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Social and emotional competence: Are preventive programmes
necessary in early childhood education and car €?
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Just as young children begin to develop a wide e@anf skills, attitudes and
behaviours during the early years, the developmantsocial and emotional
competence is also rooted in early childhood. Yehtjlst some argue that this
competence is nurtured through preventive prograsnf8ehonert-Reichl 2004), this
paper argues against the need for preventive proges as long as the adults caring
for young children are themselves experiencingtpesielationships and can be role
models providing a stable and positive effect oitdodn during what must be one of
their most crucial and vulnerable periods of thié&. The paper juxtaposes various
interpretations of quality education and care ia darly years and emphasises good
practice which can promote social and emotional petence without the need to
resort to formal, preventive programmes. Assumingt tpositive and appropriate
approaches to early childhood education and ca@@moted within homes as well
as within formal early years settings, there caa Inatural development of emotional
and social competence.

Keywords: early childhood education  social and emotiaoahpetence
preventive programmes

Introduction

The development of socialisation and emotional Awvelhg highlights the complexities which arise
from the intricate links which exist between persanaits we are born with and the environment wittich
we grow and interact. Both are major variables Wwigontribute to social and emotional literacy aelhted
skills, including motivation, self-esteem, confiden resilience and coping strategies. Singh almiikta
(2005, 141) report thatdeveloping social skills is not an easy task. ketaknowledge of correct relationship
skills in addition to time and experiericeThe question then becométw do we learn which are the
acceptable relationship skills®specially in the light of the fact that what ceptable depends on the nature
of the relationship amongst the individuals invalhand the surrounding environment or context.

Social and emotional development requires relahgos with adults and peers, but adult participatio
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and intervention in young children’s social and gomal development must be a natural process ratiaer
developed in or through contrived situations. i&oand emotional development thrives on a varigty
experiences. Changes within society at large haae & major impact on the socialisation patterns of
individuals, even at a young age. Whilst some manysicer days gone by with a sense of nostalgiagthe

seem to be far-reaching implications on the devakm of basic skills.

... today’s children lead lives not dissimilar ts$e of the tragic boys and girls in children’s
fiction of the late 19th and most of the 20th ceyitT he tragic nature of these characters’ lives
lay in the fact that they were never free from caolling grown-ups, policed and monitored
every minute of their waking lives by mothers, nasngovernesses and teachers, or had their
movement restricted .[contributing t§ the loss of that independence and privacy frooitad
eyes which is a crucial part of childhood.

It is a truism that the self-confidence, senseetff security, independence and individuality that
come from roaming free for significant parts of snehildhood cannot be developed any other
way. In contemporary life, the only children whosbdreedom are those who are neglected and
whose homes are unstable. And so their adventueasoh rooted in imagination, discovery and
innocence...

(Caruana-Galizia 2009, 22)

Society has changed radically and the lifestyles sotial patterns of adults and families have had a
bearing on child-rearing patterns. Families areammautious about how they raise their children ahet
relationships are allowed to develop. Years agiationships among children developed and floudshkile
running around on the streets. Nowadays parentexamting more control over children’s mobility. ldberg

(2009, 32) argues that:

Children are healthier and wealthier than ever fgefthey are given time, attention, protection
and education. The bad news however is that stEi@esire to protect children from the harsh
realities of life has in many ways gone too farefghis a real danger that by cocooning children,
over-protecting and over-supervising them, soceziyld be denying kids the opportunity to

grow up into capable, confident adults.

These excerpts suggest that children are ablevelafe certain skills which contribute to social and
emotional stability especially when placed in ditmas where they have to look after themselvesiriesa
(2010, 43) refers to ‘resilient children’ as thageo ‘manage to develop their human potential despitng
in chronic poverty or exposure to stressful evenBy being over-protective of children, adults are
inadvertently leading children to failure becaustner than going through life without scrapes dhwierfect
results, it is more crucial and important to knoswtto handle and cope with failure or difficulti@Suldberg
2009).

Social and emotional development is linked to sascat school. Thompson (2002) argues that in
addition to intellectual skills and motivational aliies, young children are prepared and readystirool
when they have ‘socio-emotional qualities’. These ehildren who have experienced positive relatigps

with adults and peers, built capacities to co-ogeaad resolve conflict successfully and parti@pattively in
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group learning experiences are more likely to m&keoth transitions in the early stages of schoolifigese
skills are requisites for positive achievementsrduthe years of formal schooling as children nastngst
others to collaborate with others, try to underdtather people’s point of view, resolve conflictsieably,
co-operate with adults and peers and exercisetaircelegree of self-control (Thompson, 2002).

Access and exposure to positive relationshipsexpariences in the very early years is so esseittial
is thought to impact on brain development (Hawlegt &unner 2000). Direct interaction between parant
their babies as well as between child-carers aadrants in child-care, is far more crucial thaowiding
children with toys or keeping them quiet in frofiactelevision screen. The brain develops thraagfvating
and keeping alive the network of synapses whictstinaulated and motivated, while pruning those \tace
not in use. Depending on the nature of the relatigs in early years, some children may be undellesiged
and under-stimulated, thus left struggling to cojfité situations which could have become naturahese

Undeniably, relationships in the early years aoe@tributing variable to the development of health
social and emotional skills as well as successchod. The healthy growth and development of young
children requires warm, understanding and caringtedvho show a genuine interest in children’s ggseand
interests and who can successfully stimulate antivate their curiosity. Where adults are resporesinhd
knowledgeable in providing appropriate, timely soqpthe need to psychologise childhood or applyicdl
intervention to naturally developing processes wdabus be minimised or, one may argue, may evearbec
redundant, as children develop by emulating andettiod their relationships on the strengths of itHest-

hand experiences.

The danger s of preventive programmes

Preventive programmes aim to explicitly develop mpoehensive and co-ordinated social and
emotional learning from pre-school through adoleset to ensure that irrespective of the background
children are growing up in, they systematically elep attitudes, behaviours and cognitions to become
healthy and competent (Elias et.al. 1997, 10). Hewein perceiving a need to subject everyone to a
preventive programmemnay suggest that it is difficult if not impossible fohildren to develop healthy social
and emotional skills in a natural manner. Thereeapp to be an underlying preconceived assumptianah
proactive stance must be adopted to stop sinisete from occurring. For example, an undated pabbn
by the Centre for the Study of Social Policy (n§laitned at strengthening families through earlyecand
education highlights that:

Excellent early care and education programs usemmymprogram strategies to build the

protective factors known to reduce child abusersglect.

Five protective factors are listed including, paaémesilience; social connections; knowledge of
parenting and child development; concrete suppoatitnes of needs; and social and emotional competeh

children. From amongst this list of “protective tias”, only one is within the direct control of tkkild. The
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onus of the remaining four factors rests with alahd primary caregivers surrounding the childgssting

that the responsibility for and success in develg@ippropriate socio-emotional skills are outsiae laeyond
the child. This raises a number of questions, ame

* To what extent can children develop strong soanal emotional skills if the adults around them
do not have the necessary attitudes, knowledgeesaind skills?

* What happens if the relationships offer limited)lfi or negative experiences?

* To what extent do adults allow children to develikills associated with independence, risk-
taking and resilience?

* To what extent can a child be an active and irelpgarticipant in what goes on around him or
her without necessarily having a watchful eye wvgte reassurance, approval or disapproval?

* What are adults’ views about children and childiboAre children considered helpless human
beings who must grow-up in a carefully planned atrdctured environment as determined by
adults, or can young children make their own clestcBo adults listen to children? How much
importance is attributed to children’s voices?

» To what extent do relationships have an impactter [development?

Having a programme with ‘strategies to build thetective factors’ suggests that early childhood
education and care is tantamount to embarking ooaa of potential risks and dangers. Yet curricula
associated with high quality early care and edoaoati

» use discourse which credits children with positedievements, attitudes and dispositions;

» acknowledge and celebrate children’s achievemesta eesult of their direct participation and

contribution;

* use assessment as a measure of learning rathaagbessment for learning; and

* use assessment tools of a descriptive nature tmreap more accurate record of every child’s

individual achievements.

A quality early years programme cannot consistystematic and scripted activities, developed by
adults who predetermine what they perceive is ¢ssdor children to follow. The design of a progmme and
the expected outcomes for an intended target aceliare as crucial considerations as is the fletyibar
rigidity with which a programme is to be followedn the context of early childhood education andeca
developing highly prescriptive programmes can lgeeat disservice to both adults and children foumber
of reasons. Firstly, strict and rigid adherence gorogramme suggests that all participants wiltreated in
identical ways without due consideration to divelessrning styles or needs. Secondly, it impliesiek lof
recognition and acknowledgement that individualtipgrants may be side-tracked in their pursuit of a

interest which arises unexpectedly. Finally sucladimerence de-contextualises learning, which ggamst a
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major characteristic of young children’s learningmely learning through first-hand experience. higgy out
of context ignores young children’s conceptual feararks which could lead to misunderstandings orswor
still no understanding. By inviting young childrémlearn out of context, we also risk limiting teetent to
which they are able to transfer any acquired kndgaeto real-life situations. How can we be suwd il
participants are at a conceptual level of undedstgnwhich allows them to engage with, reflect uord
internalise the appropriate skills, knowledge tadies and/or values we would have tried to promote?

The design of specific programmes may restricévent or reduce creative adults from having the
freedom of choosing or adapting activities to belcgmmere operators, working through the mechania o
programme.  For instance, one example of whaeaspto be a highly rigid programme meant for young
learners is the document entitlEdcellence and Enjoyment: social and emotional etspef learning(DfES

2008). Below is an excerpt from the introduction:

This theme focuses on developing children’s knogéedinderstanding and skills in four key

social and emotional aspects of learning...(itgrfchildren the opportunity to see themselves

as valued individuals within a community, and tafcibute to shaping a welcoming, safe and

fair learning community for all.. (p.1)

Getting children to verbally express these undedsitegs is difficult, because children’s language
development is still ongoing and the outcomes #&sract. This implies that adults are more likedybie
observing, assessing and recording what is goingaod therefore sensitive staff needs to be capatble
recording children’s behaviours and analysing $ibug in a given context.

Excellence and Enjoymergfers to teaching activities which seem to beftomal for the early years.
In providing details of how to organise activitiése adult user is given instructions such as Kegabulary
(to be introduced within the theme and across thidgaulum) as well as information about specifitiates
and resources which are to be done.

Yet, it is well-known that learning in the earlears should be fun, enjoyable, experiential and
relevant to children’s conceptual level. Abstreshcepts are difficult for children to understaagpreciate
and reflect upon. Creating scenarios deliberai@lpromote specific skills is artificial. There wmiseto be
leeway for spontaneity where activities arise arelexplored because the children are genuinelyesited.
Within scripted programmes, assessment procedueesdso dubious as they record the acquisitiorbeeace

of these skills, therefore delineating the defioitshortcomings:

From Sept 2008 every registered early years proadéd school is required to follow the EYFS
and monitor children’s progress according to 69Iyekearning goals’...embodying the notion
that young children can be put on some kind ofcaffiy approved conveyor belt towards
Success....

(Guldberg 2009, 149)

In contrast to rigid programmes, more flexible peogmes allow for choices to be made by the adults

and children. Such programmes may provide guideliseiggestions, and a repertoire of activities from
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amongst which one can choose and adapt those ahéchppropriate to the needs, interests and apsitatl
the learners. Such programmes respect the childadod in that planning and choice are less restec
However, making use of flexible programmes necatessthighly-trained and well-informed adults who ca
make professional and informed judgements accordinghe potential of the learners. Rather than
concentrate on preventive programmes, it would app®re logical to promote early childhood prograesam
which take account of and adjust the curriculamiaorks to address the adults’ and society’s vielnhe
child and childhood; the adults’ expectations fouyg children as they develop in their early yeaasd the
social, cultural and environmental forces whichldriein experience within homes, in informal situaticas
well as formal settings such as day-care and kgadézn centres or schools.

In an attempt to argue against preventive progresnim early childhood education and care, it is

worth considering how these three factors impingearly childhood education and care.

The development of social and emotional aspectsin early years

Alongside physical, cognitive and language develapimsocial and emotional development begins at
birth and develops rapidly in the first years &&.liSocio-emotional development reflects a childésire to
connect with others, allows for a sense of identtyd contributes to building relationships. Dagrthis time
children develop the capacities that prepare thenbd self-confident, trusting, empathic, intelledly
inquisitive, competent and capable of understandimd)adjusting well to others. They learn to comicate,
connect with others, resolve conflict, and copehwihallenges. These skills provide children witke th
confidence required for perseverance in achievmajggand persistence in the face of difficulty.d tke other
important milestones babies and toddlers achiewberearly years, developing socio-emotional skélses
times, practice, and lots of patience from parenis caregivers. However, unlike learning to waik galk,
social-emotional skills are not as easy to seepamdnts must learn to read their children’s cuesrder to
understand what they may be thinking and feelibhgs lonly when adults display sensitivity, can heal
development in all aspects, including socio-ematiakills be supported. As a result of activelypasding to
as well as stimulating children, adults provide tiexessary support for the development of motiwatio
positive dispositions, self-esteem, confidencdlieese and coping strategies.

Such development is reminiscent of Vygotsky's motbf the zone of proximal development and
Bruner’'s views about scaffolding. With support frammore knowledgeable other, a child is expected to
achieve more than what s/he can do on his owneSme adult is in-tune with the ongoing developmére
child is led to new levels of knowledge. Two kegiiedients are necessary in this process, namelgdiive
participation of the child, and the sensitive remas of the adults and community of experts sudiognthe

novice.
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I ssues for families

Traditionally, babies, toddlers and infants spepsirof their time with the mother and other family
members at home. The latter were at an advantageearly years’ educators in institutionalised isgtt
because within families there would be less chiideecope with than there are in child-care andiérgarten
centres, with more time to get to know the childteetter and respond to individual needs. Within
communities, families had more children who grewtogether and offered each other support to develop
social and emotional skills.

To add to the tension and dilemmas in raising chilcand ensuring optimal development, in today’'s
economies families need to take decisions over lwthiey may have little control. With the advancamef
women in society, institutionalised early childhazettings mushroomed, resulting in challenges pareast

face in the upbringing of children. There is conipglevidence which suggests that:

Children who receive sensitive, responsive carmftbeir parents and other caregivers in the
first years of life enjoy an important head staivard success in their lives. The secure
relationships they develop with the important agluft their lives lay the foundation for
emotional development and help protect them froertany stresses they may face as they
oo Weé¢rner and Smith 1992 as cited in Hawley and Guge0, 5)

Many parents however, are themselves leading &ifdsges where they have to juggle between
employment, career choices, having children, amitdldey whether to stay home. How can working peen
predominantly the mother, reconcile the necessatgnioe between work and family life? In realityhaw
does it mean to have optimal relationships withngpehildren to support them in building their colefince,
developing their self-identity, challenging theiquisitive minds and ensuring that the stimulasngport is
readily available?

The multi-faceted issues which impinge on raisthgdren and the quality of the relationships which
children can be offered by their primary caregivere well-documented in the OECD serisbies and

Bosses at workFamily-work balance is a critical issue for fanslidirectly as well as policy makers.

Whether or not parents are in paid work is a kegrd@nant of the poverty risk of families and
children. .... Parents finding a good work/lifedrade is a critical issue for child well-being, as
both poverty and a lack of personal attention camhchild development. A good work/family
balance also reduces parental stress, and thuditbeneth parent-child and parent-parent
relationships

(OECD 2007, 2)

The data and evidence from around the world pamts need for parents to have access to support in
raising a family, and the reasons for this requaetwvary. If parents need to look outside the hdane
support, they must have access to affordable, tyueltildcare facilities. One of the hallmarks afadjty in
early years’ settings is the degree to which egelyrs’ educators successfully develop relationsiwps the

children which in turn depends on the adults’ &ptio get to know children in their care (Steph€0&).
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Early childhood education and care

Adults acting on behalf of primary caregivers reguensitivity to nurture and stimulate responses.
This is no easy task to achieve. Within institusion appears to be difficult for adults to estsibla special
rapport with every child in care. Issues of stafehild-ratios are crucial in determining the extemwhich
adults and children can spend quality time togetii@e relationships within an early years settinguo
through a myriad of activities which depend uporoagst other, what is emphasised in the early yaads
expectations about children’s achievements; thgeaf characteristics which enhance quality ihyegears’
settings; and the extent to which outcomes andatapens of early years’ development allow for kiegl
socio and emotional development.

Several early years’ settings claim to follow ctufa or adhere to frameworks which contributehte t
holistic development of young children. Specific ato identify key areas of development
(cognitive/intellectual; socio-emotional; linguisti understanding of the world; numeracy) contribgti
towards the foundations of lifelong learning. Rw@s of early years setting make reference todheof
the adult, inclusive practices and parental coltabon. Many believe that they embrace a pedagadgygiw
promotes active and play-based experiences whiati te development, independence, responsibility,
well-being and self-confidence.

Different countries and cultures have their owmpentations of the purpose of early childhood
education, and these expectations are reflectatiaim interpretations of early years’ programmesl an
philosophies. It cannot be assumed that pareet®i@cessarily aware of what goes on within earbrye
centres. For example, research about insightspatental satisfaction with their choice of child-ear
kindergarten centres indicate that although 77% @4# of participants were using child-care and KG
settings for the first time respectively, 58% ofmii@ies with children in child-care and 50% of farag
using KG settings, did not even shop around tovglest is available to make an informed choice; 73%
chose a centre on the basis of recommendationseofds and relatives (Sollars 2002).

In spite of developments to move away from prggore curricula to more flexible approaches
based on principles, perspectives and values d¢dlatod and child development, learning and pedagogy
early years’ frameworks appear to embrace one ofdistinct pedagogical approaches, namely thosehwhi
emphasise a pre-primary perspective against thbse smcial pedagogic perspective (Deguara 2009. Th
former prepares children for school “through ttensfer of subject knowledge from the teacher tacthielren
in a formal, school-like, academic wawilst the latter emphasises the learning procesggsher with the
developmental needs of children in an informal ahifid-centred approaclA pre-primary and instrumental
view of education emphasises the authority of teltaand the needs of society over the child arel th
individual, while the progressive, social pedagogerspective emphasises the decentralisation oft adu
authority and puts a focus on the child at thereeott curriculum activities.

Policy recommendations drawn from the review afrity OECD countries (2001, 2006), suggest that

much more needs to be done for children underdkeoésix, prior to the onset of formal education:
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To place well-being, early development and learnaigthe core of ECEC work, while
respecting the child’'s agency and natural learsingtegies: Children’s well-being and learning
are core goals of early childhood services, ..hAllenge exists in many countries to focus more
on the child, and to show greater understandirthetpecific developmental tasks and learning
strategies of young children.

(OECD 2006, 6)

These recommendations have implications for thétlhedevelopment of social and emotional skills,
namely assisting and supporting parents in raisieg family and attributing importance to the ongpin
development of the child. This necessitates pdatia@sources rather than treating children asghahey are
already in compulsory education. Whilst some coesitconsider the early years and a relevant adune as
preparation for primary school, others emphasise bbildren learn in supportive contexts necessary f
learning to be meaningful and relevant. For examble Early Years Foundation Sta@dept for Children,
Schools and Families, 2008) England gives details about moving from prinegpto practice in each of four
themes: A unique child; Positive relationships; lEimg environments; Learning and developing. There
details about what constitutes effective practtallenges and dilemmas and reflecting on practice.

The aims othe Curriculum for excellencen Scotland(The Scottish Executive, 2004)e for every
child and young person to know they are valued waitldbe supported to become a successful learrer, a
effective contributor, a confident individual andr@sponsible citizen. The Scottish curriculum putpdo
develop the attributes and capabilities necessarylfil the four capacities through 8 curriculagalning
areas. Each of these learning areas has veryychkefthed experiences and outcomes.

The early years learning framework in Australigpliasises the socio-emotional development which

is expected as a precursor of later learning:

Fundamental to the Framework is a view of childsdives as characterised by belonging, being
and becoming. From before birth children are cotete¢o family, community, culture and
place. Their earliest development and learning dak&ce through these relationships,
particularly within families, who are children’sdt and most influential educators
(Commonwealth of Australia 2009, 7).

The learning outcomes which promote a strong sehggentity, well-being, confident and involved
learners who are effective communicators, connesftdand contributing to the world around thermn ¢ee
achieved through principles which promote secuespectful and reciprocal relationships; have high
expectations and promote equity as well as redpediversity The Te Whariki early childhood curriculum

in New Zealand is foundesh

aspirations for children to grow up as competerd eonfident learners and communicators,
healthy in mind, body, and spirit, secure in tlsgnse of belonging and in the knowledge that
they make a valued contribution to society. ...sTdurriculum emphasises the critical role of
socially and culturally mediated learning and ofipeocal and responsive relationships for
children with people, places, and things.

(New Zealand MinistifyEducation 1996, 9)
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The crucial and sometimes subtle difference betweercula revolves around the image of the child
who can be either seen as an active contributor articipant in extending and modifying his own
understanding, or as someone who should take oora passive role and merely follow the diet of\atés
determined by others. These differences in peroeptof the child and expectations about achievement
coupled with the type of curriculum which is offdrdbecome manifest in the way early years’ edusator
record and assess young children’s achievemenis.dépends on the extent to which a curriculuncigpsd
and outcomes prescribed. For instance, educatordeavorking towards a deficit model where a judgatm
has to be made about the presence or absencditif behaviour or knowledge. However, assessinioén
through a narrow skills-acquisition approach doetsdo justice to what a child can do or who s/heAsd for

this reason, prescriptive programmes in early yraesl to be avoided.

In eradicating behaviours, massive doses of caooreeire administered to the child. As a result,

we minimize or ignore strengths and competencieshitld possesses that could promote

adaptation and wellness.

(Breslin 2005, 47)
Children need to leave early years settings wiflositive disposition towards learning as a restlt o

highly stimulating experiences which ought to cltease quality early years programmes. Such
programmes allow and support children to develapmsiences which promote risk-taking, experimentatio
guestioning, exploration, and discovery-learningil@en need to experience success and failuréteement,
happiness and disappointment, thus enabling thefaceand surmount challenges in a capable wayalSoc
and emotional literacy therefore, plays a key rolean early years programme as dispositions and
competences are developed. What is crucial in déinly gears is the need for highly trained, sensitults

who are responsive to the demands of the childréneir care.

Social and emotional development: developed through nurturing or preventive programmes?

As with all forms of development that occurs witmsiderable rapidity in the first years of lifecsd
and emotional development needs to be consideresl eontext of meaningful, relevant learning which
supports development and understanding ratherttirangh scripted programmes which can come acress a
being artificial. Novick (2002, 84)reports that fiarrow focus on academics does not always bringtsés
Within institutionalised settings, highly traineth§ ought to adopt approaches which promote ampbau
social and emotional development by seeking oppai#s to observe, listen to and interact with dteh to
foster and ensure caring relationships. Educateed no constantly evaluate and reflect on their own
interactions and involvement with the children gmépare stimulating, meaningful and relevant atoéigi
which support children’s overall development withigh quality supportive environments.

Where preventive programmes are necessary, ttmydshe required for the minority of children who
need explicit instruction in social skills and emotionakgulation or even ‘intensive, individualized

interventions. Some will needsystematic and focused instructitinlearndiscrete social emotional skijls
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others may require comprehensive, assessment-Haslealviour support plans to deal with persistent
challenging behaviour (Fox and Hemmeter 2009). BRith nurturing relationships and supportive

environments, children should be able develop $acid emotional literacy in a natural way.
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