


* In 2021, a group of early years practitioners in South Africa
participated in a Froebel Trust pilot online course. The group
included university teacher education lecturers, early
Childhood teachers and members of an early childhood non-
governmental organisation. Although some had experience
and responsibilities for early childhood care and education,
most of us had not encountered Froebelian ideas before; we
were inspired by the twelve sessions led by Prof Tina Bruce and

What was our Dr Stella Louis, with Prof Carole Bloch.

. . * Our hope was to try and implement what we’d learned on the

|nte nt|0n ? course, continue communicating, and learning as a group. We
knew this would be a challenge; the poverty related demands
and stress levels of daily life and teaching can be extreme in
South Africa.

* This project offered the first chance for us to come together in
person to reflect on the course, share understandings and
discuss attempts to use Froebelian pedagogy since 2021.




 Appreciating the importance of the Froebelian
principle that young children learn best from
‘knowledgeable and nurturing educators’

1)we held an intensive workshop to reflect on the

What did we course;

do? 2) we did informal interviews with two
practitioners who had participated in the course;

3) we introduced the Froebelian principles to a
group of practitioners.

- We now share the participants words where
possible to illustrate and summarise the key
findings and implications of our endeavours.




‘ That which follows is always
conditioned upon that which goes
before’.

(Froebel. The Education of Man)

We discussed our experiences and-or training in early childhood
pedagogy and practice by situating ourselves in terms of our own
relationships with early childhood pedagogy and practice.

- "...I don't personally | don't have any experience in ECD [early
childhood development]. As much as | was working at a
primary school, | was teaching between grade four and
seven...What actually drove me to this project is because my
children, the oldest is 10 and the youngest is in grade 2. So |
wanted to actually get the experience of how | can be able to
assist them academically...for me it's about walking the journey
with them that was the whole point of joining this...”




Of the 12 workshop
participants, only one
had received formal
training to teach in
early childhood; one
other had been

trained for
Foundation Phase
teaching (age 6+). All
view early education
as hugely important.

- ['ve got absolutely no training in ECD [early childhood
development], but | do have a love for it ... | do have
experience (n (n teaching for grade R, you know,
developing grade R teachers to teach. | had to kind of
through trial and error teach myself to teach them. You
know, | had to get the feel. And what | did was, during
teaching practice, | used to go and sit in a grade R
classroom and see how children learn. | also used to watch
my grandchild, who at the time was in grade R, come
home and see what she had to do.”

- “l was trained at the FET phase [grades 10 -12]. It just so
happened that my very first post was at Grade 3 and I'm
still there...I'm learning how | was raised, I'm learning how
my parents perceived children to be and | think it stems
from there also, how the child was viewed, the importance
of the child. So culture plays a big role in ECD [early
childhood development]. "




‘Let us live for our children; then will their lives bring us
joy and peace and we shall ourselves begin to grow in
wisdom.’ (Froebel 1885)

The conditions | | |
: - Reflecting on Froebel’s law of opposites and unity and
Of WO rk IN ea rly connectedness, we discussed our context. The reality is one of
. : significant negative aspects working in early childhood. Apart from
Ch | Id hOOd IS a poor pay for the mainly female workforce, practitioners at all levels
are over worked.

major concern

* “The long hours? Oh, yes. And they do not get a day off. At this particular
ECD centre [visited] they work from - it's like eight hours straight. | mean,
they also need to look after their own wellness... We are talking about the
importance of the children at the centre of the school. But now if the
teachers are not looked after, you know, then how is that going to help the
child?”.




Which
principles seem
most important
and possible to
implement?

* Principles: Unity and connectedness and Engaging with

Nature

- “...for me this theme or concept mean that children are part

of the real world. They explore. They connect and associate
with [the] nature. And it makes them to be fully developed
even outside the four walls of their homes, so to be out there
in nature. What stood out for me is that they explore and
they are exposed to the wonders of the nature. They will be
able to understand the rivers, the mountains, the trees the
leaves and how they interrelate to human beings.”

- “.. taking the children outside and seeing them also

involved in gardening where they will touch plants, they
will feel, they will taste some seeds if you give them and it
gives that ownership to see them planting those seeds
and they water them everyday and they see them growing
-that excitement. The child touch, feels, smell, taste. “

* “Children even get excited for an ant. They do. It’s moving!”



Froebelian pedagogical understandings support the
educational significance of African indigenous knowledge
about the interconnectedness of people with nature and
the universe, and related wisdoms.

- “Recently we were developing the curriculum on
play... | raised there: “Let’s add nature”. Because it's
something that has not been happening within the
ECD [early childhood development]. So that part
of excursions taking children out, they explore the
parks, they go to mountains, they view the trees.
It's something that we will be implementing
because it's part of the curriculum - and I'm excited
about it.”




...iIf we think of community in Africa, or there's an
: \frican saying that it takes a village to raise a child.
The importance ow, if we bring that into the development of a child,
of relationships in early childhood, the child must be able to
understand that they're also full, functional human
and the value of beings, they're part of the society. As teachers, it
unity and bﬁcorzes S{nplorhtant to actually nurtﬁfe thTehm in a sense
: that they feel they represent something. They're part
mtercc_)nnectgdn of who we are. So | t/?ought of this Witg the concept of
ess chimes with Ubuntu. How do we teach Ubuntu or that community
African aspect or communion or community for the child to
- know that they belong or to feel that they belong?”.
INAIgENOUS Ubuntu describes a set of closely related Bantu
values African-origin value systems that emphasize the
interconnectedness of individuals with their
surrounding societal and physical worlds. "Ubuntu" i
sometimes translated as "I am because we are", or
"humanity towards others".




* Principle: Autonomous Learners

* “Freedom with guidance for me, is actually more about an approach
that is emancipatory, really allowing the child to be who they are.
Allowing the child to be reflective of themselves and be able to know

We see the their role without actually putting them in a box ... but [enabling] the

. child to be whole as they are, and to know that they've got that sense
benefits of self- of agency, as the child. But for the teacher now, to guide the child in

d | rected |e arni ng that emanc{patory perspective means thgt the teachgr must be able
to have patience and be reflective of their own practice, as an

and also the individual and also as a teacher as well.”

Cha”enges ol - “It is quite life changing for me [learning about the Froebelian

approach], you know, because it comes back again, to how | believed
things were done then. So it’s going to be really challenging for me to

balancing
freedom with think out of the box. And in terms of educating myself to allow the

child to direct... but in my classroom...the discipline, it's a mind thing. |
don't mind allowing children to go and discover in their own learning
capacity... But it always comes back to the discipline, how do |
balance it? How do | get parents involved? Yeah, but | do, absolutely
see the value in allowing the child to guide their own learning, and |
just would love to be the facilitator.”

guidance




‘Children are deeply involved and difficult to distract
from their deep learning as they wallow in their play and
learning’. (Tina Bruce)

* Principle: The central importance of play

Reflecting on " bindjolding. And you will hove to ook for someone and you get that
symbolic play Wl which was rough casted with [the] cement and | hut myselfon my
SRS OVl Lo e o decny ivolved and difficut o ditract. Because no
DALORUCNCVIGRLIN 50/ 1o Look, now you are hurtin you aré blecing’, | went
Ch | | d h 00 dS back again but this time | said to myself, “I need to be clever, | need to

make use of my hands, my feet, so even if | crawl so that I’'m sure that
whatever I'm grabbing, and trying to find out, | can feel the danger by
using my hands my feet”. And | think in that one | learned to be strategic.
That's where solving a problem because if | did not have a strategy, how
am | going to avoid that thing? And get back again and bleed. And ever
since I did not because | had the skills.”




Children use first-hand experiences from life.
(Tina Bruce)

- 'Remember, we've got diverse classrooms. So I'm not familiar
with whatever the child does, | can identify maybe where it's
: coming from what the child brings into the classroom. So what
We appreciate the comes from within basically, right, every child is going to do
importance of something different. | will observe the child and see what it
observin which | can identify with that individual child. I'll give you an
_9, example, | give a child two sticks, and they start started
supporting and drumming ... So that child has already been exposed to
extending drumming... If | take that, now I've identified further and give the
: : : child a hammer, what am | doing? So that is | see it. So instead
children’s learning of preventing the child now, | take that same drumming activity,
but now give it more usefulness. So that will be the support’.




Do you think of
Froebelian
pedagogy since
completing the
course?

- “I do. Because it worries me how when | look

at what the students are doing, and it's all
worksheets based. | mean, even on my
lesson planning, I've actually said that you
are not allowed to give photocopied pages
that is not creative! The flat surfaces are too
abstract”.

* “Okay, so | didn't know about Froebel - the

theory, but unbeknown to me, | had actually
applied a lot of the principles and the ways
of doing things in my own teaching practice.
And in raising my own children. | just
thought | was odd”.



* Most participants main issue
expressed is frustration that the way
the curriculum is interpreted in rigid

What impacts on ways. This coupled with excessive
implementation work requirements, they feel this
possibilities? leaves little or no space for creating

open ended, holistic teaching and
learning opportunities.




What are key
insights from
the reflections?

* The sense has been reinforced that the online short-

course has had a lasting impact on practitioner interest
and curiosity about how young children learn.

- The more we delve into Froebelian pedagogy, the more

we realize the importance to bring about respect for
young children’s great learning capabilities and needs.

* The desire to keep nurturing a community of Froebelian

practice is alive. We need to practice Froebelian pedagogy
‘on the ground’ to develop confidence and expertise and
for others to observe and learn from and to show its
compatibility to African educational principles.

* There are too many demands on early childhood

educators at all levels, but we must keep space and time
for being inspired and for our own ongoing learning. This
is the way that we are best able to serve the children and
fight the inequality which exists in provision for young
children.



- Two practitioners who did the course work in a privately run
early childhood centre in Cape Town. Its vision is to offer
good quality, affordable education to working families in a
caring environment.

* They cater for diverse groups of children, who’ parents can
afford to pay relatively low, private school fees.

* The practitioners remembered the course with a sense of
having been nurtured, and ‘seen’. They reminisced how they
felt that they were able to speak from their own position of
experience, and appreciated the way that everyone’s views
were valued, from them as practitioners with children to
the university lecturers and professors.

* They explained their main challenge: Being required to
follow a very structured and partitioned daily programme.
This did not support them in finding opportunities for
holistic teaching.




The structuring of the
environment, resources and
teachers chosen activities
constrain or invite a curriculum
based in the interests and
concerns of children

Reductionist skills-
based thinking about
language and literacy
(filtering down from
policy to the classroom)
results in daily
programmes that
dictate themes and
activities to teachers
and children.

ell their story to adults entering the room, of the need for teachers to comply to th
rita wé"’formal push down from primary school, even for 3-year olds. Practitioners must sk
1o r ! hapes colours, days of the week, ‘Jolly phonics’ etc. The children eating-att

nd much meaningful in these disp ays,—feat and colourful as they are.

Drawing-



‘At this age play is never trivial; it is serious and deeply
significant. It needs to be cherished and encouraged by the
parents, for in [their] free choice of play a child reveals the
future life of [their] mind...’

Froebel in Lilley (1967)

* Symbolic play emerges where open ended
resources are offered. Here the children
are being ‘pregnant’ with sand babies.
Outdoor play is generally a time when staff
watch out for the children’s safety and
physical development. But the chance for
the children to share their excitement
happened because of a discussion during
the interview about observation and the
symbolic life of the child. When they
noticed adults observing them with
interest, the children began to share the
names and sex of their babies, as well as
when they were coming ‘out’ to meet their
families. Here was a chance to discuss
curricular links and learning and teaching
opportunities from a Froebelian
perspective.




‘I wanted to educate people to be free, to think, to
take action for themselves’.
(Froebel in Lilley 1967:41)

* Teachers recognise the importance of play and
children’s own stories from being on the course.

Through observing free play, teachers were able to
understand more about how and what children were
learning.

* Expectations of a rigid daily programme and curriculum
demands leaves teachers feeling disempowered and

unable to teach holistically though they said they would
like to.




 Teachers work with diverse groups of 2-3 and 4-5 year olds, who are mainly
the children of university students or staff. Though situated on the university
campus, it is a privately run centre. We used the principles to scaffold
discussions about the kind of daily programme they use to teach.

* The teachers discussed their own understandings of the ‘what, why and
how’ of teaching using Froebelian principles.

* This multilingual community faces communication challenges. They must
teach through English though many children understand well in isiXhosa and
Afrikaans, or other African languages. The staff speak English, isiXhosa and
Afrikaans.

* We reflected on children’s first-hand experiences, and building from where
children are, and with what they can do. Teachers could begin viewing their
language situation in a positive and resourceful rather than negative, deficit
light.

* The outdoor space is large and full of potential for creating a working
garden. The teachers were surprised and inspired by the depth of
educational possibilities in the Froebelian notion of young children engaging
with nature in a hands-on practical way and not only playing outside in a
space created for them by adults.




* Froebelian principles are global in nature and
help teachers work through and situate their
own practice.

- Multilingualism can be an asset and a resource.

* Teachers can enhance their children’s learning
opportunities by using the outdoors in powerful
and affordable ways.




* Where possible we will raise
awareness and offer training about the
value of Froebelian pedagogy and how
young children learn to people holding
high levels of authority in early

. childhood.
What is the way - We will find a way to offer preservice
forward? training to early childhood students

and continue introducing Froebelian
pedagogy to ECD centres in our region.

- We will continue to connect with the
original group and hold regular
‘inspiration sessions’ .




* At university in November 2024, there will be workshops held with 90
foundation phase preservice teacher education students, university
lecturers and ECE practitioners to further advocate for the use of
Froebelian pedagogy. Three workshops will be held with students, 2
with staff and one with ECE practitioners. The presenters are Carole
Bloch and Sara Stanley

* An early childhood development book is being drafted for publication in
2025. In the book is a book chapter emanating from this project. The
book chapter is titled: Exploring how Froebelian pedagogy can inform
culturally relevant education for young children in South Africa. The
book is going to be an open source book, meaning that it will be freely
available on the internet, which means that more ECD [early childhood
development]practitioners will have access to our book chapter.



- A conference paper presentation will also be done in
January 2025 based on the book chapter. The
conference is a national conference, hosted by The
Education Association of South Africa (EASA), which is
a inclusive network of academics, researchers, and
practitioners who all prioritize education, particularly
education in South Africa.

* It has been an educational and rewarding experience in
learning about Froebelian pedagogy and in sharing its
value with ECD practitioners and teacher educators. We
thank the Froebel Trust for the funding, which made
this scholarship of learning and teaching project
possible.
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