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KEY INTENTIONS

theories and practice are useful in South African early 
childhood education.

can effectively deliver the requirements of the National 
Curriculum Framework (NCF) and deepen their under
standing of these. 

principles of early learning (Bruce 1987/2005).

and practice relate to one another in terms of how babies 
and young children learn. In particular, participants 
consider young children as creative meaning makers, 
storytellers, symbol makers and symbol users.

strategic tools for understanding early childhood learn
ing and teaching, as well as for assessment. 

INTRODUCTION

the fundamentals of nurturing and educating children in 
South Africa from birth to the age of four at the University 

Do With The Children On Monday? Educating Ourselves, 
Educating Our Children” formed part of the DHET Teacher 
Education for Early Childhood Care and Education Project 
(TEECEP) process and all 10 participating universities were 

ential adventure” bringing theory and practice together for 
academics tasked with teaching teachers about babies and 

early childhood education conference
hosted in 2017, invitations to attend were also sent to other 
teacher and practitioner educators in the field. 

The course was well attended, with participants from vari
ous sectors including universities (Walter Sisulu University, 

Natal), early childhood education training institutions, and 
representatives of government and funding organisations. 

http://www.praesa.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/ECDConferenceReport.pdf
http://www.praesa.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/ECDConferenceReport.pdf
http://www.praesa.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/ECDConferenceReport.pdf
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Facilitators were Dr Carole Bloch, Nadia Lubowski, Noluba
balo Mbotshwa, Dr Stella Louis, Sara Stanley, Professor Tina 
Bruce and Professor Karin Murris. 

Participants consented to the conference activities being vid
eoed and this will form part of research led by Prof Murris 
at the School of Education, University of Cape Town, that 
aims to understand what worked for participants and how 
to improve any future course delivery. 

According to participants’ feedback, the orientation course 
was well received. Research that should be completed in 
2018 will help in gaining insight into how the course influ
enced the way participants designed the training/university 
courses at their institutions.

Our intention was to enable academics to get a good sense of 
how babies and young children learn, as well as how settings 
for babies, toddlers and young children could look and be 
used. This supported the reflection on and understanding 
of the educational needs of young children and the vital 
role that adults play. The course was informed by relevant 
literature and current thinking that has stood the test of time 

philosophy, psychology, neuroscience, language studies and 
education. 

Each day covered a different key aspect of the curriculum for 
babies, toddlers and young children. All five days focused on 

the 12 key principles of good early childhood practice (see 
Table 1), and how these intersect with the 10 transglobal 
principles of early childhood learning (Table 2) (Tina Bruce 
1987/2005). The principles were used to locate participants 
in their own practice to better understand how babies, tod
dlers and young children learn.

were used in discussions. The film material demonstrated 
the beginning stages of oral language acquisition, the way 
young children learn concepts about print, symbolic play, 
creativity, mathematical concepts, and what kind of learning 
happens using natural materials and in nature. 

The course was multimodal, with presentations after the 
video viewings interwoven with activities, discussions and 
reflections on participants’ views and practices. Presentations 
and discussions centred on how to ensure that we meet the 
learning needs of babies and young children growing up in 
a diverse and often challenging range of linguistic, cultural 

what constitutes affordable, high quality education for all.

Each delegate received a pack of books and posters to use 
for their training, as well as training notes and academic 
readings to further their orientation towards designing a cur
riculum for children from birth to four years old.
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12 NCF Principles 
Transglobal 
Principles  

 I am a competent person who actively creates my own identity and my 
own understanding of the world.   

 

 
1 4 5 7 

 

 I am unique and have a unique life-story.   
 
 

 
1 10 

 
 I flourish when attention is paid to equality of opportunities where I can 

participate to develop my own potential.   
 

 

4 5 
 

 I am sensitive to individual and group differences and must be in educated in 
ways that help me to celebrate differences (and appreciate commonalities – 
empathy)  

 
1 2 

 

 I am curious, energetic and active and I learn by taking up opportunities to make 

meaning about the world around me.   
 

 

1 3 7 8 
 

 Appropriate local and indigenous knowledge and skills are resources that can be 

used to promote socially, culturally and linguistically sensitive learning 

environments for me.   
 

 
3 6 

 

 Play and hands-on (active) experiences enhance my learning and development.   7 8 
 

 A comprehensive ECD learning programme for quality and equality of 

opportunities pays attention to my developmental domains (social, emotional, 

cognitive, physical –with  a focus on health and nutrition),  the content areas 

(languages and mathematics) and my strong links with my family and, later, my 

links to schooling.  

 
 

6 10 

 

 Parents and families in their different forms play a central role in my overall 
development.  

 

 

1 2 9 10 
 

 I benefit from a close and loving relationship with an adult.   
 
 

 
1 2 9 10 

 
 Adults have the responsibility for the protection and promotion of my rights 

regardless of my age, background, ethnicity, ability and gender. 
 

 

1 2 9 10 
 

 We would like (sic) adults to promote children’s well-being, positive identities, 
inclusivity, child-focused activities and competence for living and coping with life. 

 
1 2 5 9 

 

 

 

TABLE 1: Twelve principles of early learning informing the three themes underpinning the NCF  
relating to transglobal ECCE principles

Source: Department of Basic Education. 2015. The South African National Curriculum Framework for children from Birth to 
Four. Pretoria: Department of Basic Education, p. 7.
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 The best way to prepare children for their adult life is to give them what they need as children. 
 

 Children are whole people who have feelings, ideas and relationships with others, and who need to be 
physically, mentally, morally and spiritually healthy. 

 
 Subjects such as mathematics and art cannot be separated; young children learn in an integrated way 

and not in neat, tidy compartments. 
 

 Children learn best when they are given appropriate responsibility, allowed to make errors, decisions 
and choices, and respected as autonomous learners. 

 
 Self-discipline is emphasised. Indeed, this is the only kind of discipline worth having. Reward systems 

are very short-term and do not work in the long-term. Children need their efforts to be valued. 
 

 There are times when children are especially able to learn particular things (sensitive periods) 
 

 What children can do (rather that what they cannot do) is the starting point of a child’s education. 
 

 Imagination, creativity and all kinds of symbolic behaviour (reading, writing, drawing, dancing, music, 
mathematical numbers, algebra, role play and talking) develop and emerge when conditions are 
favourable. 

 
 Relationships with other people (both adults and children) and the natural world are of central 

importance in a child’s life. 
 

 Quality education is about three things: the child, the context in which learning takes place, and the 
knowledge and understanding which the child develops and learns. 

 
 

TABLE 2: Ten transglobal principles of ECCE

Source: Bruce, Early Childhood Education Hodder Education, 1987 (2015 6th edn).
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LANGUAGE AND LITERACY 
LEARNING IN A MULTILINGUAL 
SOCIETY AND STORYPLAY

To help ease participants into thinking about early child
hood, everyone took part in a discussion/dialogue about 
their earliest memories of play and started to ask and discuss 

PRAESA director Dr Carole Bloch took the participants 
through theory based on neuroscience relevant to early 
learning generally, and specifically early literacy learning: 

neuroscience tells us.” She focused on early communication 
– looking at the similarities in learning oral and written lan
guage. A video was used to illustrate language development, 

the adults around them encourage and stimulate them to 
do so. A guided discussion allowed participants to consider 
the world of emergent reading and writing and how talk is 
important for language acquisition as well as learning to read 
and write. Together we identified elements of oral language 
learning. The significant role of families and communities in 
early learning was discussed, as well as ways to support early 
bilingualism and biliteracy.

The intention was for participants to understand all young 
children as being driven to bond with loved ones and make 
meaning as story tellers, symbol makers and symbol users 

facilitators worked together in creating and enhancing differ
ent environments (using fabrics, baby blankets, baby mats, 
cushions, playdough, sticks, pegs, string and books) for early 
language and literacy learning for three age groups: babies, 

Sara Stanley led us as we read stories and generated discus
sion points from these, in a similar way to what can be done 
with young children. Adults’ ability to bring stories alive in 
the minds of young children is the start of rich learning, 

perspectives. 

and only knowledge or have no knowledge and only imagi

enjoyable discussions. 

A significant step in transforming early education is to 

elicit ideas and thoughts from the children. Participants were 
clearly stimulated by the challenge as they took sides, argu
ing for either knowledge or imagination first. Such animated 
engagement helps us to acknowledge that activities such as 
these, which value and enable personal voice and agency, 
are highly appropriate to use with young children. Young 
children are far more capable than they sometimes appear, 
especially when they are given tasks that dictate what and 
how things should be done. 
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and related to theory. Bringing stories to life is a creative pro
cess that requires imagination. Situating story at the centre 
of human endeavour connects home and preschool settings, 
and this is the basis for transformation. 

Story telling  opens communication channels, and stimulates 

decision making, problem solving, and consideration of 
identity, ethics and values. 

We focused on choosing appropriate stories, wordplays, 
rhymes and songs, and how to introduce babies and toddlers 
to books. During the five days, we remembered and recreated 
cultural stories, lullabies, finger plays, action songs, rhymes, 
and movement games; all as a basis to laying firm founda
tions for language and biliteracy learning in young children.

create their own stories (in groups) from a basket of props. To 

activity, the stories were scribed and play acted together. This 
enjoyable activity has the capacity to enhance learning and 
create print in any language or combination of languages, 
in any setting, and with very young children.

THE BEGINNINGS OF  
CREATIVE AND MATHEMATICAL 
THINKING

Mathematics, science, time, space and patterns are all con
cepts that babies, toddlers and young children need to be 

ticipants were given opportunities throughout the course to 

practically and through discussions.

for participants by allowing them to construct with found/
recycled materials, play with wood, clay, construction kits, 
blocks, sand, water and other malleable materials (in early 
childhood settings this would include painting and draw
ing). The way children need to engage with and make use 

hold meaning for them. Also, the beauty of looking for pat
terns and developing practical, applicable knowledge of, for 

to encourage children to think and be creative. Creative 
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thinking is needed in mathematics and the sciences, and in 
the humanities as well as the arts. We worked with natural 
materials, found or recycled materials, and looked at the 
use of cheap or freely available materials as giving value to 
practitioners and the learning environment. Participants 
considered the opportunities this gives families to make 
use of resources that children can engage with and learn 

emphasised.

Participants made curriculum links with various resources 

the learning using sticks, leaves, branches and fabrics. The 
important ways in which nature, communities and culture 

that every aspect of the course links to issues requiring ethi
cal and moral considerations. The way children locate and 
engage with nature relies on being given opportunities that 
draw attention to learning about it actively and practically. 

We emphasised the importance of physical development 
and movement for babies, toddlers and young children; 

with others; problem solving; and engaging with nature 
and adults helping children to engage with nature (linking 
such activities to science, biology, pattern recognition and 
making, environmental education, rights to clean water and 
places, responsibility to look after, power to grow and nur
ture, and caring irrespective of gender). 

We made the tool of understanding early learning through 
observation available for participants, using the concept of 
reversing the traditional order. In this way, assessment pre
cedes evaluation. The former is getting to know the child 
– finding out what the child already knows through observa
tion – rather than emphasising what the child doesn’t yet 
know and understand, and also finding out through observa
tion what the child is interested in. 

Evaluation involves taking a critical look at what the child 
is offered to make sure that it links and matches with what 
the child knows and engages with and finds interesting. If 

children are not offered the appropriate things at the right 
time, in the right way, they find it difficult and sometimes 

We investigated schema spotting with Dr Stella Louis as a 
strategic tool in early childhood teaching, as well as docu
menting and assessing learning. Identifying the schemas in 
babies and young children also helps in the provision of an 
appropriate learning environment, which aids the evaluation 
of what children are offered. 

We looked at the importance of observation to support and 

and noted that it contributes usefully to an appropriate 
method of assessment for the early years. We discussed 
the need for sharing observations about children and their 
interactions with one another and with their families and 
caregivers, and creating a welcoming and inviting family 
ethos. 

Each day ended in a different review method, facilitated by 
Karin Murris, to give participants the opportunity to reflect 
on the day and talk about any learnings that they had found 
valuable.

LINKING TO THE NATIONAL 
CURRICULUM FRAMEWORK 
FOR CHILDREN FROM BIRTH TO 
FOUR TO WORK IN MATHS,  
LITERACY AND KNOWLEDGE 
OF THE WORLD

We linked our work to the South African National Curricu
lum for children from birth to four years old. The following 

and activities that are appropriate for the age group under 
discussion.

Knowledge and Understanding of the World
How this fits into the six Early Learning and Development Areas (ELDAs): Well-being Identity and belonging; Communication; 
Exploring mathematics; Creativity; Knowledge and understanding of the world.

Children explore and investigate their world People, plants and animals

Children explore, design, make items and  
explore technology

Switching machines, e.g. mobile phones and TV remote controls, on and off

Den making

Woodwork and creative workshop area

Children explore and investigate time and place
The community where children live

Family history, and babies, through to elderly members
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Exploring Mathematics Creatively
How creative mathematics fits into the six Early Learning and Development Areas (ELDAs): Well-being; Identity and belonging; 
Communication; Exploring mathematics; Creativity; Knowledge and understanding of the world.

Children are aware of themselves as 
capable and confident learners

Numbers are everywhere , five fingers – and ten on two hands, two eyes, bicycles 
have two wheels, cars have four, a wheelbarrow has one. Two ears, two eyes, one 
mouth, two legs, dogs have four legs, chickens have two

Children show awareness of and are 
responsive to number and counting 

One-to-one correspondence – one cup for you, one for me, the twoness of two

First, second, third!

Children sort, classify, make  
comparisons and solve problems

Is it red?

Opposites – bigger than, smaller than

Wooden blockplay – making a bridge, putting on two shoes on the right feet

Doing up buttons

Children explore shape, space and 
measurement

Living in a 3D world. Shapes are everywhere. Berries and fruits might be spheres. 

Pillars are cylinders, windows are squares, rectangles

Triangles strengthen football goal posts, eating pizza slice, a round pizza and a 
triangle slice, 2D flat circles, and triangles

Making 2D become 3D. Pop-up books. Paper folding – paper aeroplanes

Using lines, drawing, sticklaying, next to, far apart, wavy flexible lines, ribbons, 
string

Making points, stabbing and pricking clay, sand, water, clay

Topological space, jumping off, climbing on, near, far, over, under, through, up, 
down, surrounding

Longer than, taller than,(length and height) heavier than, lighter than, (weight) bigger 
than smaller than (size)

Thinking is helped when children use 
time as they experience life

Time succession: past, present and future. Last week we visited Granny

First we will wash our hands, then eat our lunch

Earlier than sleep time, and after we have been to the shop

Time duration: Day and night, summer, autumn, winter, spring (seasons)

One hour (but exact time comes later!)

Area, volume and capacity

Spreading the butter on your toast

Covering the bed with a blanket

The jug is empty, full, overflowing

Singing mathematical songs
Round and round the garden

Ten little fingers, ten little toes
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Exploring Literacy and Language Using Storyplay
How Storyplay fits into the six Early Learning and Development Areas (ELDAs): Well-being; Identity and belonging;  
Communication; Exploring mathematics; Creativity; Knowledge and understanding of the world.

Children build a sense of resilience (be-
ing strong and resistant to daily stresses)

Prepare young children for unpleasant or adverse situations (gradually, if possible) 
by talking about them, reading books, play acting, etc.

Encourage independence and each young child’s faith in her own problem-solving 
skills

Help children to put feelings into words

Children are aware of themselves as 
capable and confident learners

Provide opportunities for children to create things and participate in tasks. For 
example, the children use play dough to create things, a conversation is encouraged 
and feedback is given

Provide them with experiences that allow them to discuss their strengths and inter-
ests

Let children participate in activities where they are able to experience different feel-
ings. Let them demonstrate their feelings through facial gestures

Encourage children to work together in activities where they depend on each other

Invite people from the community to tell/write stories to children about aspects 
or their lives and their cultural backgrounds in a developmentally appropriate way 
(Bherana)

Children build strong relationships

Use activities where children can be placed in their friendship groups. Allow them to 
take on roles of leaders, helpers etc

Set up learning centres that allow children to manage group dynamics – playing in 
pairs/groups and to manage conflict

Design routines where children will have opportunities to play with a variety of other 
children

Create opportunities where children will have to ask others for information or help

Children have a sense of group identity 
and a sense of celebrating differences

Encourage children to talk about similarities and differences. Use stories and give 
reasons

Develop an anti-bias approach to help children to learn about race, gender, abilities

Children listen to sounds and speech 
relationships

Talk and listen and have conversations

Ask follow-up questions to encourage children to think more about issues

Tell stories from the past and about issues that the children are interested in

Continue to offer children as they need and show interest in: 
 

 
 

 

Children speak using different styles of 
communication relationships

Encourage children to experiment with new words

Tell many traditional stories, which enable the child to use her imagination

Children make meaning by ‘reading’ 
what they see, hear, feel, taste and touch

Read stories from picture books and demonstrate good book-handling habits

Write down children’s words when they tell you about the pictures they have made 
or the games they have played

Children record their experiences and 
ideas through language, sounds, art, 
drama and play, and, later, ‘writing’

Allow children to talk about their experiences asking questions like: 

upon a time’ 
 

Provide literacy materials as part of make believe play so that children can pretend 
to read and write and so show that they understand what print is for

Children sort, classify, make compari-
sons and solve problems

Encourage interaction during activities such as storytelling, rhymes

Ask children to talk about how they might solve a problem in their fantasy play or 
stories they tell or hear

Show a keen interest in how children are solving problems and the answers they 
come up with

Children explore shape, space and 
measurement

Create opportunities for sand, water and fantasy play

Invite children to talk about their creations
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Children identify, search for and create 
solutions to challenges through problem 
solving

Set challenges in stories by asking children: What do you think happened next? If 
you were there, what would you do?

Encourage the children to ask themselves and others questions to find solutions 
and to find new knowledge and skills

Children identify, search for and create 
solutions to challenges through play and 
make believe

Continue to offer opportunities and materials for free play and make-believe play

Discuss co-operation and rules for working together when children are ready for this 
and there is a ‘teachable moment’ including steps to take and behaviours to model

Organise space for imaginative games, stories and constructions which take several 
days to complete

Children identify, search for and create 
solutions to challenges through visual art 
activities

Write down stories about their work when children ask for this to be done

Encourage children to use their imaginations as well as their knowledge of the world 
to create visual art

Children identify, search for and create 
solutions to challenges through music, 
dance and drama

Tell simple stories and then act these out together with the children

Propose a story title and help children to make up a story/song/ rhyme and act it out

Children explore and investigate their 
world

Watch children’s attention and encourage them to respond. Use questions and 
discussions

Allow children to do further investigations on things that interest them

Encourage children and respond to their growing interests, extend their questions

Children explore design, make items and 
use technology

Make available a variety of resources that children can use for their constructions 
for example, cardboard, wooden blocks and Storyplay tub resources 

Encourage children in their efforts to build their own creations

Children explore and investigate time 
and place

Tell stories of different places and journeys. Use words such as now, later, before, 
yesterday, today, tomorrow, long ago, one day in the future etc

Provide opportunities to play with models and small world play of real and imaginary 
objects and landscapes

Encourage children to ask questions – who, what, where, why, when, how.  Intro-
duce vocabulary to help children to talk about what they see

Make books with children – the adult illustrates the story that the child tells

FACILITATOR BIOGRAPHIES

Carole Bloch (PhD) is an early literacy and multilingual 
education specialist in African settings. She has helped to 
introduce and support holistic and potentially transforma
tional approaches to teaching reading and writing in early 
childhood informal and formal settings since 1992, when 
she began working with the Project for the Study of Alter
native Education in South Africa (PRAESA). With a focus 
on normalising the use of all children’s home languages for 
reading and writing, she has facilitated early literacy train
ing, research and multilingual storybook development in 
South Africa and other African countries, to enhance all 
children’s opportunities for literacy learning. In 2012, she 
conceptualised the multilingual literacy approach for and 

with the DG Murray Trust, and led its start up phase. 

Professor Tina Bruce is an internationally recognised Froebel 
trained teacher from London, advising on early childhood 

and the US as well as the UK. Her books, aimed at practition
ers, those who train them and policy makers, have sold over 

a quarter of a million copies. She is passionate about the 
importance of integrating theory and practice. For the last 
eight years she has been working with the principal, staff 

tlement in Soweto. Together they have used the Asset Based 
Community Development Approach (ABCD) in relation to 
the school’s early childhood curriculum and pedagogy.  

Stella Louis is a trainer with international 

childhood settings and is a trainer for several local authori
ties. She has written early childhood books and has worked 
with Tina Bruce for the last eight years in Kliptown, Soweto.  
She is particularly interested in observation and its part in 
developing learning, especially through children’s schemas.

Nadia Lubowski is an early childhood specialist with a 
Master’s degree from the University of Cape Town. Nadia 

biliteracy approach, as well as her interest in philosophical 

http://www.praesa.org.za
http://www.praesa.org.za


 11 

 EDUCATING OURSELVES, EDUCATING OUR CHILDREN

preschoolers in Belhar and Langa.  She has worked as a pri
mary and preschool teacher, trained educational staff, and 
run community workshops. Aiming to provide access and 
empowerment to children and parents limited by social, 
political and economic circumstances, Nadia, daughter of 
the late Anton Lubowski, has been involved in setting up 

Nolubabalo Mbotshwa is an early childhood language 
and literacy mentor at PRAESA who supports Storyplay in 

ence working with children and young people in various 
capacities, including counselling and as an assistant teacher. 

Karin Murris (PhD) is Professor of Education at the Univer
sity of Cape Town. Grounded in philosophy as an academic 

discipline, her research interests are early childhood educa
tion, school ethics and critical pedagogies. She is programme 
convener of the PGCE Foundation phase and principal inves
tigator of the NRF Decolonising Early Childhood Discourses 

book of Philosophy for Children (2017). 

Sara Stanley has spent almost 30 years in the Foundation 
Stage classroom as a teacher, foundation phase leader and 
teacher educator. Since 2013, Sara has been involved in 
early childhood projects for the development of literacy and 
imaginative Storyplay with PRAESA. She is a guest lecturer 
at UCT and a research associate and collaborator in the NRF 
project Decolonising Early Childhood Discourses which uses 

the refugee camps of northern France where she has created 
play spaces for young children.

http://sarastanley.co.uk/

