their views
were and their current ability to use video conferencing. A phenomenological approach seeks to
find out what participants know and understand based on their experiences of the world and draw a
deeper understanding from the information gathered (Fraenkel et al., 2012), which is what | was
really wanting to do with my research. Teachers’ views are seen in this research as not only
important, but highly influential to the issue of video conferencing in early childhood settings.
Teachers are an important part of the curriculum delivery, and therefore, they need to find a balance
between the potential negative impact of any digital technology used within a centre, and its
potential benefits (National Association for the Education of Young Children and Fred Rogers
Centre, 2012). Teachers’ views and beliefs can impact on how and why centres operate the way
they do (see for example, City of Manukau Education Trust, 2005; Damoory, 2015; Hatherly et al.,
2009), and teachers are expected to create learning environments that prepare children for the future

(Yelland, 2007). This research placed high value on what the teachers themselves believed and
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understood, as the guiding question centred on the teachers’ perspectives. Phenomenology as an
approach in education is concerned with the understandings created by looking at the experiences of
individuals (Ozmon & Craver, 2003). With this approach, researchers assume that the views
expressed by one participant may well be experienced by others experiencing the same
phenomenon, thus leading to common themes or understandings about society (Johnson &
Christensen, 2012). With this research project, the data gathered from participants was used to find
not only individual experiences, but also common experiences and beliefs within a professional
body.

4.4 Staying small to stay focused

During the research process, there were times when goals were set too high and the limitations were
set too broadly. If the project became too big, the quality of the data gathered and the time available
to work with the data would have been reduced, which would have most likely resulted in poorer
quality research. Part of the job of a researcher is to put limits on what is necessary to reach the
desired goal and what is needed to create a worthwhile research project. In order to achieve the
goals, both of contributing to the early childhood sector and gaining a qualification with the
available resources, the research needed to be a small-scale research project. As Punch (2009)
pointed out, “there are limits to what can be done in any one project, and most experienced
researchers and research supervisors would agree that it is better to have a small-scale project well
done than a bigger project superficially done” (p. 42). As a student researcher, the scale was one of
the major hurdles faced during this project. Through conversations with the research supervisor, it
was therefore decided that this project needed to be a small-scale project in order to provide the best
quality information for the wider early childhood community.

4.5 Data collection

For this study of teachers’ experiences, interviews were considered to be the most appropriate
method for data collection. Questions can be predetermined as a guide to gain specific information,
such as what the individuals’ previous experience with video conferencing was, and participants
needed to be able to describe their ideas and perspectives as they desired. Punch explained that “the
interview is the most prominent data collection tool in qualitative research. It is a very good way of
accessing people’s perceptions, meanings, definitions of situations and constructions of reality”
(2009, p. 144). In asking questions, participating teachers were encouraged to talk about their
personal views and experiences. Interviews of depth allow for a purposeful interaction between
researcher and participant, in which the researcher attempts to find out what the participant has
experienced and what their thoughts, ideas, and beliefs on a given topic are (Mears, 2012). For this

research, it was important that teachers were able to discuss their personal experiences, views, and
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beliefs without the concern that they would be ridiculed or reprimanded because of what they
disclosed. For this reason, the research data were collected by holding individual interviews with
only the researcher and the participant in the room at the time.

The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured way, meaning that there was a set of
predetermined questions, with time and allowance given to ask further questions during the course
of the interview (Gall, Gall & Borg, 2007; Tolich & Davidson, 2007b). It was important to make
sure the participants had the time to add anything they felt was important and that they knew they

were valued and listened to.

During interviews it can be difficult and distracting to take notes while trying to hold a
conversation, and there was a concern that important information could be missed. To eliminate
these issues, the interviews were recorded using a voice recorder and transcribed afterwards by the
researcher. Using a voice recorder is helpful because it allows an entire interview to be captured
without the interviewer selecting what to record or leave out, and allows the conversation to flow
freely (Fraenkel et al., 2012; Gall et al., 2007).

One aspect of interviews that is crucial is the trust and relationship built between the interviewer
and interviewee. Teachers being interviewed may feel they are being judged or criticised on their
answers and not give their full opinions based on this assumption of criticism. Having a trusting
relationship between the two parties can make a big difference in the quality of data gathered (Gall
et al., 2007). With this research, there was little time spent with participants prior to the interviews,
meaning that not a lot of time was available to build a trusting relationship. In order to make up for
this, full transparency was used as an approach. Participants had the opportunity to have the
research project details explained to them, to ask questions, and to opt out if and when they wanted;
they were also offered written information on the project, as well as having their confidentiality
guaranteed. This is a key component in the research process, in which the researcher is honest and
transparent about all aspects of the research project and possible participants given written details
and information (Nolan, Macfarlane & Cartmel, 2013). Participants were assured prior to giving
consent that confidentiality was of high importance, and was taken very seriously, which was
another aspect of gaining their trust. An application for ethical approval had to be submitted to
AUTEC (Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee), outlining what was to be done
and how, and ensuring that the participants’ rights would be protected. This is detailed further down
in the ethics section of this chapter.
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4.6 Recruiting participants and conducting interviews

As part of the planning process for this research project, it was important to consider where
participants would be recruited from, and how. As the views of early childhood teachers were held
in high regard by the researcher, the research questions, and the methodology, it was a logical step
to recruit teachers currently working in early childhood centres. Further to working in centres, the
teachers needed to be working in an area near to the researcher’s base, partly for logistical reasons
and partly so the researcher understood the community the teachers were a part of. Seven full day
early childhood centres in the area were offered a chance to participate, but only two local centres
took that opportunity and agreed to their centre’s staff participation. I took information in to those
centres and at each centre, the managers offered me the opportunity to go to the staff members who
were working at that time, and explain what | was doing. This allowed me to get an indication of
who would be interested and gauge whether or not there would be enough teachers willing to
participate. It also allowed me to personally explain the written information | was leaving for them

to read.

As this research sought the views of all teachers working with young children, | decided that levels
of formal training or years of experience had no bearing on the ability of participants to participate.
The views of all participants were considered relevant as they are the people who are implementing
the curriculum and working with the children and families within their centre. For this reason,
teachers were not asked about their qualifications or level of experience. All teachers working in the
two participating centres were invited to join. In total, nine teachers agreed to participate and were

interviewed for this project.

To set up the interviews, email correspondence was used between myself and the centre managers.
As they knew the routines of their centres, they were able to advise me on the best time to visit the
centres and conduct interviews. Dates and times were set that | would be in the centre, and then
when | arrived staff who wanted to participate were offered time to be relieved of their duties and
meet with me to be interviewed. This worked well as all staff had been given an opportunity to read
the information | had provided, to ask questions, and to consider the implications of their
participation. Centres were able to decide which times worked best for them, which allowed for less
interruptions during interviews as centres had found times that worked best for them for this

purpose.

There was a small concern that the voice recorder could create some discomfort for the teachers
being interviewed (See Gall et al., 2007), which was addressed by explaining to the participants

exactly what the process would be, as well as by using a small recording device and positioning it
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between the participant and researcher so once it was turned on it did not need to be touched again.
The participants only mentioned their discomfort of being recorded at the very beginning of the

interview, if at all.

Once the interviews were completed, they were transcribed into written form. This took quite a long
time and highlights how much would have been missed had a voice recorder not been used. Once

transcribed, the voice recording was deleted and notes were taken from the transcriptions.

4.7 Analysis

When compiling the data and reviewing it, the data were treated thematically, by systematically
looking for themes that were common in the responses given by participants. Themes were looked
at to get a bigger picture of the beliefs of teachers on particular topics. In this way, comparisons
could be made between the views of teachers on particular subjects. This process is called coding.
Coding involves sorting data into categories (Johnson & Christensen, 2012; Wiersma & Jurs, 2005),
and often leads to relationships between codes emerging, and new codes being added as overlaps
happen within the initial codes (Johnson & Christensen, 2012). This is again in line with a
phenomenological approach, as participants have individual experiences but are within the same
community, so similarities can occur due to something having significance to the wider group as

well as to the participants on an individual level (Johnson & Christensen, 2012).

One aspect that was noticed during the coding process was the fact that during interviews, more
questions could have been asked of participants to clarify their responses and ideas. The main
reason for this was an awareness of time constraints. All interviews were conducted during work
hours in private areas of the centres and teachers were not able to be absent for very long. This was
the way that centre managers thought would work best with their staff and centres. The other reason
for this was a lack of prior experience of conducting this type of interview on the interviewer’s part.
While the literature review had already provided a solid base of knowledge on the topic (See Tolich
& Davidson, 2007b), and the need to ask spontaneous questions was noted from reading on
conducting research interviews (See Gall et al., 2007; Tolich & Davidson, 2007b), conducting
interviews in practice was a new experience and reflected in the type and amount of questions and
discussion with participants. However, the predetermined indicative questions had gathered enough
information to continue without the need for repeating the interviews and still maintain the research

goal.

The purposeful absence of information on the individual participants’ levels of formal teacher

training or experience meant that when looking at the data, all data were treated as equally relevant
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to the topic. There was no judgement made on qualification level or ability to deliver curriculum.
The data were approached with every participant being on an even level in terms of their role in
teaching young children and delivering early childhood education to children under the age of five.
The only comparisons made were directly related to the information shared by participants and their

relation to relevant literature.

4.8 Ethical approval

Ethical approval was sought and gained through AUTEC (See appendix 1 for the ethical
information for this project). The process of applying for ethical approval can help a researcher
anticipate any possible problems, and plan solutions to these (Piper & Simons, 2011). Ethical
approval must be sought, and approved, before any data gathering can commence. This allows the
researcher to go through and ensure they have a clear picture of not only what they are undertaking

and why, but also how they plan to do it.

This research project sought the views of teachers, and because of this, the participants needed to be
confident that they would be protected from any potential harm or negative repercussions. The
researcher must plan to protect participants from any potential harm that their participation may
cause (Fraenkel et al., 2012). The plans must be thoroughly thought out and planned for within the
ethics application before the project is allowed to begin. Part of ensuring the participants’
confidence was allowing them plenty of time to consider the research, their role within the research,
and the steps taken to protect them. Along with this, the project and processes used were described
and discussed at the initial introduction and again before each interview. The transcriptions were
also sent to the participants after the interview with another prompt to ask questions, raise concerns,
or withdraw if desired. A few teachers were concerned that their name would be used, but they were

happy to continue participation once they were informed it would not.

One way to ensure research is being conducted ethically is to treat all potential participants in a
respectful and sensitive way and to build trust by remaining honest and truthful from the first
interaction with potential participants (Nolan et al., 2013). In order to do this, | explained the entire
process to date, including the ethical approval process and what work | had already done on the
project to assist in protecting the participants. | explained my motivation behind the research and
what | personally wanted to gain — namely a better understanding of teachers’ views and to further
my own knowledge. I also explained to the participants the steps that would be taken from the point
of the initial conversation. An important part of being honest and truthful is to give potential
participants all relevant information. As Snook pointed out, “researchers are obliged to deal with

their participants and their research community in an honest and truthful way (emphasis in the
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original text)” (2007, p. 75). This allows participants to fully understand what the project is about
and what their role will be, allowing them to give informed consent should they choose to
participate (Nolan et al., 2013; Piper & Simons, 2011; Snook, 2007). Informed consent allows
participants to consider implications for themselves before they participate in the project. | gave all
participants a copy of the participant information sheet (see appendix 3) and the consent form (see

appendix 4) and allowed them one week to think over whether they wanted to participate or not.

One of the ways to maximise ethical treatment of and a level of protection for participants, is to
maintain confidentiality. There are a number of ways to do this, but one of the most important is to
ensure that participants’ personal information remains confidential. Snook (2007) stated that
“researchers are obliged to record, analyse and publish their data in ways which prevent the
recognition of individuals” (p. 78). With this research, pseudonyms were used for the names of
participants. The real names of the teachers were removed to ensure they are not published at any
time (See Fraenkel et al., 2012). The purpose of this was to make the research findings easier to
read while retaining the confidentiality of the participant centres and individuals. Centre names
were to be changed, but it was not required, as during the writing up of the thesis, it was found that

centre names were not needed.

Another ethical consideration is data storage. Data need to be stored in an ethically responsible way
and only accessed by the selected people (Snook, 2007) who the participants are aware will be
accessing it, in this case, the researcher and research supervisor. The voice recordings of the
interviews were destroyed once the interviews were transcribed and all information was stored in a

designated storage facility at the Auckland University of Technology campus.

One of the key components in ensuring the ethical considerations are met is the informing of the
participants. Not only are participants required to give ethical consent, but they retain the rights to
withdraw from their participation at any time (Fraenkel et al., 2012). In an ethical application, the
researcher must make plans for how to respond if a participant withdraws after the data collection
has taken place. During this particular project, no one withdrew at any point, therefore all data
collected could be used. Had a participant chosen to withdraw, their information would have been

removed from the researcher’s work and destroyed.

In the case of this project, ethics approval was sought (see appendix 1) and permission obtained (see
appendix 2) as a part of the processes of the project. There were no changes made to the research

question or method during the course of the project and all participants maintained their interest in
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the project; ethical integrity was maintained, as the plan laid out in the ethics application (see

appendix 1) was adhered to.

4.9 Limitations

There were some limitations faced by this research. Firstly, only two centres agreed to take part,
and both were in rural settings half an hour from each other. This meant that there was not a wide
variety of communities in the project, and results may therefore be most relevant to a particular
centre, or to small rural towns. This is not a major limitation for this research project, because as a
phenomenological approach was taken, the small scale can mean richer data, but it may be a
limitation when looking at the results as a bigger picture, and when using it in relation to other
centres. In this case, this research would need additional research added to make it relevant on a
wider scale. Secondly, due to staff being relieved of their duties for short times to allow for more
interviews, making each interview time relatively short and some were interrupted due to issues
arising within the centre. This did mean interviews were shorter than anticipated and little time was
available to build on answers given by participants. Thirdly, due to the inexperience of the
researcher and the researcher’s own desire to ensure participants did not feel they were being
interrogated or judged on their answers, follow up and impromptu questions were not asked as
much as they could have been. This does mean there is room to research further in the future. These
were the main issues faced during the data collection for this project. With these limitations in
mind, it is relevant to remember that the findings presented in this report are relevant to the centres
and participants who took part, although the findings still hold important information about the
topic for the early childhood field in general and assumptions can be made as to where this could
lead in the future. This research can also be used by early childhood educators and centres as a basis
for reflection on their own practice. While there were limitations, none was so great that they

prevented this project from being relevant and serving the purpose intended.

4.10 Conclusion

Research projects take a lot of planning and preparation before the research itself begins. For this
research project, planning and preparation led from the initial idea of using action research to a
change in favour of a phenomenological study. Having clear guidance through the use of
procedures, protocols, and ethical expectations can be helpful for ensuring the project reaches its
goals in the best possible way. During the process of planning the project, it became clear to me that
the participants’ views were best found through interviews. The research process itself is as
important as the data gathered. The process used during this research processes ensured that centres
and individual participants were kept well informed and had the option to withdraw at any time. It

also allowed for participants’ identities to remain confidential and maximised their protection. Data
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were gathered through interviews which were then transcribed, and the results were analysed in a
thematic way to create an understanding of beliefs and values that were held by the teachers in
general. The method used for this research project has been thorough and thoughtful.

71



Chapter 5: Teachers’ voices — what they shared

5.1 Introduction

For this study, which sought to understand teachers’ perspectives of video conferencing in early
childhood education, participation was sought from teachers who were working in early childhood
settings. During the data collection phase, the participants were involved in one on one interviews
with the researcher. The purpose of the interviews was to find out what teachers’ perceptions and
experiences of video conferencing in early childhood were, using questions about relevant topics
such as digital technology in general and views on community importance. The qualification level
or teaching experience each teacher had was not recorded as it was not deemed relevant for the
purpose of this project. This project sought the views of those working as teachers of young
children, and all teachers interviewed were working in early childhood centres with young children,
and therefore met the criteria for this project. In this chapter, the participants’ responses are
summarised, with each teacher’s perspectives being given its own section. The chapter looks at
information given by participants, with no discussion about the relevance to current literature, or
assumptions as to the implications. The findings presented in this chapter are discussed and
analysed in the next chapter (Chapter 6: What does it mean). The information in this chapter was
gained during the data collection phase of the research project, in which nine participants were
interviewed one at a time to gain individual responses, understandings, and beliefs on the topics.
The participant names used, as with all discussions involving participants in this research, are
pseudonyms, to maintain confidentiality and protect the identities of the participants. After
discussing the data gathered from each individual participant, there is a section which discusses the
key themes that emerged from the combined information from all participants. The discussion in

chapter 6 focuses on the themes that emerged and what they mean alongside what is already known.

5.2 Amy’s perspective

Amy described herself as “...experienced but I’'m not like a computer whizz...”. She has grown up
with digital technology being around but has not spent much time using it. Amy talked about
teaching herself to use the camera, and about how she had to research the use of digital technology
to find out some of the uses, because her initial reaction was that it was all negative and resulted in
lazy teaching. Amy could see benefits in using digital technology but she was also concerned that
children could get lazy if they only used digital technology. Amy explained that “I do think it’s
important. But it does have its disadvantages where it’s, like, everything is maybe too easy. Like
with calculators and with everything there they don’t have to retain that much information”. Amy
felt that digital technology has its uses but should only be used for educational purposes, such as

phonics. In Amy’s experience, children used digital technology at home and they displayed that
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knowledge in the centre through their play and through discussions about what they did at home.
Amy felt links between the early childhood centre and the home and community environments were
important, but mentioned that she had not seen many connections between her centre and the other
environments children were a part of. Video conferencing was not something Amy had had
experience using in her personal or professional life and at first she was not sure exactly what video
conferencing was, so asked for clarification. She then said she had seen video conferencing used in
a centre where she had a practicum, and felt it was something the children enjoyed doing and
something they learnt a lot from. Amy also felt that video conferencing could have benefits for
education and for “broadening to like the wider world and different things” as well as that children
may already be using it at home to keep in touch with other family members. One of the main
points that Amy kept referring to was that experiences for children in early childhood centres
should be educational. She felt that digital technology was “the way of the future” and that young
children needed to learn about it, but that they needed to learn in other ways too. Amy felt that pen
and paper activities are still needed and suggested that she learnt well using phonics cards, so
children today could as well. She pointed out that a colleague who had recently retired was anti
computers and shared the opinion that there is nothing wrong with how things have been done in
the past, a sentiment Amy said she agreed with. Amy stated there was a concern for her that,
“maybe using it as a, yeah, as an easy way out instead of teaching, but again, I also think if used in

the right way it can be very educational, a very positive experience for the kids”.

5.3 Bea’s perspective

Bea described her knowledge of digital technology in terms of what she used it for. Bea’s uses for
digital technology in her personal life were practical and administrational, and she described using
computers and tablets for “doing my registration and research to back up my ideas and things like
that”. She explained that digital technology was not used in the baby room where she worked, but it
was used for administrative tasks related to planning and learning. Bea did refer to time she had
spent with the older children in the centre and how she had used digital technology with them. She
described looking up topics of interest that the children had asked about, using the internet and the
information gathered with children in other activities such as mat time. Bea said “then later on we
came back and | asked them questions about what we had read and they answered all the questions!
It was really neat!” She added that every day the children wanted to look up a different topic, and
she explained, “each day they had learnt something new. It was really cool. It was really
rewarding”. One of Bea’s biggest concerns with the use of digital technology was the safety of the
children. She described the concern she had about pop up ads, saying, “when I’m watching my

daughter on YouTube there’s options that pop up on the side that could link to other things. |
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remember looking up something and then next minute on the side there was something
inappropriate and that’s what I’'m just worried about”. She added, “you can’t control what comes up
on the YouTube thing”. Bea felt that digital technology is not as bad as people say it is. She said “I
just don’t get why everyone reckons it’s such a bad thing. I think it’s good and it’s the way of today
isn’t it?”. Bea felt that children often know more than adults, and described her own experience of
her daughter teaching her how to use computers more effectively. When discussing links between
the wider community and the centre, Bea was not sure what role the wider community played, but
she did describe how the centre had visited the local marae and gained more understanding of te reo
Maori through that visit. Bea was familiar with video conferencing and had used it in her personal
life to keep family connected, but she questioned why it would be used in an early childhood centre,
asking “why would we need to?” and “who would we video conference?” She also said the possible
benefit of video conferencing “depends on who we were talking to”. Bea showed a lack of
confidence in herself, as she suggested she was not providing helpful information during the

interview and was worried that she was not sounding clever enough.

5.4 Celia’s perspective

Celia initially described herself as anti-technology, quickly changing that to just having basic
knowledge compared to her husband and children who were “digital freaks”. Throughout the
interview she revealed that she used many different types of digital technology for many different
purposes, including video conferencing. Celia described how children in the centre had been upset
about not being able to use the iPad in the centre “’cause obviously at home they are allowed to use
that sort of thing for games or whatever they want to use it for really, whereas in the centre it’s
obviously a learning tool, so it’s about research and information and it’s not games.” Celia felt that
links between the centre and the home and wider community were important and gave examples of
how the centre involved the community, including sharing centre activities on social media,
requesting resources from the community, offering excess food to the community, and having an
open door policy. She also talked about the importance of connecting children’s interests at the
centre with families, and gave the example of prompting parents to ask their children at home what
songs they had been listening to on YouTube while at the centre. Celia also reflected on an
experience she had when visiting a local school with a few children and her embarrassment and
concern that they did not know what a (computer) mouse was and instead tried to swipe the
computer screen. When asked to elaborate on why this was embarrassing and concerning, Celia
replied, “because I’'m old school...because it’s quite obvious it is a computer screen. It’s not a
swipey thing...like there was no connection in their brain that that worked for because it’s

obviously not seen”. Celia was concerned that children did not know how to use a mouse with a
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computer screen. She had had quite a lot of experience using video conferencing in her personal life
but admitted that she did not like to use it and would only use it occasionally with her husband. She
explained that her reluctance to use it was to do with her lack of confidence when on the screen.
When asked about using video conferencing in the centre environment she said, “I’d like to say
‘yes’ because that’s the way the future’s going, but I don’t think I could”. She explained that this
reluctance was because of her lack of confidence around being on camera. Celia has also had
experience using video conferencing in her professional life and explained that it was difficult, and
ended up being “put in the too hard basket”, due to the small screens and lack of reliable internet
service and speeds at the time. She felt that through video conferencing, children could share ideas
with others in different centres, and share what they are learning, and that teachers could share
ideas. Celia was worried that video conferencing with other centres would cause her to question
what her personal teaching practice is like, and how the centre is operating too much, which she felt

could be another confidence issue.

5.5 Daisy’s perspective

Daisy described herself as having a lot of experience with digital technology as her generation had
grown up with it and it was “part of our generation’s culture”. Daisy felt that in relation to young
children’s learning, digital technology is “a vital part of their future”, and that it, “broadens their
world”. Daisy further described how information can be found more quickly, and the information
that can be accessed is more up to date when using digital technology. She felt that one of the
challenges facing centres using digital technology was the addiction that she believed children have
to screens, and the tantrums that could result when children were not able to use screens for long
periods in the centre. Daisy felt it was important to balance utilising digital technology while not
encouraging the development of screen addictions. Daisy felt that the wider community was
important to the centre as it was part of the children’s culture and therefore she tried to incorporate
the wider community in the centre curriculum through walks and visits to local areas. Daisy
believed that children have knowledge of aspects of digital technology through their home lives,
and that it was important to link children’s learning from home to the centre because, “that’s just
real life. And that’s what we are trying to teach here...so I think they should obviously interweave
and that’s just an important part of a child’s upbringing”. Daisy had had experience with video
conferencing in her personal life, and expressed interest in the idea of using it in the centre,
explaining “I think it’s just another aspect of technology that, I guess it is quite new to us but it’s
probably going to be quite a normal part of life”. Daisy felt that children should become confident
using video conferencing as it may be used more in the future, but she expressed her discomfort and

lack of confidence in using it. As she described, “it’s just an awkward concept, just to see yourself
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on video talking to someone else, it’s just weird”. Daisy thought that video conferencing could hold
challenges in relation to the privacy of children using it, but could also hold benefits in maintaining
existing relationships over distance, and building new relationships with others.

5.6 Eliza’s perspective

Eliza described herself as using different types of digital technology both at home and at the centre,
but explained that with some aspects she was “not as confident as the other staff.” Eliza described
her view that digital technology can hold children’s interests in topics longer because it was quicker
to find information online than in a book. She also felt digital technology could help to build
relationships, particularly using video conferencing. Eliza said, “if we used Skype, which we
probably should use it more, when a child moves, like if someone moved to a different part of the
country, they could still communicate with the others and ...it would be quite a good opportunity”.
Eliza felt that connections to the community were important and talked about how she had taken the
children in the centre on excursions to local areas and how she had shared the activities and learning
happening in the centre environment with the community through social media pages. She talked
about how she believed digital technology was more of a challenge for her than it was for the
children. Eliza explained, “I don’t think it’s a challenge for children because they just do it and if it
goes wrong then they just have another go. I think it’s more challenging for me because | struggle
with technology. | keep thinking about the whole concept about getting it wrong and not wanting to
have a whole different concept of it”. Her lack of confidence was something that Eliza mentioned a
few times throughout the interview, and one of those times was when discussing the possibility of
using video conferencing in the centre. Eliza used video conferencing regularly in her personal life,
and mentioned that video conferencing should be used more in centres, but when asked if she would
implement it within her practice, she replied, “maybe, because I don’t feel so confident doing it here
with the kids. I don’t know. I never feel that confident doing technology”. Eliza also pointed out
that she did not know if it would work because it might make children feel more unsettled seeing
people they missed, such as parents, on a screen. She also felt there could be issues with finding

time to video conference, and that there may be too many children to do it.

5.7 Fran’s perspective

Fran did not elaborate on her own expertise with digital technology, but instead on her experience
as, “children these days are a lot more aware and a lot more capable to, um, experience digital
technology”. She then went on to explain that a teacher’s lack of skills and knowledge with digital
technology could be a barrier for teaching young children. The way Fran described using digital
technology in her teaching practice was very much around the administrative tasks of learning

stories and recording learning moments, although she also described using the internet to find
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information with children. Fran expressed the idea that children should not be using digital
technology too much, stating, “it is a tool use alongside other tools” She wondered what the effects
of using too much digital technology would have on the future of skills such as writing for children.
Fran explained, “So we want to use it to support their learning, not to overtake their learning”. Fran
felt that children needed to have connections between the environments they were a part of, with a
two way relationship being built between the centre and the family to ensure continuity of learning.
In terms of making and maintaining relationships between the centre and the wider community,
Fran felt that “the community is actually a massive part”. Fran talked about various excursions to
places in the immediate community as well as the wider community of Auckland. Her centre
regularly visited areas that were local to them. Fran suggested that the community influenced the
centre’s choices with the use of digital technology because, “there’s more digital technology used
outside the centre, I think it is kind of like forcing us to use more in the centre”. When asked about
video conferencing, Fran said she had had no experience with it and did not know much about it.
She stated that she refused to use it and explained, “I just don’t like it, I like face to face. But I don’t
like the idea of someone looking at me through a screen and talking. It’s just, I don’t know why. I
can’t explain it. It’s irrational”. In terms of possible benefits and challenges of using video
conferencing, Fran felt she did not know enough about it to comment. She did however say that it
could have interesting potential as a means of communication with whanau, and that it could be
difficult because of a lack of knowledge in teachers. She also expressed, “if people had a real
passion for it and a real understanding of how it could benefit the whanau and children, I think it

would make a big difference. Yeah but I think it’s (a) lack of understanding”.

5.8 Grace’s perspective

When asked what her own experience with digital technology was, Grace listed the types of digital
devices she had used, responding, “probably cell phones, computers, iPads. Yeah, just stuff like that
really”. Grace further explained that within her role as an early childhood teacher, she used
computers for administrative tasks, as well as using iPads and iPhones with the children for
YouTube songs and research. Grace felt that digital technology could be beneficial because children
could have instant access to up to date information. She then described the challenges of digital
technology being the impact of children not learning how to use books, particularly reference
books. Grace explained, “Yeah, I suppose the reverse effect is that they don’t know how to use
reference books because they just type it in and it comes up and that’s it, they don’t have to, say, go
to a library and look in the index or even use the computers at the library to find where to go”. In
her opinion of children’s uses of digital technology in their home lives and the impact within the

centre, Grace explained that children who were more familiar with digital technology understood
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how to treat iPads and phones respectfully and gently, whereas she noticed the opposite for children
who were less familiar, were less respectful and needed to be taught how to be gentle with the
equipment. She also found that children who were familiar with digital technology from their use of
it at home wanted to use it more than those who were less familiar, and that those who used it at
home wanted to play games more. Grace expressed her opinion that at the centre digital technology
was used for music and research, and was “not to be used for whatever games they’re playing at
home and stuff’. While Grace felt the uses of digital technology were different in different settings,
she also felt that having connections between the home and the centre was important and felt that it
was positive when children shared their learning from one environment to another. Grace also felt
that community connections were important, with the community’s support of the centre playing a
huge role in the centre itself. She described how an opinion of one person in the community could
be spread, especially with the use of community Facebook pages, and how that can have a huge
impact on a centre. Grace also described how the centre used community Facebook pages to share
what was going on in the centre, as well as having a private centre Facebook group for the families
involved in the centre to share learning and information. In terms of video conferencing, Grace was
not very familiar with it, having only used FaceTime a few times. She did say she could use it in the
centre if it were needed. She expressed the idea that a benefit of using video conferencing was that
“it’s instant information. You can ask a question and get an answer straight away, or discuss it, and
yeah, have that instant feedback”. Some of the challenges Grace anticipated were around the time to
do it (video conferencing), and the fact that the information communicated was not written down so
was less accessible for revisiting. Grace worried that if using video conferencing in a centre to gain

information, she would forget what the information was.

5.9 Hilda’s perspective

Hilda described her personal skills with digital technology as, “Yep, (I’'m) not a gamer, not a
computer whiz, but I know how to get around a computer.” She explained how, “as a child there
was not much technology. As we get older there is more and more in our environment.” Hilda also
said that she had never been interested in the latest trends and had never felt the need to get the
newest things. In her practice as a teacher, Hilda said that she mainly used digital technology for
songs and on special occasions, for movies. She further explained that the age group she worked
with was the two to three year olds and her experience was that when movies were played, children
lost interest after a short time. Hilda felt that, “our world is becoming a digital world” and because
of that, children needed to be given at least basic skills with the uses of digital technology. She
believed that there are a lot of digital occupations around now so children needed to be introduced
to the basic skills so they could build on those skills later in their lives. Hilda also gave her reason
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for believing children needed to be introduced to digital technology young, explaining, “something
I heard recently is that...we’re preparing children for occupations that don’t exist yet. So if we’re
getting them ready for things that they are going to discover or whatever then we need to make sure
that they have all the facts up to that point”. Hilda saw the benefits of using digital technology with
young children as building foundations for their future world. The concerns Hilda expressed in
regard to digital technology was that children might sit for long periods of time staring at screens
and not really interacting, including when they were playing video games. She called this, the
“mind numbing side of technology” and expressed her opinion that there was a very fine line
between what was good use of digital technology for children and what was having a negative
impact. When asked about what the role of the community was in terms of early childhood
education, she was very unsure how to respond, although she did express her view that the wider
community was important and felt that “it takes a community to raise a child”. She pinpointed the
centre’s links with the wider community, describing regular visits to various locations in the
immediate community and how valuable that was for learning rules of safety such as road safety.
Hilda felt that connections between the home lives of the children and the centre environment were
important and explained that the centre tried to take aspects of the children’s home environments
and include those in the centre to create a sense of belonging. In relation to digital technology,
Hilda felt that the centre contributed to children’s experiences by providing different types of
experiences using digital technology than children may get at home. She felt that children may use
digital technology more at home and may have easier access to it. Hilda felt that digital technology
may have a negative impact on young children if they were exposed to concepts that they were not
ready to explore yet, and that it may give children a distorted view of reality. When asked about her
experience with video conferencing, Hilda said she was familiar with it, and used it sometimes, but
she preferred the telephone. Hilda said, “but, video chatting I think, it’s got its perks and its
bonuses, but I’ve never really gotten too excited about it”. She did say that she would use video
conferencing in a centre with children if it had a purpose and if it was practical. She felt it could
offer access to more areas of the world without the need or complications of travel, and that it could
allow for topics to be explored in ways may not have been possible before. However, she also felt
that the toddler age group particularly may not understand that video conferencing is a conversation
and they may instead treat it as a television programme. She felt that children may not have the
conversational skills to interact via video conferencing. Hilda also felt that people may be too busy
to take part and that differences in time zones could pose a practical problem. Furthermore, Hilda
was concerned about how teachers would ensure the appropriateness of the person children were
engaging with during an interaction, and worried that there may be disappointment if any

information sought was not gained during the interaction.
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5.10 Irene’s perspective

Irene said she used digital technology a lot, as did her own children. She said that within the centre
where she worked, digital technology was mainly used for researching topics that children were
interested in, as well as using YouTube for phonics and numbers. Irene said that the way digital
technology was used was very repetitive so it was like rote learning of information. She saw another
benefit of digital technology, explaining “it’s also visual for the children who may need the visual
learning as well”. In addition, Irene felt that children were going to be learning with digital
technology when they went to school so they might as well learn to use it in early childhood. Part of
the importance of using digital technology with children in early childhood settings, in Irene’s
opinion, was that “some of them may not have it at home, so it is quite important I feel, that they are
introduced to it”. Irene believed that some of the negative implications of young children using
digital technology was that they may become too reliant on it, they may not learn to use books
which may decrease their literacy, and that children may use their imagination less as they did not
need to think up their own answers because of the speed of information available from the internet.
Irene said that the community had a huge impact on early childhood education and discussed many
ways that the centre created links with the community in which they were placed. Some of the ways
included children in the centre being involved in activities sourced from the community while at the
centre, such as swimming and dance, excursions to local areas regularly, and excursions to the
wider Auckland region occasionally. Irene also acknowledged the links made through children
sharing what they learned outside of the centre with their peers at the centre, and families building
relationships amongst each other. In terms of the differences between children using digital
technology outside of the centre and using it within the centre and the possible implications, Irene
said digital technology was used for “playing games, and maybe using it for leisure rather than
learning, whereas the games that we would use in the centre would be educational, so (we use it for)
teaching them sounds of letters, the phonics games, and numbers”. Irene described the way
children, in her opinion, were using war games at home and using that knowledge in the
playground, and that the centre only allowed educational games. When asked about the importance
of practising what they learned in one environment in another, Irene said that she believed it was
important to do this. She felt that for children to build up their skills, they needed to be practising
them in a range of places. Irene was familiar with video conferencing and she and her family used it
often in what she described as a social way. Irene also added, “my daughter is on Skype all the time
with her friends, umm, cousins. | actually made a comment to my husband the other night, | was
like they won’t even need to have parties, they will just be able to sit at home” Irene also described
how she had used video conferencing in her practice as a teacher so the children could communicate

with another teacher who had moved away. She explained that she would use video conferencing in
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early childhood education, but she did not know how to implement it. She felt there was not enough
knowledge for teachers to understand how or why to use it. She expanded on that, saying that the
centre where she worked had the resources, but no one had taken an interest in using them, and said
teachers would need the knowledge to be able to use them, and some would need knowledge of how
to use computers in general. Irene felt that video conferencing had the potential to allow children to
experience other countries and see other classrooms without the need to travel. However, Irene did
have some concerns around video conferencing. She worried that there may be privacy concerns
and was worried that the children may be exposed to inappropriate material. Irene said, “there has to
be some kind of boundaries and limitations and safe web browsing and things like that. They all
play a role in letting children have access to the internet, and that whole range of people they can
talk to and things like that.”

5.11 Emerging themes

When reviewing the data given by each individual, a number of themes, or common topics,
emerged. The first theme that became evident when reading through the transcripts was that many
of the participating teachers felt that they were not experts with computers. They described this in
various ways, and notably, a few teachers compared themselves to others in their family, including
to their own children. Added to this theme of lacking expertise, some teachers described a lack of
knowledge of digital technology for themselves or others as a challenge in implementing digital
technology and video conferencing. Another theme that came through strongly was the lack of
confidence teachers felt in themselves and in their abilities to either use digital technology with
children, to appear on a screen, or even to have their centre and teaching practice viewed by others.
Digital technology as the way of the future was another theme that emerged. This was repeated in
various ways during a few interviews. Teachers felt children needed to learn about digital
technology because it was the way the world is heading and these skills would be relevant to them
in the future. One participant described how parties may even take place as interactions through
video conferencing one day as she saw children in her own life communicating that way. The
definition of the types of activities digital technology was used for was a strong theme, with
multiple teachers expressing that centres only used digital technology for educational purposes, and
then describing those educational purposes as phonics and letter recognition. Teachers explained
that children use digital technology more for games at home. A theme emerged around community,
where teachers generally felt that ties with the community were important, but some found it
difficult to describe why. Along with this, teachers felt children need to practise a range of skills in
a range of settings, yet comments were made that the games played at home were not suitable for
playing at the centres. Another theme that emerged was that of safety and keeping children safe
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online. This related to content in advertisements, content children could click on, and the
appropriateness of people they communicated with during video conferencing interactions. The
theme of easy of learning with instant and up to date information was also apparent, as it was
mentioned by a few participants. Alongside that was the concern that children would miss out on
some aspects of learning, and that children had learnt well previously so ‘why change?’. These
themes are discussed in more detail in the next chapter, and their relationship to literature discussed

as well.

5.12 Conclusion

In the interviews, participating teachers were able to express their own points of view as well as
help to build a bigger view of what some key understandings and beliefs for teachers may be. Some
of the views echoed those of other participants, leading to strong themes emerging, and some were
views that were only held by one individual. All of the information is relevant, as it builds a greater
understanding of what is important and relevant for teachers in the early childhood sector. Through
these interviews it became apparent that some of the participating teachers enjoyed aspects of
digital technology and some struggled with it. It became clear that video conferencing is something
that not many teachers participating in this research project had had experience with personally, and
even fewer had experienced it within centres. Through these interviews, it became apparent that the
use of digital technology in centres was viewed through an educational lens, with teachers
discussing how they would only use digital technology and video conferencing if there were a clear

reason as to the educational benefits for children.
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Chapter 6: What does it mean?

6.1 Introduction

What does this research data suggest about teachers’ perspectives on video conferencing in early
childhood education? This chapter outlines the key themes that emerged from the data gathered.
Each theme that was identified is explored in relation to what was found when analysing the
information participating teachers shared, how it relates to the readings and research that was
reviewed, and what it all means in terms of the research question. The limitations of this research
are explained in this chapter, with consideration given to the scope of size and area in which it was
conducted, among other limitations. There are recommendations given, which include how this

research could be used in practice and as a tool for the future.

6.2 Digital expertise

The first question asked of participants was for them to explain their experiences with digital
technology. Therefore, the fact that they did so was not surprising, nor was it an anticipated theme
for discussion as it was seen as more of a design to help the conversation begin and help the
participating teachers feel at ease. However, when analysing the data, it became clear that similar
terminology and ideas were shared by a few of the participants. That was, that they were not experts
with digital technology. Most said they had limited knowledge of digital technology, with two
seeming to feel it was important to point out that they were not experts. This lack of expertise, or a
lack of feeling that they had the necessary knowledge around digital technology, is something that
has been discussed in previous literature. In chapter 2 section 9, the work of authors such as Kesi
(2014), Edyburn and Lartz (1986), and Chen and Chang (2006) all suggested that teachers do not
feel their training contains enough information around digital technology for them to feel well
prepared for the topic. In terms of the research question of teachers’ perspectives of video
conferencing in early childhood, it does lead to a doubt that some teachers would be able to
determine their ideas on the topic if they feel they are lacking skills in digital technology as skills
with digital technology are required to use video conferencing. Video conferencing is a form of
digital technology so if teachers lack skills in digital technology in general, it is possible that they
will not have the skills to entertain the idea of video conferencing themselves, let alone using it with
young children. It could also mean that should video conferencing be implemented in their centres,
they would not feel confident or capable in doing part of their job in implementing the centre’s

practice.

6.3 Teacher confidence
A theme that became apparent as the data from participants were analysed, was that many of the

participating teachers seemed to lack confidence in themselves. This came across in a number of
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things the teachers said, from one teacher who was worried video conferencing would lead to other
teachers being critical of her practice, to two teachers feeling uncomfortable being on camera, for
reasons they could not define more than to say it made them feel uncomfortable or silly. There were
also five teachers who were not confident in their abilities to use digital technology in general. A
teacher’s lack of confidence in this way is not something I found in the literature reviewed.
However, there were similar issues discussed, such as those outlined in chapter 2 section 9, with
regard to teachers being seen as incapable of initiating the change they are being expected to make
within their profession (see for example, Preston, 2001, and Gibbons, 2008). Whatever the reason
for the teachers participating in this study to lack confidence in themselves or their use of digital
technology or video conferencing, it is something that would need to be considered in self-
reflections for the teachers themselves, and in centres’ self-reviews. In terms of video conferencing,
if teachers lack confidence in themselves or in their abilities to use video conferencing, this would
make the video conferencing experience not only difficult, but also possibly uncomfortable for the
teachers themselves. This lack of confidence in themselves could also have an effect on the
children, as the literature reviewed in the first two chapters suggested children learn from those
around them (see for example, Crain, 2000; McPake & Plowman, 2010). Children may learn
through their observation of their teachers, that video conferencing is something to feel nervous
about, or that seeing yourself on camera is just cause for discomfort. If this were the case, there is a
chance that video conferencing could become a negative factor in children’s education. This would
mean that either video conferencing was left out of the centre, or that those teachers who lack
confidence were given extra support and guidance to feel more confident in themselves and in their

abilities.

6.4 Preparing for their future

For five of the participating teachers, their acceptance of digital technology in education is due to
their view that it is the way of the future. Those five participants felt that the future world children
will live in will require knowledge of digital technology. This is consistent with the literature that
was reviewed for this research project. The idea that digital technology is going to continue to be a
part of children’s lives into adulthood is discussed throughout chapters 1 and 2. However, there are
many authors who further this by discussing the idea that it is not the individual tools themselves
that are important for children to learn to operate, but rather, it is the thought processes behind their
use. Indeed, the Ministry of Education put forward in 2015 and 2017 the expectations that children
are to be encouraged to become innovative and creative thinkers, who can reflect and analyse
critically. This suggests that while these participating teachers recognised the idea that digital

technology will be a big part of young children’s futures, they did not express the idea that learning
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about current digital technology is only a small part of what is needed to prepare students for their
future. In fact, what the data reveals is quite the opposite. These participating teachers felt that by
exposing children to current digital technology they were preparing children for a digitally literate
future. This may suggest a deeper lack of understanding around what current knowledge and ideals
are for preparing young children for their future. In relation to the question relating to teachers’
perspectives of video conferencing in early childhood education, perhaps teachers are more inclined
to think about the immediate digital aspect of the video conferencing process and interactions,
rather than some of the deeper aspects, such as the skills of questioning what others say, and

seeking additional information from a range of sources.

6.5 It’s for educational purposes

During the interviews with participating teachers, questions were asked around what their
experiences were with digital technology in their centres and around the links between children’s
home and centre environments. Analysis revealed that four teachers felt that digital technology was
for educational purposes only within the centres. Those educational purposes included phonics,
number and letter recognition, researching topics of interest to the children, and accessing songs
from YouTube. Additionally, two teachers compared the use of digital technology in children’s
different environments by explaining that while the digital technology was only used for
educational purposes in centres, it was used more for games and whatever children wanted at home.
This type of thinking relates to some of the research that was reviewed in chapter 2. Teachers need
to ensure they are offering children activities that they believe are best for the goals of the children
and that fit with the centre’s and individual teacher’s beliefs (chapter 2, section 2). While this
research did not ask for participating teachers to explain their views, understandings, or practices, it
still revealed a commonly held belief of what education was for the two centres included in the
research. The clear distinction between what happens in a centre being educational and different to
what is used at home, however, shows that these participating teachers felt that games had no value,
and that skills learnt in some recreational activities had no relationship to education. This is in
contrast to the understanding that knowledge is learnt in many different ways and can be shared
between contexts. It also suggests a lack of understanding around the idea that critical reflection can
be applied to many different activities and that even some games may hold value. The value of a
game may be that it is the family’s culture to play those games together, or that children experience
various content within their communities, or even that children may be part of online communities

through game playing.

The way participating teachers separated the uses for digital technology, and almost dismissed the

value of what else children may be learning while using digital technology in their homes and
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communities, suggested that they were not giving thought to the idea that society is changing and
along with it, children’s activities are changing. This is discussed in chapter 1, particularly in
section 4 where the literature suggested that changes in the world creates changes in social and
individual norms and changes in the way people experience the world. The understanding of the
teachers that digital technology was for educational purposes only creates a question around video
conferencing and means they would possibly only use it if they could explain the educational
benefits. While there may be educational benefits to video conferencing, it would be determined by
the participating teachers and their centres as to whether they found those educational benefits to be
worthwhile in their centres. This would most likely need a review by the individuals and their

centres.

6.6 Community networks

The teachers participating in this research project general expressed the idea that community is
important, though many could not articulate why. Some described the ways in which their centre
made physical connections with the community, such as going for walks and visiting local places,
while two said community was important but could not think of ways their centres connected with
their community. One participant had no idea how to respond to these questions. Throughout the
literature review for this project, community building and the importance of responding to
community came through quite strongly. Te Whariki (Ministry of Education, 2017a) makes
reference to community throughout the entire curriculum document, with family and community
being one of the four principles that make the foundations of the early childhood curriculum in New
Zealand. This means that teachers in New Zealand centres should be familiar with what family and
community connections mean and how it applies to their centres. It may be that the participating
teachers were unsure of the link between community and digital technology, or that they had not
given these links much reflection recently, or even that the community networks were not very
strong. For whatever reason, the teachers interviewed for this research project generally found the
topic on community connections rather difficult to articulate into words. The effect this could have
on video conferencing in early childhood would depend on the reasons for the participating teachers
not being able to define community networks. If the participating teachers did not value the links
between communities and early childhood centres, then building relationships through the use of
video conferencing would not interest them, and they would possibly not even consider it as an
option. If they did have an interest but were just unsure how to answer, then they may be more
likely to use video conferencing to extend children’s learning through online interactions with

community members, or individuals further away.
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In chapter 3, section 2, the relationships between video conferencing and community networks are
described. As video conferencing is a means of communication, it can allow for the forming,
building, and maintaining of relationships with others. For teachers who believe in the importance
of communities, video conferencing may hold a possibility for stronger community ties, both
locally and globally. As described in chapter 1, section 6, there is a growing understanding that
communities are becoming larger with the use of the internet, with online communities and
communications allowing for global networks and communities to develop and grow. Video
conferencing can be a means of building and strengthening such online and global communities.
There are also communities of learners (see chapter 2) where centres have the possibility to build
learning communities with other schools, teachers have possibilities to support each other via online
communities, and specialists have the ability to build closer communities with the centres they are
supporting, all possible with the use of online communication, which can include video

conferencing.

6.7 Children’s safety

The theme of the safety of children emerged. Two participants felt pop up advertisements may be a
concern as the teachers could not control when those advertisements popped had up or what content
they may have. Two participants were concerned about what else the children might see or hear that
was not appropriate. One participant was concerned about the appropriateness of the person the
centre was video conferencing with. These are legitimate concerns, all of which were discussed in
chapter 2, section 8 where the review of literature showed similar concerns to those of authors such
as Grey (2011) and Wang, Kinzie, McGuire, & Pan (2009). One of the ways to address these
concerns is to ensure close supervision and to ensure the people children are video conferencing
with are known to be safe people. In terms of video conferencing, these concerns may be enough to
put teachers off using video conferencing in early childhood education, or at the very least, these are
concerns to discuss when reviewing the individual teachers’ stance on using video conferencing,

and digital technology in general.

6.8 Ease of learning

A theme that became apparent when analysing the data was that the internet was thought to provide
ease of learning. Four participating teachers brought up the idea that with the internet, children had
quick and easy access to up to date information. This was seen as both a positive and a negative
feature. According to participants, this was positive because children and teachers could get
information while the interest for something was there, as well as getting more up to date and
relevant information than may be found in books. In the view of the participants, this ease of access

to information was negative because children may not have learnt the skills associated with using
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books, children may not have used their imagination and creative thinking to answer questions, and

there may have been less chance for literacy opportunities.

Ease of learning through the use of digital technology and the internet is a topic that was also found
during the literature review (see chapters 1 and 2). This theme relates to teachers’ perspectives of
video conferencing because video conferencing is a different way to gain access to information
instantly via the internet. Children using video conferencing may have the possibility to have their
questions answered straight away due to having a conversation with someone who can answer their
questions. This does however take a bit more planning to pre-plan some questions and conversation
starters, as young children may be still learning the necessary communication skills (see chapter 3,
section 4). One participant also expressed her opinion that children had learnt well before so there
was no need to change anything. This is an opinion that suggests perhaps a concern or maybe even
a fear of change, which is discussed in both chapter 1 and chapter 2 as a natural reaction by some
whenever a change occurs to the world and the way things are done. This person, or any other
teacher with a similar belief that children had learnt well prior to the internet and digital technology
being available, would be less likely to include video conferencing in their practice due to their

belief that it was not necessary for learning.

6.9 Video conferencing, maybe

This theme came about because of the questions asked, although some teachers talked about it
during their answers to other questions. Six of the nine teachers felt they would use video
conferencing in their teaching if they found a reason for it or if they had more understanding of how
to use it. This is something that relates to what is discussed in chapter 2, where teachers should be
evaluating everything before it is either added to the centre’s practice or not used because a
thorough review and reflection had deemed it unnecessary, unhelpful, or not a good fit for the
centre’s practice. The views of these teachers who, during their participation in this project,
suggested that they may consider video conferencing if they found a need for it, suggests that

teachers are open to different ideas and possibilities offered by aspects of digital technology.

6.10 Limitations

There are a number of limitations to keep in mind in relation to this research. The first is that the
two participating centres were in small rural areas not far from each other. This could mean that the
views expressed by participants were similar due to the close proximity of the areas and the fact that
both were similar areas. Another limitation is the fact that teacher training levels and experience
were not recorded by the researcher. While this was done intentionally, as the goal of this research

was to find out about the perspectives of all who are teaching young children in early childhood
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centres, it may be a limitation in that no comment can be made as to whether qualified teachers hold
differing beliefs to unqualified teachers. Another limitation was the lack of time given for each
interview. While valuable data were gathered during each interview, as interviews were conducted
during centre operating hours, it was important to ensure teachers were not away from their
responsibilities for long. This meant there was not as much time to ask additional questions when
teachers gave responses, to gain a deeper understanding of what they were saying or to encourage
further information sharing. These limitations do not reduce the value of what has been found
during this research project, but merely mean this research can be enhanced with additional research

in the future.

6.11 Recommendations

I would recommend that from this research, more research is conducted. Additional information,
and a greater scope of teachers participating in a similar project are one possibility. There are many
areas that this research has shown could be researched further to add to the understanding of video
conferencing and community. | would also recommend that centres review their practices; their
individual beliefs, as well as centre wide philosophies and practices. This would ensure centres are
making informed decisions that reflect their beliefs. While centre beliefs may differ from what is
practised in the community, with a review, teachers would have a strong understanding of what
their centre’s practice and philosophy is, which would mean families who are a part of the centre

are clear on those as well.

6.12 Conclusion

The world is a changing place, and as with any time in history when new ideas and technology are
introduced, societies are changing along with it. Children today are growing up with much easier
access to information and a greater capacity to be involved in communities both within their
immediate community, as well as further afield, including globally. This brings about challenges,
such as increased risk of inappropriate content for young children, concerns around the people who
can build relationships with young children, and the amount of time children are spending using the
digital technology which is readily available to them. It also brings about positive aspects, such as
ease of access to up to date information, ease of communication with others, and a greater ability to

build and maintain relationships over large distances.

Video conferencing is a tool that is being used by some professionals to share professional
knowledge and support, as well as by families to maintain contact with loved ones. It has the

potential to allow for children to communicate with people they may not have had a chance to talk
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to otherwise, to maintain a relationship with people who are inaccessible otherwise, and to build a

wider community network, including the possibility of building networks globally.

Video conferencing is something that is increasing in popularity among families, with even some of
the participating teachers’ families using it to keep in touch with friends and family. However,
while it is growing in its use outside of early childhood centres, in the two centres where these
participating teachers work, video conferencing is not something that is being considered within
their practice. It has not been reviewed or thought of very much at all. While some teachers could
see some value in it, and many said they would use it if they could see a need, but it was not
something many had thought very much about. This is an area that would need some review and

reflection on, if it were to be considered as a possibility for use by the participating teachers.

Video conferencing is more than just a means of communication. As communication and interaction
are valued and recognised ways to share information, for children to learn social and cultural norms,
and to build a strong sense of self and belonging, the fact that video conferencing allows for those
having a conversation to see each other, adds to the communication being used. Some facial
expressions and gestures will be seen by those on the other side of the screen, allowing for deeper
meanings and understandings to be portrayed.

This research project obtained its goal of discovering what the perspectives of early childhood
teacher have on video conferencing. While it is limited, it allows for some understanding of the
perspectives of some teachers who are teaching young children in New Zealand today.
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Appendix 1: Ethical approval

7 March 2016

Andrew Gibbons
Faculty of Culture and Society

Dear Andrew
Ethics Application: 16/55 Video conferencing in ECE: Teachers' perspectives.

Thank you for submitting your application for ethical review. | am pleased to confirm that the Auckland University of
Technology Ethics Committee (AUTEC) has approved your ethics application for three years until 1 March 2019.

As part of the ethics approval process, you are required to submit the following to AUTEC:

e A brief annual progress report using form EA2, which is available online through
http://www.aut.ac.nz/researchethics. When necessary this form may also be used to request an extension of
the approval at least one month prior to its expiry on 1 March 2019;

e A brief report on the status of the project using form EA3, which is available online through
http://www.aut.ac.nz/researchethics. This report is to be submitted either when the approval expires on 1
March 2019 or on completion of the project;

It is a condition of approval that AUTEC is notified of any adverse events or if the research does not commence.
AUTEC approval needs to be sought for any alteration to the research, including any alteration of or addition to any
documents that are provided to participants. You are responsible for ensuring that research undertaken under this
approval occurs within the parameters outlined in the approved application.

AUTEC grants ethical approval only. If you require management approval from an institution or organisation for your
research, then you will need to obtain this.

To enable us to provide you with efficient service, we ask that you use the application number and study title in all
correspondence with us. If you have any enquiries about this application, or anything else, please do contact us at

ethics@aut.ac.nz.

All the very best with your research,

(Voo

Kate O’Connor
Executive Secretary
Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee

Cc: Desire Purnell deways.dj@gmail.com
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Appendix 2: Participant information sheet

Participant Information Sheet

Date Information Sheet Produced:

2" February 2016
Project Title
Video conferencing in ECE: Teachers’ perspectives
An Invitation

Kia ora. My name is Desiré Purnell and | am currently studying with AUT towards a Master of
Education qualification. | am a fully qualified and registered early childhood teacher, and have
12 years of experience working in centres. The research | am conducting is a part of the
requirements | need to fulfil towards my qualification, as well as being a topic | am very
interested in.

| would like to invite you to be a part of this research by contributing your time, knowledge,
and ideas during an interview. Your participation is voluntary and you may change your mind
at any time up until you have reviewed the information you have given and agreed it is correct
and can be used. Your identity and the identity of the centre will remain confidential.

What is the purpose of this research?

Digital technology is becoming more and more a part of everyday life and is present in many
areas of a child’s world. | noticed during my practice as a teacher that it was not a topic that
was being given much time or thought and | want to understand why that could be and how
digital technology, particularly video conferencing, is viewed within the profession. | am
particularly interested in teacher views on video conferencing as a potential tool for opening
up access to the global community.

How was | identified and why am | being invited to participate in this research?

To find out more about digital technology in early childhood education, 5 centres in the
Franklin area were contacted with the opportunity to participate in this research. The first 3
centres to respond will be participating, of which your centre is one. The research calls for
between 9 and 15 participants, with the first to respond to this letter being selected. There will
be no specific requirements to being a participant.

What will happen in this research?

During this research you will be interviewed in either a suitable room in your centre or at AUT
South Campus depending upon your preference. You will be asked some predetermined
guestions, but will have the opportunity to express any other ideas and thoughts you have that
you believe to be relevant to the topic. Once the interview is completed | will transcribe the
interview and will then ask you to review it in your own time to ensure you are happy that |
understood you correctly. This processes will take 2 weeks from the time of the interview. |
will then use this information for my project, and will let you know the results of the project at
the end of the year.

What are the discomforts and risks?

The main discomfort will be the need to reflect on your own practice, views, and believes on
this topic.
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How will these discomforts and risks be alleviated?

You will have the ability to opt out at any time and you will be able to tell me if you are
uncomfortable with any part of the interview and the interview will be stopped.

What are the benefits?

Through this research, | will benefit personally as | will be furthering my own knowledge and
learning as well as gaining a qualification. You and your centre will benefit as it will allow you
to consider some ideas more carefully and to gain further information. The wider early
childhood community will benefit as this research will provide added information and create
opportunities for further research. There is a possibility that this research will be used for
educational publications, such as a journal article, in the future.

How will my privacy be protected?

Your name and identifying details, along with the name and identifying details of the centre,
will remain confidential. If you choose to be interviewed at your centre then people may be
aware of your involvement however all of your comments will be carefully presented in order
to limit the possibility that you will be identified.

What are the costs of participating in this research?

The only cost to you will be approximately 1.5 hours. That consists of 1 hour for the interview
and half an hour to review the transcribed information.

What opportunity do | have to consider this invitation?
You will have one week from today.
How do | agree to participate in this research?

If you would like to be a part of this research, you will need to contact me via email. Then an
interview time will be set up. The consent form you have been given will need to be signed
before any interview can take place. The consent form can be given to the researcher at the
beginning of the interview time.

Will | receive feedback on the results of this research?
Yes you will. This will happen through email and during a staff meeting.
What do | do if | have concerns about this research?

Any concerns regarding the nature of this project should be notified in the first instance to the
Project Supervisor, Andrew Gibbons.

Concerns regarding the conduct of the research should be notified to the Executive Secretary
of AUTEC, Kate O’Connor, ethics@aut.ac.nz , 921 9999 ext. 6038.

Whom do | contact for further information about this research?
Researcher Contact Details:

Desire Purnell

deways.dj@gmail.com
Project Supervisor Contact Details:

Andrew Gibbons

andrew.gibbons@aut.ac.nz

Approved by the Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee on 07/03/16, AUTEC Reference number 16/55.
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Appendix 3: Consent form

Consent Form

Project title: Video conferencing in ECE: Teachers’ perspectives
Project Supervisor: Andrew Gibbons

Researcher: Desiré Purnell

@] | have read and understood the information provided about this research project in the Information Sheet
dated 2nd February 2016.

O I have had an opportunity to ask questions and to have them answered.

O | understand that notes will be taken during the interviews and that they will also be audio-taped and
transcribed.

O | understand that | may withdraw myself or any information that | have provided for this project at any time
prior to completion of data collection, without being disadvantaged in any way.

O If I withdraw, | understand that all relevant information including tapes and transcripts, or parts thereof, will
be destroyed.

O | agree to take part in this research.

O | wish to receive a copy of the report from the research (please tick one): YesO NoO

Participant’s SIGNATUIE: oottt ee et ae st e st e et ste e en s e e en ene

PartiCipant’S NAME: oo et st ettt eae st e st es e en eee
Participant’s Contact Details (if appropriate):

Date:

Approved by the Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee on 07/03/16 AUTEC Reference number
16/55.

Note: The Participant should retain a copy of this for
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Appendix 4: Indicative questions

Date: Start time: End time:

Researcher: Desiré Purnell Participant:

Research title: Video conferencing in ECE: Teachers’ perspectives

Indicative Questions for Research Participants

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

8)

9)

10

11

12

What is your experience with digital technology?
What digital technologies do you currently use in your practise and how?

What benefits, if any, can you see for children’s learning by using digital technology
in early childhood education?

What challenges, if any, can you see for children’s learning by using digital
technology in early childhood education?

What role do you believe the wider community plays in early childhood education?

How do you currently connect with and involve the wider community within your
practice?

How do you think children’s experiences of digital technology outside the centre
could impact the use of digital technology within the centre?

How important do you think it is for children to have the opportunity and tools to
practice what they learn from one environment within another environment?
Why/why not?

How have you or how do you use video conferencing, such as Skype, in your life?

) Would you use video conferencing in your implementation of the early childhood
curriculum? Why/why not?

) What benefits do you think video conferencing could offer in early childhood
education?

) What challenges do you think video conferencing could create in early childhood
education?



