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Abstract

Internationally, preschool children’s use of touch screen devices is increasingly
discussed from the perspectives of teachers and or caregivers. However, there is
little discussion of this topic from a cross-cultural perspective. Furthermore,
children’s own voices on their touch screen experiences are missing in the discourse.
This study considers Chinese immigrant preschool children’s experiences of touch
screen devices in a New Zealand Early Childhood Education (ECE) setting, aiming
to discern the competing VVoices of New Zealand ECE teachers, Chinese immigrant
caregivers and children themselves. To achieve this aim, initially | sought to
understand everyday touch screen use from the perspectives of New Zealand ECE
teachers and Chinese immigrant caregivers, then explore children’s voices in this
discussion by videoing their engagement with touch screens, and finally explore a

possible new layer of competing Voices between adults and children.

| set out to interrogate touch screen use by young learners in a social and aesthetic
way by applying Mikhail Bakhtin’s dialogic theory to explore the potential for
competing voices around preschool children’s touch screen use. I used genre as my
unit of analysis as it allowed me to examine voices, not only through utterances, but
also gestural expressions across different spaces. | used Heteroglossia as a central
framework for analysis because it enabled me to understand multiple voices in
social interaction. A visual method was used to collect the data because this method
enabled me to see multiple forms of children’s voices in addition to their utterances,
and to identify further competing voices through children’s employment of various

genres when using touch screens across ECE centre and home contexts.

The Voice of conditional support and the Voice of opposition or reluctance were
identified as competing Voices within and across New Zealand ECE teachers, and
within and across Chinese caregivers. The findings highlight that the Voices of

teachers and caregivers in my study are not necessarily in competition with each



other, but are instead in competition within and across each group. Six genres were
recognised during children’s touch screen use: the adult-led learning genre, the
compliance genre, the invisible speaker genre, the child-led learning genre, the
resistance genre and the whisper genre. Through these genres, children’s Outside-
in Voice and Inside-out VVoice were identified according to the source of voices.
The Outside-in Voice reflects the influence of adults’ voices on the child, while the
Inside-out Voice illustrates the child’s agency in expressing their inner voices.
Building on the tension within children’s Voices, a new layer of competing Voices
between adults and children was discerned: the VVoice of adult power and the Voice

of child agency.

My findings have implications for children, ECE teachers, caregivers and
policymakers. Children could be supported to express their voices on issues that
affect their lives, and to spend more time on free play. Implications for ECE
teachers are that teachers need to be invited and given support to understand the
complexity of children’s voices through genres. Teachers need to be helped to
appreciate that there are benefits of standing back and giving children space to be
creative and learn collaboratively and or independently. Caregivers could be
encouraged to relax some of their authority, to listen to children’s voices and to
include children’s voices in decision-making on issues that affect them. Caregivers
could also consider the conditions they place around their child’s touch screen use
such as time limit and the extent of scaffolding. Policymakers would be advised to
provide teachers with professional learning and development with regard to how to

scaffold children’s touch screen use and digital play into play-based learning.

Areas for research include further investigation of the genres children employ
during touch screen use and the use of interpretations other than Bakhtinian
dialogism to do this. Research could focus on the touch screen learning experiences
of a wider group of children, including children who are immigrants and children

of different ages in different cultural contexts.
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Glossary of key Bakhtinian terms

Addressivity: An unavoidable state as a human being engages in dialogue with the

world as it appears to them in relation to others.

Aesthetic: The dialogic interaction between two or more noncoinciding

consciousnesses, or ethical co-being.
Alterity: The potential to alter or change through dialogue.
Answerability: An ethical obligation or accountability to others.

Author: A person interacting with the consciousness of others (at its extreme it may

be a form of assessment).
Authoritative discourse: Ideas that are passed down to us and are fixed.

Becoming: A lifelong dialogic process of coming to be something or of passing

into a state.
Carnivalesque: Genres that act to de-crown or mock hierarchy
Centripetal force: A force that is moving or tending to move toward a center.
Centrifugal force: A force that is moving or tending to move away from a center.

Chronotope: The ‘setting’, considered as a spatio-temporal whole, or an optic for

discourses and their values.
Dialogism: A study of subjectivities encountering one another in the social act.
Dialogue: Conversation between two or more people with an answerable feature.

Double-voiced discourse: A discourse becomes double-voiced when someone
else’s words introduced into our own speech that inevitably assume a new

interpretation and become subject to our evaluation of them.

Genre: A combination of language content and forms in dialogue.
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Heteroglossia: The presence of multiple voices, the battleground between different

social forces (centripetal force and centrifugal force).

Hidden dialogue: The other’s voices actively influence the author’s voices, forcing

it to alter itself accordingly.

Ideology: Less political than the Marxist meaning typically given in the West
because it is concerned with the way a given social group views the world.

This is betrayed through utterance, according to Bakhtin.

Internally persuasive discourse: The evolving ideas people bring from their

personal experience of life.

Invisible speaker: The presence of the voice without the physical presence of the

speaker.

Monologism: A singular way of engaging in dialogue and interpreting meaning that
does not pay heed to alternative approaches or perspectives. There is only one

voice.
Outsidedness: The quality ‘I’ bring to the evaluation of other
Plural: More than one.
Plurality: The fact or state of being plural.
Polyphony: A chorus of voices who speak for themselves.
Underground: Voices that speak outside the official discourse.
Utterance: A spoken word, statement, or vocal voice in the chain of dialogue.
Visual surplus: The additional insights offered by others.

Voice: Includes all kinds of language and its use (seen and unseen; verbal and
nonverbal) including intonation, which reflects the values behind a

CONSCiousness.
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Whisper: The voice expressed in a private space which is different from its public

expression.

Bakhtinian terms are retrieved from:

White (2016). Introducing dialogic pedagogy: Provocations for the early years, NY':
Routledge.

For further examination of these terms see:
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Chapter 1

Introduction

This opening chapter sets the scene for the thesis. | start by explaining my personal

interest in the topic, and provide the rationale for the following considerations:

) the focus on Chinese preschool children’s touch screen experiences in a New
Zealand ECE setting;
i) the examination of culturally competing voices; and

iii) the emphasis on children’s voices.

The chapter subsequently establishes the research questions which were formulated
based on these three considerations. These research questions focus on children’s use
of touch screen devices, competing voices and children’s voices. The chapter concludes

with an overview of the contents of each chapter of the thesis.

1.1 My interest in this topic

My interest in the topic of competing voices in relation to children’s touch screen use
derives from my experience as a Chinese mother of two young children attending Early
Childhood Education (ECE) in New Zealand. In the course of this experience, | soon
became aware that Chinese immigrant families and New Zealand local educators
(teachers and parents) understand the value of children’s use of digital technologies in

very different ways.

Chinese parents, like myself, have a high regard for the value of new technologies and
the role these technologies play in children’s early learning. My experience and
observations indicate that some Chinese parents use these touch screen devices to assist
their children’s learning. I see this use of these devices as indicative of Chinese parents’
wish to advance their children’s opportunities and manage anxieties caused by prevalent
slogans in Chinese society such as ‘Do not let your child lose at the starting line’ (Ding,

2013). Such statements reflect the deeply-rooted values of Chinese parents which are

15



shaped by traditional Confucianism: the drive for the next generation to accomplish
something more than the previous generation (Lee, 1996). Motivated by these
aspirations, Chinese parents endeavour to ensure that their children do not forfeit the

learning opportunities that emerging technologies might bring.

Since using touch screen devices for children’s learning is common in Chinese families,
| came to New Zealand with an assumption that touch screen devices would be visible
in children’s lives at home and in ECE centres. However, after visiting some ECE
centres in New Zealand, | found that touch screen devices are not as conspicuous in
New Zealand ECE services. Instead, the focus of ECE centres is on offering frequent
outdoor experiences and play-based learning activities, with less orientation towards
digital activities. | was perplexed by this situation, which prompted me to delve further
by talking with Kaiako! and parents. | soon discovered that many Kaiako perceive
children’s use of digital technologies as problematic, with the perception that, if their
use is not limited and appropriately supervised, children’s use of touch screen devices
will be unsafe, leading to inadequate social interaction and undermining engagement in

play-based learning activities.

This difference in perspectives prompted me, from an educator’s and a researcher’s
stance, to try to ascertain what is happening for Chinese children, who move between
different cultures, with touch screen devices in New Zealand ECE settings and the

significance of these experiences. It is to this phenomenon that my study turns.

1.2 The wider rationale for this study
1.2.1 Why Touch screens?

As we move to a digital age, there are shifts to new forms of communication and
patterns of work in learning and leisure practices (Edwards et al., 2017; Stephen &
Edwards, 2017). The increasing use of digital devices represents one such shift in

children’s everyday play and learning. Of all digital devices, touch screen devices, such

! Kaiako: A Maori term referring to teacher(s) in New Zealand ECE curriculum Te Whariki.
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as smartphones and touch screen tablets, are the most popular digital devices for young
users at home and in ECE settings, due to the ease of operation and user-friendly
features of touch screens (Merchant, 2015). While there has been a significant increase
in research on children’s use of touch screen devices, most studies have focused on
primary and secondary schools, and examined the effects of using such devices on
students’ learning outcomes (Duijzer et al., 2017; Hubber et al., 2016; McCollum et al.,
2014; Xie et al., 2018). Much less is known about young children under five years of

age (e.g. preschoolers, toddlers) as users of digital devices.
1.2.1.1 Touch screens and young children

From a global perspective, studies on young children’s use of touch screen devices have
shown that many children spend time using touch screen devices daily (Chaudron, 2015;
Ebbeck, 2016; Erdogan et al., 2019; W. Li, 2014; C. Liu, 2015; Marsh, 2016). For
example, a cross-country study done in the US, China, South Korea and Turkey
(Erdogan et al., 2019), indicates that iPads and tablets are the most common digital
devices that children (4-6 years old) used freely at home. A United Kingdom-based
study reports that nearly half of 0-2-year-olds and two-thirds of 3-5-year-olds are able
to turn tablets on and off, swipe, drag, tap, open, and exit apps (Marsh, 2016). A
Singaporean study points out that smartphones and touchscreen tablets are the most
popular technological devices used by children under the age of seven (Ebbeck, 2016).
According to these findings in Singapore, children under the age of seven years use
smartphones and touchscreen tablets daily except for infants (aged under one year).
Children aged three to five years old spend 0.6 hours per day on average on smartphones
or other touchscreen devices. Likewise, Li’s (2014) survey, done in Nanjing city, China,
also reveals a high level of ownership and usage of iPads among preschool children:
87% of 3 to 6-year-olds own and use iPads. In a survey done in Nanjing city, Liu (2015)
found that 81% of preschool children used touchscreen devices every day for less than

an hour, while 19% of children used touchscreen devices for more than one hour a day.

The international studies on young children’s use of touch screen devices at home and
in ECE settings, for example Edwards et al. (2017) and Yelland et al. (2017)’s studies,

highlight the importance of understanding how children use these devices and the
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implications for ECE educators. However, studies on preschool children’s use of touch
screen devices in New Zealand are limited. My understanding is that one of the primary
reasons for the absence of research in this area is that opinions are polarized, locally,
nationally and globally, in private and public education spaces. Examination of the New
Zealand ECE curriculum and practices demonstrates that daily routines of natural play,
outdoor experiences and play-based learning activities for young children are highly
valued by New Zealand policy-makers (New Zealand Ministry of Education [NZMOoE],
1996, 2017). These priorities suggest that New Zealand ECE educators are less oriented
towards touchscreen learning experiences. However, there is a shift in the latest Te
Whariki (NZMoE, 2017) compared with the previous version (NZMoE, 1996). The

section that follows examines the touch screens in New Zealand ECE curriculum.

1.2.1.2 Touch screens in New Zealand ECE curriculum

In New Zealand, the early childhood curriculum Te Whariki was issued in 1996 and
then revised in 2017. Two decades ago, Te Whariki (NZMoE, 1996) indicated a narrow
emphasis on computers, as befitted the time, stating ‘computers allow children to gain
experiences with communication technologies’(p.97). Recently, digital technologies
have obtained a place by explicit statements in the ECE curriculum. The latest Te
Whariki (NZMOoE, 2017) shows a supportive attitude towards the use of digital devices
by explicitly including these in the list of materials children might experience. It states
that ‘children experience a wide variety of materials and technologies, such as clay,
fabric, fibre, paper, pencils, props for imaginative play, brushes, rollers, stamp pads,
scissors, calculators, digital devices, musical instruments, sticky tape, glue and
carpentry tools’ (p. 44). This statement illustrates that Te Whariki (NZMoE, 2017) is
more expansive, reflective of the ubiquity of an array of devices, rather than just

computers.

Te Whariki (NZMoE, 2017) futher states that ‘children’s contributions to their wider
communities may occur through direct participation or virtually, through the use of
digital and other technologies’ (p. 36), and advocate children’s development of ‘ability

to represent discoveries using creative and expressive media, including digital media’
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(p. 47). These statements also suggest that in the original Te Whariki (NZMoE, 1996)
the use of computers for their own sake (to learn about ICT) was of some value.
However, in the latest Te Whariki (NZMoE, 2017), there is a recognition that children
don’t use devices to learn about the devices themselves, but rather to connect more
widely with the community and to communicate. Furthermore, the latest Te Whariki
(NZMOoE, 2017) encourages ECE kaiako to raise the ‘awareness of how they can make
contributions to groups and group wellbeing, including within digitally mediated
contexts’ (NZMoE, 2017, p. 37), and the ‘understanding that symbols can be ‘read’ by
others and that thoughts, experiences and ideas can be represented as words, pictures,
numbers, sounds, shapes, models and photographs in print and digital formats’
(NZMoE, 2017, p. 42). Given that ICT is already incorporated in current ECE
curriculum in New Zealand, an investigation of the use of touch screen devices is
warranted to further examine how these technologies support young children’s learning

and interests in this context.

However, Te Whariki (NZMOoE, 2017) also maintains a cautious attitude and warns the
ECE kaiako to ‘support children to develop an understanding of security and safety
when communicating in a digital world’ (p. 45). While children’s limited engagement
of digital technologies is encouraged, the New Zealand’s ECE curriculum Te Whariki
(NZMoE, 2017) appears to be cautious in this regard. This caution illustrates the
presence of a tension in the curriculum centred on the question of adopting a
developmentally appropriate focus, while also arguing for socially and culturally
mediated learning. This cautious approach, alongside a wider social and educational,
national and intercultural push for technologically literate learners, raises the
importance of understanding this phenomenon given the ubiquitous presence of
touchscreen devices in children’s lives (Burns, 2019). Equally important is the need to
understand what meanings are given to this experience, especially when children are
from different cultural backgrounds, for instance, when a child from a Chinese culture

enters the New Zealand early childhood education context.

1.2.1.3 Touch screens and culture
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A careful consideration of the role of culture in children’s use of digital devices is
absent from the literature thus far, such as in the case of immigrant families (Lovato &
Waxman, 2016). Although there are plenty of studies examining children’s touch screen
use in a range of countries, little is currently known about young children’s everyday
experiences of touchscreen devices in New Zealand ECE settings, least of all about
Chinese children in New Zealand ECE settings. Due to this gap, | was motivated to
understand Chinese children’s learning experiences in a multiple culture context given

their own cultural identities.

In addition, when Chinese immigrant families’ views encounter local New Zealand
educators’ view concerning children’s technology use in homes and ECE settings,
involving elements of place, time, activity and role (Edwards et al., 2017), competing
voices may arise, along with social and cultural, local and international debates in this
regard. It has been my thesis from the outset that these conflicting voices, views and
beliefs in ECE settings will inevitably exert an impact, both on young children’s earliest
experiences of touchscreens and their learning experiences in general. This is important
because children’s early learning experiences will exert an fundamental influence on
their future learning and development. While the importance is understood, very little
is currently known about Chinese preschool children’s touch screen experiences in New

Zealand ECE settings. It is this gap the present study seeks to address.

1.2.2  Why examine competing voices?

There are competing voices in coexisting statements of support and opposition,
concerning the use of information and communication technologies (ICT) in both China
(Dong & Newman, 2016) and New Zealand (Hatherly & Chapman, 2013a; Khoo et al.,
2015; Merchant, 2015; Radesky, Kistin, et al., 2016). Studies have examined Chinese
parents’ attitudes toward preschool children’s touchscreen use. As noted above, surveys
by Li (2014) and Liu (2015) found a high level of usage of iPads among preschool
children. Liu (2015) further pointed out that Chinese parents regard touchscreen devices
as a tool for educating and spending time with children while seeing both the positive

and negative sides of use, and the need to employ moderate control of their use. Erdogan
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et al. (2019) reported that Chinese parents emphasized that digital play promoted
sustained attention and contributed to young children’s concentration, self-regulation

and motivation for learning.

In the few available studies, the voices of New Zealand ECE educators are polarized in
both private and public education spaces. For example, a case study by Barback (2012)
reported that a preschool staff member posted an article about the benefits that some
ECE centres were seeing from incorporating iPads as tools for learning. The post
unexpectedly gave rise to an online forum discussion and evoked a flurry of parental
responses; some showed tentative support for the concept, while others preferred to sit
on the fence or were totally against it. A recent study by Santamaria (2020) investigated
four types of ECE services in New Zealand to examine the use of digital devices. Within
each type of ECE services, there are both users and non-users of digital devices. For
those users of digital devices, teachers shared their rationale that digital devices had
become commonplace in society and that primary schools in their neighbourhood
expected new entrants to know how to use digital technology. Thus this can be viewed
as the ECE services’ way of accommodating the changes brought by digital
technologies to the education of young children. For those non-users of digital devices,
teachers in Santamaria’s study consider that using tablets for play limited children’s
creativity and imagination, and that ‘by not using tablets at their service, children were
more creative and imaginative, physically active, and social’ (p.112). These teachers
believed that ‘children’s learning should focus on natural play because it supports their
neurological and physical development’ (p.111), but tablets use ‘limited children to a
prescriptive or fixed play environment and took away the freedom of selection from
children” (p.111). Teachers ‘collectively stressed that tablet use led to sedentary activity

as they perceived that brain development required constant physical movement’ (p.112).

Given the polarized perceptions and attitudes held by New Zealand ECE educators and
wider communities towards preschool children’s use of touch screen devices, it is
important to examine what happens when these polarized voices encounter the cross-
cultural voices of families, such as when a child from a Chinese family and culture
enters a New Zealand ECE setting. Under such circumstances, there are not only

competing voices from within the ECE service, but also there are layers of complexity
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when family views are taken into account, especially where families come from
multiple cultural backgrounds. These competing voices, domestic and intercultural, are
important for us to understand because the perceptions, beliefs and attitudes of teachers
and parents may exert significant influences on children’s touch screen practices and
everyday learning experiences (Blackwell et al., 2013). There is little information
available concerning such competing voices, social, cultural, ideological and
educational, about Chinese four-year-old preschool children’s experiences of touch
screen devices in New Zealand ECE settings. The paucity of studies on about
intercultural competing voices in this respect and context indicates a gap in the research

that this thesis seeks to address.

1.2.3 Children’s voices concerning touch screens

Also pertinent to this research study is the recognition of the importance of listening to
children’s voices. The value of children’s voices has been articulated by the United
Nations. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (hereinafter referred
to as UNCRC) proposed ‘children’s voices’ as one of the children’s rights in 1989,
stating in Article 12:

“...ensure that a child who is capable of forming his or her views should have
the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting that child and that
the views of that child should be given due weight in accordance with the age
and maturity of the child.” (UNICEF, 1989, p. 2)

Although the UNCRC states clearly that children have the right to express their views
freely in all matters affecting them, it also adds the limitation that children’s views
should be given due weight in accordance with their age and maturity. In practice,
young children’s voices have been ignored consistently because of the level of maturity
of the child as assessed by adults. Research routinely reveals that children are not
always asked for their views by those making decisions about their lives (Aubrey &
Dahl, 2006; Lundy, 2007; Parker, 2015; Tisdall, 2014).

However, there has been a significant paradigm shift with regard to foregrounding

children’s views in ECE research in recent years. This shift has challenged many long-
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held assumptions about ECE pedagogy and research related to young children. The
challenge has primarily come from those working in the sociology of childhood, which
recognises children as having power and agency as social participants (Lundy 2007).
There are important implications for educational research when researchers and
educators view children as active and equal participants in their learning (Daniels, 2005;
White, 2016). Central to this paradigm shift is the challenge to the image of children
that has become embedded in many taken-for-granted ECE practices. This is the
assumption of a power and knowledge differential between adults and children, that
assumes it is the prerogative of adults to make ‘right’ decisions on behalf of children
(Cannella, 1997).

There has been a ground-swell of research that recognises this repositioning of
children’s voices (Christensen & James, 2000; Einarsdottir, 2005; Graue & Walsh,
1998). Considering seriously children’s perspectives on their everyday lives has
become an important element of childhood studies (Mayall, 2002). Christensen and
James (2008) and Mayall (2008) have been among those authors who have articulated
the view that children should be active participants in the research process who can
offer unique insights into their lives. In spite of this recognition, in many studies, the
relationship between the researcher and the child has not been one in which children’s
voices were well expressed and/or heard. The work of Gallas (1998) shows the depth
and length of relationships between teachers and children that are needed to allow the
development of a more sensitive and nuanced understanding of what children might be
conveying. It seems that hearing the perspectives of children is particularly challenging
when working with young children (e.g. preschoolers, toddlers and babies), whose
voices are more likely to be ignored due to adults’ assessment of the worth of their

views and difficulties of understanding their messages.

The inclusion of children’s voices in research on their experiences with touch screen
devices has mostly occurred in studies on older children and adolescents (Manuguerra
& Petocz, 2011). Among the limited number of studies of children under five years old,
Fane et al. (2018) examined the use of emoji on iPads in exploring the voices of children
aged from three to five years old. Fane’s study contributes insights into children’s

voices, but does not examine the influence of other voices on children’s voices in social
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interactions. The literature is scarce in its examination of four-year-old preschool
children’s voices on their experiences of touchscreen devices, especially where the
inquiry also explores multiple perspectives and competing voices from families and

teachers. This gap in understanding is what this study intends to address.

In the light of the gaps in the research that have been identified, the present study
incorporates the voices of preschool children as active participants in investigating their
experiences of touch screen devices, alongside the adults in their lives. The centrality
of children’s voices in this study acknowledges children’s right to be listened to and
have their views taken seriously. In order to explore children’s voices, I use a visual
method to illuminate those voices in real life contexts across the ECE centre and in their

homes.

1.2.4 A dialogic route

Among other methodological lenses, | adopt a dialogic methodological approach to this
study. Having grown up in China, | appreciate the wisdom that lies in ancient Chinese
philosophy, as articulated in phrases such as ‘Harmony and Diversity’, ‘Teaching
without words’, ‘Actions speak louder than words’, and ‘Free wandering’.
Consequently, when | first encountered Bakhtin’s dialogic theory, especially his
conceptualisation of ‘Heteroglossia’ (diverse voices), ‘Voices’ (multiple forms, verbal
and non-verbal), ‘Genre’ (utterance and form), ‘Hidden dialogue’ (dialogue without
words), and ‘carnivalesque’ (free expression), these ideas held a personal spiritual

resonance for me and my philosophy of life.

Correspondingly, I decided to adopt Bakhtin’s dialogic theory, because it provides me
with a totally new perspective for identifying and listening to diverse voices, and
verbal and non-verbal utterances which may sometimes conflict with each other, as
well as providing an opportunity to discover the hidden voices in dialogues. In
Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics (Bakhtin & Emerson, 1993), Bakhtin discussed
competing voices in Russian literature, such as in the works of Dostoevsky, and he also
examined different genres throughout literary history. Having read Bakhtin’s Chinese

translations and further reflected on the competing voices that coexist in dialogue, more
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and more connections arose between Bakhtinian dialogism and the ideas | had pondered
on for a long period of time about multiple competing voices on children’s touchscreen
engagement. This led to my final choice of Bakhtinian dialogism as my methodological
lens to examine competing voices in relation to Chinese children’s touch screen

experiences in the New Zealand ECE context.

1.3 Research questions

In the light of the limited information that is available about Chinese preschool
children’s experiences of touch screen devices in New Zealand ECE settings, and the
need to illuminate voices through multiple contexts and perspectives on their learning

and engagement with these devices, this thesis explores the following questions:

)] What are the competing voices of New Zealand teachers and Chinese
caregivers surrounding Chinese preschool children’s touch screen use in a

New Zealand ECE setting?

i) What are Chinese preschool children’s voices on their experiences of touch

screens?

iii) What competing voices of adults and children can be discerned in children’s

touch screen use?

1.4 Overview of thesis chapters
There are nine chapters in this thesis.

The first chapter presents a rationale for the research. I start by explaining my personal
interest in the research topic as a Chinese parent of two children attending ECE in New
Zealand, The chapter then sets out the rationale for the choice of topic as follows: i) the
limited information available concerning Chinese children’s use of touch screen
devices in New Zealand ECE settings; ii) the need to consider that there might be
competing voices, perceptions and attitudes, both domestic and intercultural, in relation

to preschool children’s use of touch screen devices, from Chinese families and New
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Zealand ECE educators; and iii) the current scarcity of children’s voices in this
discussion. My research questions, developed from the above points thus focus on

children’s touch screen use, competing voices and children’s voices.

Chapter 2 examines the literature on children’s use of touch screen devices. | start by
examining the international research on the topic of children’s use of touch screen
devices in ECE settings, highlighting competing voices from parents and teachers, and
a gap of cross-cultural perspectives. I then examine preschool children’s touch screen
use in New Zealand and in China. | found that there are no studies that inquire into
Chinese immigrant preschool children’s touch screen use in New Zealand ECE settings.
Another shortfall in the literature is the absence of children’s voices on the subject.
Therefore, this study aims to improve understanding of the intercultural competing
voices of Chinese immigrant parents and New Zealand ECE teachers concerning

children’s use of touch screen devices, and to add children’s voices to this discussion.

Chapter 3 focuses on hearing children’s voices on the use of touch screens. Children’s
right to express their opinions and their right to be heard is reviewed in general and then
children’s voices in a digital age are specifically examined. I argue that children’s
voices, as a missing perspective, are of great importance in order to understand their
everyday experiences of touch screens and they should be invited to be part of the

discussion.

In Chapter 4, I introduce the theoretical framework that underpins this study. Bakhtin’s
dialogical methodology is introduced. | argue for Bakhtinian dialogism as an effective
methodological lens for me to examine the diverse voices that formed preschool
children’s touch screen use in a cross-cultural context because it offers a way of
understanding children’s voices as plural in their multiple forms (verbal and non-verbal)
in a social and cultural way. I argue for Bakhtin’s notion of genre as my unit of analysis
as it allowed me to examine voices not only through utterances but also gestural

expressions across different spaces.

In Chapters 5, | introduce the research approach to explore children’s voices and
competing voices. Based on my choice of dialogic methodology, a visual method of

‘seeing’ children’s voices is described, alongside interviews, observation and journals
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as the means for my data collection. My research design is introduced, including 30
days fieldwork in a New Zealand ECE service based in Hamilton, which allows me to
closely observe and engage in direct dialogue with children and educators who use or
do not use touch screens in their everyday learning and teaching practices. Finally,
ethical considerations are discussed, as well as my role as a researcher and the role of

my voice in this study.
In Chapters 6 and 7, | report on my findings in response to my research questions.

Chapter 6 provides an answer to my first research question regarding the competing
voices of New Zealand teachers and Chinese caregivers surrounding Chinese preschool
children’s touch screen use in a New Zealand ECE setting. Two overarching competing
voices emerged from viewpoints expressed by New Zealand teachers and Chinese

caregivers: the Voice of conditional support and the VVoice of opposition or reluctance.

Chapter 7 addresses my second research question regarding children’s voices on their
experiences of touch screen devices, and my third question concerning competing
voices of adults and children on children’s touch screen use. From Bakhtinian
standpoint, | use genre as a way of exploring children’s voices. My findings reveal that
children strategically navigated their way through a series of touch-screen genres - the
adult-led learning genre, the compliance genre, the invisible speaker genre, the child-
led free play genre, the resistant genre, and the whisper genre - often in a complex and
plural way. Through these genres, children’s voices of the Outside-in Voice and the
Inside-out VVoice were identified. Competing voices were discerned through the tension
within children’s voices, because the Outside-in Voice reflects the influence of adult’s
voice on the child’s voice, while the Inside-out Voice represents the child’s agency of
expressing their own voice. Therefore, the Voice of adult power and the Voice of child
agency is presented as another set of competing voices between adults and children. |
conclude by arguing that children’s everyday use of touch screen devices is a form of

Voice which is discoverable through the genres.

Chapter 8 provides a discussion based on my findings. I firstly discuss my findings in

relation to Bakhtinian dialogism. | use heteroglossia as an analytical framework to
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understand competing Voices and children’s Voices. I then discuss my findings in the

more general literature about children’s touch screens use and children’s voices.

Chapter 9 concludes this study. | propose to share the tension many Bakhtinian
researchers experience when drawing conclusions. | go back to these questions and
summarize how my findings respond to these questions. I then describe the implications
of my findings for policymakers, ECE teachers, caregivers and children. I conclude the
chapter by summarizing the limitations of the study and setting out possibilities for

further research.

In Chapter 2 that follows, I begin to build an argument for the emphasis this thesis
places on touch screens for young children in education globally, and why they are such
a source of controversy in early childhood education before leading into the cross-
cultural contextualisation and dialogic methodological orientation that sets the scene

for the empirical study that will follow.
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Chapter 2

Children’s use of touch screen devices in early childhood education: A

review of the literature

My thesis argument is initially located in the context of the international research on
the topic of children’s use of touch screen devices in early childhood education (ECE).
This broader picture provides a context for an evaluation of research conducted on
Chinese immigrant children in New Zealand ECE settings. Correspondingly, there are
three major parts to this chapter: i) International research on children’s use of touch
screen devices in ECE; i1) Research done in New Zealand on children’s touch screen

use in ECE; and iii) Research in a Chinese context.

In this chapter, I start by examining the international literature on children’s use of
touch screen devices in ECE, focusing on perspectives of parents and teachers on
children’s touch screen use, and the roles parents and teachers play in children’s touch
screen use. This examination of the literature indicates that studies have identified
competing voices from parents and teachers on children’s use of touch screen devices.
The review of international literature also highlights a gap in research on cross-cultural
perspectives regarding children’s touch screen use. This gap leads me to the subsequent
sections which examine research done in New Zealand on children’s touch screen use
in ECE, and research in a Chinese setting, including an exploration of Chinese parents’
view on children’s touch screen use and Chinese immigrant parents’ views of

childrearing.

My argument is that although there are a number of international studies that inquire
into young children’s use of touch screen devices, there is very limited research on
immigrant preschool children’s touch screen use from a cross-cultural perspective,
Furthermore, there are no studies that inquire into Chinese preschool children’s touch
screen use in New Zealand ECE settings. Understanding what may occur in this

situation is important when a Chinese child enters a New Zealand ECE setting. Another
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shortfall in the literature is the absence of children’s voices on the subject. In the
existing literature, the perspectives of parents and teachers on young children’s touch
screen use are explored extensively, but children’s voices are still a missing perspective,
one which awaits exploration. Based on these gaps identified in the current literature,
this study aims to improve understanding of the intercultural competing voices of
Chinese parents and New Zealand teachers concerning children’s use of touch screen

devices, and to add children’s voices to this discussion.

2.1 International research on children’s use of touch screen devices in ECE
2.1.1 Children’s touch screen use in ECE internationally

Nowadays, many children live in a digital world in which their play and learning are
closely related to digital technologies and devices (Edwards, 2019; McLaren & Jandric,
2020; Stephen & Edwards, 2017). In this era of digital technologies, digital devices
such as smartphones, touch-screen tablets and e-readers are becoming ubiquitous.
Touch screen devices are increasingly popular in family life, and inevitably, in
children’s lives (Chaudron, 2015; Marsh, 2016; Neumann & Neumann, 2017a),
because the touch-based feature of these devices makes them user-friendly for young
children (Eileen Wood et al., 2016). Additionally, touch screen devices have greater
utility across the whole family; smartphones are not always safe in the hands of pre-
school children, while e-readers, as a technology, are focused on providing reading

materials, and not activities such as games that children enjoy on digital devices.

Many studies from different countries, including the UK, the USA, and Australia, have
shown that young children use digital technologies daily (Neumann, 2015; Ofcom,
2017). In the UK, young children’s tablet use was compared over a period of time.
Interviews with 200 parents of children under five years of age were conducted in 2012
and with 1,034 parents in 2015. Results revealed that the proportion of young children
who used tablets increased from 23% in 2012 to 73% in 2015 (Leggett, 2015). The UK
2015 Childwise Monitor Pre-School Report (Leggett, 2015) found that 60% of children
owned a tablet. Other countries have reported similar trends in young children’s access

to and use of tablets. In the United States, the 2017 Common Sense census on media
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use by children aged zero to eight, which included a representative sample of more than
1,400 parents in the US, reported that 98% of children aged 8 and below lived in a home
with some type of mobile device, 95% of families with children had a smartphone, and
78% had a tablet device; 42% of children had their own tablet, and they spent an average
of approximately 2 hours 15 minutes a day with screen media (Rideout, 2017). In
Australia, a survey of 109 parents of 3- to 5-year-old children showed that 61% of them
had access to tablets at home and were using them for an average of 20 minutes daily
(Neumann, 2015). The 2017 report from the Royal Children’s Hospital Australian Child
Health Poll showed that one-third of preschool children (0-5 years old) could access a
touch screen tablet or a smartphone, spending up to 26 hours per week on these touch
screen devices (The Royal Children's Hospital Melbourne, 2017). However, there is
little information from New Zealand. The only report that | was able to locate in New
Zealand was the Children’s Media Use Study, which focused on digital technology use
and access to digital media amongst 6 to 14-year-olds (NZ on Air, 2015). Of the 708
households interviewed, 72% of parents said their children used devices such as iPads
or tablets, either at home (59%) or outside the home (29%).

The widespread use of touch screen devices in society has given rise to debate on
whether touch screen devices should be a part of ECE learning settings. In the early
stages of this debate, the research focus was largely on the extent to which the use of
these devices would be beneficial or harmful for young children (Hubber et al., 2016;
Neumann & Neumann, 2017b). However, with the increasing use of smartphones, iPads
and touchscreen tablets by young children, mostly at home, the debate shifted from
whether they should be used by children, to how these devices could be used most
effectively to help children’s learning in both home and ECE settings (Edwards, 2019;
Edwards et al., 2017). The research pointed out that children become more independent
and seek less support and teaching from adults once they acquire the necessary
knowledge about how to use tablet computers (Couse & Chen, 2010; Dias et al., 2016).
As a part of the evaluation activities of the US Department of Education’s Ready to
Learn (RTL) Program, M. Cohen et al. (2011) indicated that children learn and explore
in natural ways when using touch-screen technology as they learn by trial and error and

repetition, accompanied with interest and engagement. This view was supported by
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Marsh (2016), who argued that touch screen tablets allow pre-schoolers to engage in a
range of interactive digital experiences such as creating stories, videos, music, and
coding. Another study also indicated that the wide range of entertainment and education
apps available provide multisensory experiences for young children to learn about their

world from an early age (Neumann, 2018).

Internationally, a considerable amount of literature has focused on how touch screen
devices can be used in ECE and home settings. However, the research to date has tended
to focus on examining children’s touch screen use within one cultural group; there is an
absence of literature that looks at the use of touch screen devices from a cross-cultural
perspective. It is apparent that there is a gap in the research on children’s use of touch
screen devices in a cross-cultural context, where a new layer of competing voices from

families and educators from different cultural contexts may be produced.

2.1.2 Touch screens in families for young children: Parents’ views

Over the past decade, researchers have begun to examine parents’ perspectives on
young children’s use of touch screen devices. Some studies, undertaken in the USA,
China, Turkey, South Korea, UK, Australia and France, indicate that parents have a
supportive attitude to children’s touch screen use because they view touch screen
devices as learning tools for children (Cristia & Seidl, 2015; Erdogan et al., 2019). By
contrast, other studies, in the UK, the USA, Singapore, Turkey and France, highlight
parents’ concerns about children’s touch screen use (Ebbeck, 2016; Genc, 2014,
Wartella, 2012), with findings suggesting that parents viewed touch screen devices as
a challenge to traditional conceptions of children’s play and learning. This latter group
expressed high levels of concern about the consequences of touch screen use for their

children’s development and well-being.
2.1.2.1 Touch screens as a learning tool at home

In terms of parents’ attitudes towards children’s touch screen use, the literature has
indicated that many parents have a supportive attitude because they view touch screen
devices as a tool for helping their children’s learning (Cristia & Seidl, 2015; Erdogan

etal., 2019; O'Connor, 2017). For example, a comparative study by Erdogan et al. (2019)
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examined parents’ attitudes to children’s digital play in US, China, Turkey and South
Korea. They found that most parents recognised the inevitability of technology’s
importance in their children’s lives and believed that through digital play children could
learn how to use technology for the future. The authors further reported that Chinese
and American parents emphasized that digital play promoted sustained attention and
contributed to young children’s concentration, self-regulation and motivation for
learning. Turkish and Korean parents discussed the benefits of digital play for learning
English. In this study, it is clear that touch screen devices were viewed as a learning
tool, encouraging digital literacy, language learning, concentration, self-regulation and

motivation.

The perception of touch screen devices as tools to help children’s learning has been
noted in many other studies (Livingstone et al., 2014; Marsh, 2016; Neumann, 2018;
Neumann & Neumann, 2014). These studies found that through the use and exploration
of touch screen devices, young children can develop their literacy and various
operational skills. Livingstone et al.’s (2014) study of ten UK families (with children
aged 0 — 5 years) found that young children were able to navigate between icons and
apps using visual and audio stimuli and to adjust multimodal features, which made them
competent learners and users of touch screen devices. Neumann and Neumann (2014)
indicated that young children’s independent and shared interactions with socio-cultural
tools such as touch screen devices have the potential to foster emergent literacy in
Australia. Marsh (2016) found that young children can also develop a range of technical
and operational skills such as unlocking the device, navigating through interfaces, menu
selection and using different touch gestures such as tap, drag, or swipe through the use
and exploration of touch screen devices. Cristia and Seidl’s (2015) study based in
France, involving 450 French parents of infants between the ages of 5 and 40 months,
found that most families gave their children access to touch screens at home, and
parents pointed out that touch screen devices can help children’s fine motor
development through certain types of interactive gestures. This positive attitude was
also reported in O'Connor’s (2017)’s study in the UK, involving 226 parents of children
aged O - 3 years. Investigating parents’ perceptions, attitudes and views on children’s
touch screen use, the researcher reported that 72% of parent participants perceived
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touchscreen devices as tools for learning new knowledge and skills for children. Clearly,
in these cases, parents’ attitudes toward children’s touch screen use were supportive

and touch screen devices were viewed as helpful for children’s learning.

2.1.2.2 Touch screens as a distraction to learning and a hazard

The studies discussed in the previous section indicate that many parents recognize the
value of touch screen devices as a tool for enhancing children’s learning. However, a
considerable number of studies have shown that parents have concerns about children’s
touch screen use. The reason for these concerns may be related to early childhood
discourses around ‘natural play’, which are very powerful in shaping the perceptions
and beliefs of parents of young children (O’Connor, 2017). According to Radesky et al.
(2015)’s study, while parents are motivated by their understanding of what is best for
the young child, they also view mobile technology as a source of entertainment and

comfort for their child.

Similarly, O’Connor (2017) pointed out that UK parents expressed concerns about
touch screens potentially replacing traditional play and learning, and fears around
children accessing inappropriate material online. The concerns about touch screens
replacing traditional play and learning, according to O’Connor’s (2017) study, are
related to UK middle-class conceptions about being a good parent. In this conception,
good parenting involves a focus on encouraging children to read print books and
express themselves through physical creative and outdoor activities. Correspondingly,
the way touch screen devices are used by children threatens these traditional concepts
of play and learning, and parents are understandably anxious about the consequences
of touch screen use for their children’s development and well-being. This concern is
congruent with the research that highlights the importance of talking to children and
encouraging social interaction to ensure their healthy emotional and social development
(Whitehead, 2010). Again, children’s use of touch screen devices appears to challenge

this view by requiring a low level of interaction and communication skills.

Parents’ concerns have been expressed about a wide variety of matters in relation to

children’s use of touch screen devices. These concerns include: i) children’s health,
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wellbeing and education (Wartella, 2012); ii) children’s intellectual and physical
development (Ebbeck, 2016); iii) the purpose of the touch screen use (eg. not for
educational purposes but entertainment) (Genc, 2014); and iv) children’s use of time

and the cognitive effects of passive media exposure (Cristia & Seidl, 2015).

Some of these parental concerns are captured in a study by scholars from Northwestern
University’s Center on Media and Human Development (Illinois, US) who reported on
a national survey on parenting in the age of digital technology (Wartella, 2012). This
survey reported that parents are ‘very’ concerned about issues concerning their
children’s health, wellbeing and education, including health and safety, literacy skills,
school performance, behaviour, social and emotional skills, fitness and nutrition, verbal
skills, maths and science skills, spirituality and religion, creativity and talent, media use,
sleep patterns, extra-curricular activities, and cultural awareness (Wartella, 2012).
Likewise, a Singaporean study (Ebbeck, 2016), involving 1,058 parents/caregivers of
children aged below 7, examined parents’ views of their young children’s access and
time spent on technological devices. These Singaporean parents expressed concerns
about children’s physical and intellectual development being affected by their use of

digital devices.

In addition to children’s health and development, parents also expressed their concerns
about the purposes of children’s touch screen use. Genc (2014) interviewed 85 parents
from three preschools in Turkey, asking parents about their perceptions of preschool
children’s technology use. Parents reported that their preschool children’s use of touch
screens are generally not for educational purposes but games, which prompted

considerable parental apprehension.

Children’s overuse of touch screens and its consequences also disturb parents. For
example, Cristia and Seidl (2015) conducted an online questionnaire, involving 450
French parents of infants between the ages of 5 and 40 months on their young child’s
use of touch screen technology. Findings reported parents’ concerns about their
children’s overuse of touch screen devices and its consequences, such as the cognitive

effects of passive media exposure when they engaged with touch screen devices.
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While some studies expressed voices of support from parents, in that touch screen
devices can be used as tools for helping children’s learning, parents’ voices of concern
were also widely expressed. They raised issues such as children’s health, wellbeing and
education, intellectual and physical development, purposes of touch screen use, time

use, and the cognitive effects of passive media exposure.

It is clear that in the international literature, there are coexisting voices of support and
concern among parents relating to children’s use of touch screen devices, which
suggests a layer of competing voices within parents as a group. The origin of these
viewpoints appears to hinge predominantly on the extent to which parents believe

touch-screens hold educational value, as opposed to entertainment.

2.1.2.3 Reports on the role parents play in scaffolding children’s touch screen use

Recent studies (Neumann, 2018; Eileen Wood et al., 2016) have discussed parents’
roles in their children’s engagement with touch screen devices using a socio-cultural
framework. In this literature, scaffolding was discussed as essential for children’s touch
screen use and children’s learning and development (Neumann, 2018; Neumann &
Neumann, 2014; Eileen Wood et al., 2016). According to D. Wood et al. (1976)’s
definition, scaffolding is the process whereby a more knowledgeable other (e.g. parent,

teacher, peer) provides a child with assistance to complete a task.

The scaffolding role was initially addressed in computer-based learning contexts by
Yelland and Masters (2007), who conceptualized three different types of scaffolding:
cognitive, technical and affective. Eileen Wood et al. (2016) expanded on this
understanding of these three kinds of scaffolding by examining parents’ scaffolding
roles and the nature of the parent-child interactions that take place when children and
parents engage with a mobile device. A total of 104 parent-child dyads of parent-child
interactions using the touch screen tablet were video recorded to observe first-hand the
support and exchanges between parent and child (age range 46.21-75.9 months). The
results indicated that parents played a role as active contributors to children’s
touchscreen-based learning activities, providing a great deal of support to their children

while interacting with the touch screen tablet, including verbal, emotional-verbal,
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physical and emotional-physical supports. Wood claimed that the scaffolding role
provided by parents is highly beneficial for enabling children to engage more actively

in learning tasks.

The three types of scaffolding (cognitive, technical and affective) roles of parents were
further examined by Neumann (2018), who video-recorded 55 parent-child interactions
(average age: 3.49 years) when they played on an iPad at home. By coding all parent
utterances into three types of scaffolding behaviours (cognitive, affective, or technical
scaffolding), Neumann found that the most frequently used scaffolding by parents was
cognitive scaffolding, and the least frequently used one was technical scaffolding.
Neumann claimed that parents play a key role in guiding young children’s interactions
with tablets (e.g. iPads). Neumann further suggested that coaching parents in using
scaffolding strategies during touch screen activities has the potential to support

children’s early learning.

In other studies, parents were reported as the ones who make the rules about children’s
touch screen use (L. S. Clark, 2011; Livingstone et al., 2015; Oliemat et al., 2018; Rosin,
2013; Seo & Lee, 2017). For example, L. S. Clark (2011) examined how parents
establish rules to mediate children’s use of digital devices, which shows parents make
rules with regard to children’s touch screen activities. Rosin (2013) reported that
parents are in the habit of setting rules for children’s use of touch screens at home,
which also shows the power of parents in their children’s engagement with touch screen
devices. This view was also reported in Oliemat et al. (2018) study in Jordan. They
found that parents impose rules regarding children’s tablet usage through examining a
total of 40 6-year-old children’s play with touch-screen tablets. Seo and Lee (2017)
emphasized the importance of ‘rules and restrictions’ and identified restrictive
mediation (setting rules to restrict the time or content of children’s touch screen use) as
an appropriate form of parental mediation and strategy for children’s education when

using touch screens.

In summary, parents were frequently reported as playing a scaffolding role in children’s
touch screen use. Parents’ power in making rules for children’s touch screen use were

also reported. However, these reports are mainly based on parent-child interactions in
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a single cultural group. These studies do not examine immigrant parents’ perspectives
with regard to their roles in their children’s touch screen use in a different cultural

context. Correspondingly, my study aims to address this aspect.

2.1.3 Touch screens in ECE for young children: Teachers’ views

Several studies have examined young children’s use of touch screen devices in
educational settings from teachers’ perspectives. There appear to be two schools of
thought in the professional literature when it comes to early childhood teachers’
perspectives on children’s use of touch screen devices. One argument is that touch
screens can be great learning tools and bring potential learning opportunities, and in
this way can enhance children’s learning. The opposing argument is that touch screens
(and other digital technologies) disrupt the extant ECE emphasis on natural play as
learning. This contention seems to be based on perspectives of learning in the ECE
context. These arguments raise the possibility that the notion of touch screen devices as
a new way of producing enhanced learning opportunities for children may be difficult

to accept in an environment in which play-based learning is historically valued.

2.1.3.1 Touch screens as a learning tool in ECE

Several studies have discussed the value of touch screen devices and other technologies
for enhancing children’s learning (Dorouka et al., 2020; Kalogiannakis et al., 2018;
McKenna, 2012; Schacter & Jo, 2016; Wang et al., 2016). Empirical research has been
conducted to examine whether touchscreen learning can lead to improvements in young
children’s learning outcomes. Findings show that touch screens facilitated children’s

learning performance in various ways.

Some studies have argued that there is a beneficial effect of touch screen devices on
young children’s learning achievements (Dorouka et al., 2020; Kalogiannakis et al.,
2018; McKenna, 2012; Schacter & Jo, 2016; Wang et al., 2016). For example, a pre-
and post-test study conducted by Wang et al. (2016) found that after 10 minutes of

exposure to an iPad touchscreen app designed to teach how to tell the time, the post-
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test scores of 5-to 6-year-old children were significantly higher than those on the pre-
test, supporting their prediction that children could benefit from touchscreen learning.
This positive role of touch screen learning for learning outcomes has also been proved
in a limited number of studies of younger children (Patchan & Puranik, 2016) and even
toddlers (Strouse & Ganea, 2017).

Other studies have attempted to connect children’s touch screen use with a specific
learning purpose, such as critical responses, communication, problem-solving skills,
mathematics, and word learning. For example, S. Wood and Jocius (2014) examined
how three iPad applications were used for developing children’s critical responses to
children’s literature. They highlighted how two black male elementary school students
used these digital tools to respond critically to issues of power and equity presented in
the children’s literature used in the tutoring programme in which they were taking part.
Khoo etal. (2015) study highlighted the learning potential of iPads for enhancing young
children’s communications with peers and teachers in a New Zealand early childhood
centre. She found that iPads were one of the wide variety of digital and mobile
technologies available for young children to access resources to inform their learning
and their peers’ learning. In this study, young children were found to be able to use
iPads to express, share and communicate their ideas to others in multimodal ways that
were appealing and meaningful to them, and also to emulate teacher talk to help peers
become aware of, and use, iPads productively in peer group learning. Huber et al. (2016)
examined young children’s transfer of learning from a touchscreen device from the
perspectives of teaching and learning. The researchers aimed to determine whether
children improved at a problem-solving task after practising with an isometric task on
the touchscreen. They explored the extent to which practice modalities such as a
touchscreen or a physical version affected performance, and investigated whether the
benefits of touchscreen practice required prior experience of solving the physical
version of the task. Huber found that 4- to 6-year-old children improved at a problem-
solving task through practice on a touch screen device, and the extent of this
improvement was similar to that of children who practised only with a physical version.
Moyer-Packenham et al. (2016) study demonstrated improvement in 3- to 8-year-old
children’s learning performance and efficiency through six different virtual

39



manipulative mathematics apps on touch screen devices. Russo-Johnson et al. (2017)
examined touch screen interactivity and young children’s learning of words and
provided initial information about the effectiveness of touch screens for children’s
learning. Their study provided suggestions about how to promote children’s learning

through the design and development of touch screen apps.

Given these positive effects of the use of technology and children’s learning outcomes,
Hsin et al. (2014) attempted to propose a typology for conceptualizing the complexity
of the relationships between technology use and children’s learning. Based on a
systematic literature review of empirical studies of how technologies influence young
children’s learning, Hsin et al. (2014) argued that children’s learning with technologies
is conditioned by several factors, which they categorized into children, adults, and
technology aspects. A trend for examining children’s development of digital literacy
emerged, involving an investigation of the skills needed for and perceptions of

technology use.

In sum, the set of studies above consistently discussed the value of touch screen devices
for enhancing children’s learning in educational settings. However, many teachers hold
a different view that children’s touch screen use will interrupt natural play and have
strong negative effects on children’s development. The next section examines this

opposing view.

2.1.3.2 Touch screens disrupt the extant ECE emphasis on natural play
I. The extant ECE emphasis on natural play

Historically, ‘natural play’ for young children has been valued by ECE educators and
researchers. The Children’s Play Council in the UK has done a review on children’s
natural play and indicated the distinction between nature play and human-made play
(Lester & Maudsley, 2006). It defines play as ‘the process whereby children can fulfil
their drive to affiliate with nature’ (p.4) and argues that the natural environment and
natural elements provide optimal settings for children to engage with and actualise their

drive to play. Through this definition, it can be seen that the enduring strength of
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established early childhood discourses around ‘nature’ and ‘natural play’ is still very

influential in shaping the perceptions and beliefs of ECE educators (O’Connor, 2017).
I1. Touch screens disrupt the extant ECE emphasis on natural play

According to the Children’s Play Council’s definition of natural play (Lester &
Maudsley, 2006), digital play is clearly not what they perceive as natural play because
its features are made by humans. In this view, touch screens disrupt natural play by
assigning the pre-programmed activities to children and requiring them to move figures
on screens in a relatively fixed environment, instead of offering natural elements and
the natural environment for children to engage with and actualise their drive to play. As
a consequence, children’s use of touch screen devices was perceived as problematic by
some ECE educators as it might disrupt the naturalness of ECE settings (Verenikina &
Kervin, 2011).

Studies (O’Connor & Fotakopoulou, 2016; Santamaria, 2020) have argued that
children’s use of touch screen devices alongside other technologies could disrupt the
extant ECE emphasis on natural play as learning. For example, a UK study reports that
children’s touch screen use could challenge the notions of ‘innocence’ and ‘naturalness’
emphasised in ECE discourse (O’Connor & Fotakopoulou, 2016). This view is
particularly popular in the New Zealand ECE context because of the cultural connection
between New Zealand and the UK. Children’s natural play and play-based learning
activities are highly valued in New Zealand ECE settings. A recent study (Santamaria,
2020) conducted in several different types of ECE settings in New Zealand, illustrated
some ECE teachers’ perceptions of ‘natural play’ versus ‘touch screen play’. According
to these ECE teachers who claimed to be non-users of digital devices, children’s use of
touch screens could disrupt children’s natural play, resulting in negative effects on
children’s cognitive development (p.111), creativity and imagination (p.111) , and
social skills (p.113). One view these ECE teachers believed is that ‘children’s learning
should focus on the natural play because it supports their neurological and physical
development’ (Santamaria, 2020, p.111); otherwise, children engaged in touch screen
play, were just ‘sitting with their neck down, swiping... [which] aren’t helpful to their

development’ (p.111). These teachers collectively stressed that ‘tablet use led to
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sedentary activity as they perceived that brain development required constant physical
movement’ (p.113). Another view these ECE teachers believed is that ‘digital
technology limited children’s imaginations’ (p.111). They argued that using tablets
limited children to a prescriptive or fixed play environment and took away the freedom
of selection from children, and children were more creative and imaginative, physically
active and social when they don’t use tablets in their service. To support their views on
the limiting effects of touch screen devices on children’s imagination, these teachers
claimed that children simply imitated adults’ use of digital technologies and concluded
that ‘children had become used to resources and activities being given to them as
opposed to using their creativity and being resourceful” (p.111). Discussing children’s
social skills, these ECE teachers believed that ‘children’s natural play with peers
supported the development of their communication skills’. In contrast, touch screen
play was viewed as restricting children’s social skills. The teaching team in one ECE
centre believed that social activity was best carried out without using ICT and that when
children were mentally present in their education, this led to them creating memorable
and joyful learning experiences in connection with people, animals, and the natural
environment. The teaching team claimed that ‘the four-year-old children experienced
learning by being social because the open-ended and sociocultural environment

nurtured their development’ (p.113).

In sum, while many teachers recognized the value of touch screen devices in enhancing
children’s learning in educational settings, others believed that children’s touch screen
use will interrupt children’s natural play and have strong negative effects on children’s
development. These divergent views on the benefits of children’s touch screen use in
ECE settings also raise questions about the role of the teacher with regard to children’s

touch screen use. The next section examines the teacher’s role.

2.1.3.3 Teachers’ roles in children’s touch screen use in ECE
I. The Teacher’s role in a play-based learning ECE context

Debates have arisen on play-based learning and teacher-directed learning in ECE

(Bubikova-Moan et al., 2019; Pyle & Danniels, 2017). Play as the primary context for
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young children’s learning is a dominant discourse in ECE (Danniels & Pyle, 2018;
Johnson et al., 2013; Elizabeth Wood, 2009) and teaching as a context for supporting
young children’s learning is a highly contested discourse (McArdle & McWilliam,
2005). Some scholars claim that teaching is not a key component for young children’s
learning and ECE does not involve teaching (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009), while others
argue that teachers’ scaffolding in a particular play format, such as mature play or
guided play (Weisberg et al., 2013), is beneficial to young children’s learning of
academic skills (Bodrova, 2008). Some scholars even question whether there is a
deliberate silencing of the term ‘teaching’ in play-based ECE contexts (McArdle &
McWilliam, 2005; Ryan & Goffin, 2008). Other researchers suggest that the ways in
which the concept of teaching is silenced or disguised is related to the use in ECE
literature of particular terminology to describe what ECE teachers do: such terms
include ‘sustained shared thinking’ (Grieshaber, 2008, p. 7), ‘noticing, recognising and
responding’ (McLachlan et al., 2018, p. 114), ‘facilitation of learning opportunities’,
‘guided participation’, ‘scaffolding’, ‘developing’, ‘co-construction’, ‘supporting’,
‘demonstrating’ (Arthur et al., 2017; Hill et al., 2005). Such terminology is constructed
through ECE discourses that require the exclusion of the use of the term ‘teaching’ in
ECE. As McArdle and McWilliam (2005) suggest, ‘to teach without teaching’ (p. 330)
is the accepted slogan of an early childhood pedagogy premised on a narrow view of

teaching which equates teaching with transmission and instruction.

From a play-based learning perspective, young children’s learning is positioned as
occurring within the ‘natural’ context of the play, and this ‘natural’ context is supported
by the facilitation of a caring, unobtrusive, maternal figure, and requires the deliberate
interaction of a more expert other. In this way, a binary between the ‘natural’ context
of play and the ‘structured’ context of teaching is constructed. As a result, the role of

the ECE teacher has become controversial.

In sum, in a play-based learning ECE context, there are competing voices with regard
to the teacher’s role, as play is the dominant discourse in children’s learning. Within
these competing voices, the role teachers play in children’s engagement with touch
screen devices in ECE settings needs to be examined. This is what the next section

discusses.
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II. The teacher’s role in children’s touch screen use in ECE

Despite the perceived efficacy of touch screen devices for educational purposes, the
role that ECE teachers ought to play concerning children’s touch screen use is less
defined. Some scholars (AlAgha et al., 2010; Neumann & Neumann, 2017b) emphasise
teacher-led activities and describe the teacher’s role in young children’s touch screen
learning as a leader, guide or supervisor, while other scholars (Falloon & Khoo, 2014;
Khoo et al., 2015) give more importance to children’s roles and argue that children
should be placed at the centre and teachers should be scaffolders, using touch screen
devices as a tool to scaffold child-led touchscreen-based learning. While some of these
views may relate to the age of the child and perceived competencies, these competing

voices can also be attributed to different perceptions of children’s learning.

Examining teacher-led learning, AlAgha et al. (2010) study investigated how to use
touch screen technology to facilitate teacher-learner dialogue and teacher-led activities
across multi-touch surfaces, which shows the importance and leadership of teachers in
children’s touch screen learning activities. Neumann et al. (2017) examined the
research to date on tablets, apps and emergent literacy in young children at home and
at pre-school, and argued that teachers and parents should develop effective strategies
for scaffolding young children’s tablet use and provide advice on selecting quality
literacy apps, which have the potential to enhance emergent literacy learning in young

children.

With regard to child-led learning, teachers were considered as supporters and
scaffolders. Khoo et al. (2015) shed light on different ways in which teachers could
make use of an iPad to expand children’s learning in an ECE setting. As scaffolders,
according to Khoo’s study, teachers can use an iPad as a relational tool, a
communicative tool, a documentation tool, and an informational tool for supporting
child-led learning. Khoo et al. (2015) further identified the teacher’s scaffolding role
by finding that teachers created new and different opportunities for teaching and child-
led learning, scaffolded children’s learning interactions with the iPad, and supported
children’s development of digital literacy awareness, dispositions and skills. Rasanen

et al. (2019) found that through teachers’ scaffolding, children’s use of digital and non-
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digital tools for learning purposes became more sophisticated as children wrote emails,
read books, searched the Internet, wrote stories both in handwriting and with digital
devices and created a Webshop. This study highlights how, through the use of
technology in early childhood classrooms, teachers are beginning to move from a
traditional model of teaching to a model that more broadly supports children’s learning

and development.

The studies discussed in the preceding section demonstrate that there are different
teachers’ perspectives regarding young children’s touch screen use due to different

conceptions of children’s play and learning.

In summary of children’s touch screen use internationally, | conclude that there are
studies on children’s touch screen use in different countries, but not in relation to of
immigrant populations from a cross-cultural perspective. At this point, there is no
research-based evidence about Chinese immigrant children’s touch screen use in New
Zealand ECE settings. This is especially important because there are significant
numbers of children from immigrant families enrolled in ECE services in New Zealand,
and one of the largest groups of immigrants comes from China (Statistics New Zealand,
2015). It is this gap that leads me to examine Chinese children’s touch screen use in
New Zealand ECE settings. The next section reviews research undertaken in New

Zealand on children’s touch screen use in ECE.

2.2 New Zealand research on children’s touch screen use in ECE
2.2.1 Touch screen use in New Zealand ECE settings

Although ICT has increasingly permeated children’s lives in New Zealand (NZ on Air,
2015), studies on children’s use of touch screen devices in ECE are scant. This section
reviews studies done in New Zealand with a specific focus on kaiako (a Maori term
referring to teacher or teachers in New Zealand ECE curriculum Te Whariki) and

children’s use of touch screen devices, including iPads.

In an investigation on whether iPad use in ECE enriched children’s learning, Fagan and

Coultts (2012) conducted a qualitative study that involved observations of iPad use in a
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kindergarten and a childcare centre. These researchers found that kaiako used tablets
for exploration, creativity, collaboration, communication, leadership, and
documentation of learning. These researchers recommend the use of five open-ended
apps. Children can use these apps to take photos, record conversations, make video
recording, and write and draw on the screen. It suggested that these apps would both
enhance children’s creativity and support the development of their literacy, numeracy,

musical, and fine motor skills.

Similarly, Hatherly and Chapman (2013b)’s case study at an education and care service
for two- to five-year-olds found that iPad-use positively complemented Te Whariki’s
(NZMoE, 1996) literacy and communication goals on account of their capacity to
facilitate intentional teaching and child-led learning. The data was drawn from five
observations by kaiako on children’s iPad behaviour. This included reflective
interviews done with teachers about children’s learning. Hatherly and Chapman (2013)
reported that kaiako customarily aimed to facilitate the development of children’s
literacy skills and while emphasizing the need to achieve a balance between using iPads
and non-digital books. These kaiako commented that while children were more inclined
towards using the iPads, their centre’s overriding goal was to develop children’s

capacity to read non-digital books.

In another study on kaiako and children’s use of touch screens, Khoo et al. (2013)
explored iPad use at an ECE centre. These researchers’ observations of iPad use and
teacher-child conversations found that children aged five and under used iPads in child-
led explorations. These activities included taking photos, communicating with other
children while using apps, and children reflecting on their own learning. The results
from this research reveal that kaiako used iPads for the purpose of socializing,
communicating, collaborating, and for the purpose of documenting activities and
information retrieval. Furthermore, they found that iPads, as a collaborative tool,
improved the interaction quality of relations between kaiako and children, and
supported scaffolding initiatives taken to improve children’s learning. The resulting
improved interactions provided a model for children’s interactions with their peers. In
summary, these found that the iPad’s communicative features facilitated the further

development of peer-learning and exploration.
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Khoo et al. (2015)’s case study examined the iPad use of two kaiako and approximately
40 children’s in an ECE service. The interviews conducted with the kaiako highlighted
the value of iPad use in that their use attends to the Te Whariki’s (NZMoE, 1996)
principle of relationships, Nga Hononga, in that iPads enable children and kaiako to
form relationships through collaborating in the small groups that work with iPads
requires. Referring to sociocultural theory, Khoo et al. (2015) argued that touch screen
devices do not drive teaching and learning, but rather that learning is driven by
relationships kaiako had with children, parents, and families. Furthermore, Khoo et al.
(2015) found that iPads and apps were used by kaiako for observation, communication,
information retrieval, and documentation. According to these researchers, touch screen
devices enable children to enhance their capacity to create learning , an outcome that
further enhances relationships between kaiako and children. These researchers
concluded that the use of tablets enriches social interactions between kaiako and
children. What they observed is that kaiako modelled both the limits of using tablets as
learning tools and the social etiquette required when using them. This involved better
quality learning in that it resulted in peer learning and collaboration in place of

children exploring the use of iPads through mere trial and error.

In sum, the local studies shows that touch screen devices were generally used for a
variety of purposes in New Zealand ECE settings such as exploration and creativity.
Many of the studies reviewed found that touch screen use encouraged collaboration
between children and their peers as well as between children and kaiako. The limited
empirical studies on touch screen use exemplify the need for further research on
children’s touch screen use in New Zealand, particularly with regards to immigrant

children’s touch screen use from a cross-cultural perspective.

2.2.2 Perceptions of Kaiako in New Zealand ECE settings

Some New Zealand studies focus on kaiako perceptions of the potential use that iPads
might haver for learning in ECE settings. Almashaileh (2016) interviewed four ECE
Kaiako and found that they believe iPads and apps facilitate both teaching and learning

as a consequence of enabling them to access a wider variety of educational content.
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These kaiako believe that the main affordances offered by iPads are their portability
and ease of use. The researcher furthermore found that iPads offer the potential of better
skills in the areas of literacy, numeracy and language learning for collaborative and
cooperative learning and so on. Alternatively, Finch and Arrow (2017) also reported
the perceptions of ECE kaiako. They found that parents think of iPads as unnecessary
toys, while kaiako believed using iPads had the effect of social isolating children or
causing anti-social behaviour. However, Finch and Arrow’s (2017) observations of
kaiako when they were scaffolding three- to five-year-old children, concluded that
children’s use of iPads resulted in turn-taking and peer collaboration, which is
appropriate behaviour. MacCallum and Bell (2019), in their ethnographic case study
done in a kindergarten in the Hawkes Bay tried to determine how mobile devices and
tablets enables three- to five-year old children’s learning and communication. This case
study comprised a three-month trial in which two kaiako used iPads. The researchers’
observations of and meetings with these two kaiako highlighted that they initially
needed professional development in order to effectively use of tablets. As a
consequence of the confidence they gained from this training, the kaiako went on to
quickly learn how to solve the inevitable issues that arose when learning to use iPads
independently. In this context, the iPads were used to be creative, such as to create e-
books and drawing pictures; to take photos and videos, and assessment; to add learning
evidence and outputs on learning stories and for kaiako to write comments on this

evidence and outputs.

In contrast to the above reviewed studies, Gerritsen et al. (2016) study surveyed the
amount of active playtime and screen time that three- to four-year-olds in four different
types of ECE services experienced in the Manukau and Waikato regions.? This study
describes how children’s computer and tablet use in community daycare centres and
kindergartens ranged in frequency with respect to how often these devices were used —
sometimes it was daily, sometimes it was monthly. While some service types reported

they did not use digital technologies, for reason that they preferred children to be

2 These different types of services included 80 private daycares, 76 community daycares, 45

public kindergartens, 31 play centres, and five kohanga reo services (Gerritsen, 2016).
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involved in free-play and other physical activities, the study neglected to elaborate upon
why all 31 playcentres, which participated in this study, did not use computers/tablets.
Perhaps one answer to this issue might be found in the work of Gerritsen et al. (2016),
who discovered that services, generally speaking, are of the mind young children’s
engagement with television, DVDs, computers, and tablets encourage sedentary
behaviours that negatively affected their health. This latter study stresses the need for
policy and education guidelines to support the idea that children’s activities should be
physical and as such involved limited screen time. Furthermore Gerritsen et al. (2016)
recommended that kaiako should participate in professional development that would

lead them to promoting children’s health and avoiding childhood obesity.

A recent study conducted by Santamaria (2020) in four different types of New Zealand
ECE services indicate that, while some kaiako manifest a supportive attitude towards
touch screen use due to its learning potential, other kaiako claim to be non-users of
touch screen devices. According to the supporters, using tablets was that children “are
going to be exposed to it”, “it is the way of the world” (p.135); and tablets were used
for educational game in the centre (p. 136). According to the latter kaiako, children’s
use of touch screen devices might disrupt their natural play, which in turn might result
in the development of their cognitive development, creativity and imagination, and
social skills becoming impaired. These researchers advocate that children should play
an ICT-free type environments where they can create through use of their physical
senses, which is to say in a natural environment that enables them to connect with other

human beings and the animal world (p.113).

In sum, these studies highlighted diverse views among kaiako about how touch screen
devices should be used and found that devices were used individually or in groups. The
contradictions or confusion of kaiako suggests competing voices in the ECE sector,

which is an aspect that my study seeks to explore further.

2.3 Research conducted in a Chinese context

While the majority of studies reported thus far are based on Western perspectives on

children’s touch screen use in ECE settings, a growing body of scholarship exists in
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Asian cultural contexts (Dong & Newman, 2018; Ebbeck, 2016). Due to the high
percentage of young children who own touch screen devices (W. Li, 2014; C. Liu, 2015;
W. Y. Liu, 2017), it is important to understand Chinese parents’ views on children’s

touch screen use. | discuss these views in the following section.

2.3.1 Chinese parents’ views on children’s touch screen use

Over the past decade, Chinese parents’ beliefs and attitudes in relation to digital
learning in early childhood have become polarised (Dong et al., 2020). On the one hand,
parents have begun to appreciate the value of digital devices and tend to feel
comfortable with their children’s use of digital devices in the home (W. Y. Liu, 2017).
Parents also support the appropriate use of digital devices in ECE settings. What is more,
parents have positive attitudes towards the value of their children’s use of touch screen
and believe that children should be educated on how to use digital devices with the
intention of enhancing their academic development and future opportunities. On
account of the increasingly diverse digital landscape that we live and work in, parents
have come to believe that a range of digital technologies might offer young children
new knowledge and learning that are fundamental to their futures. Researchers found
that those parents with a higher level of education tend to believe that using digital
devices will develop their children’s learning competencies, language skills, self-

expression, and social competencies (C. Chen et al., 2020).

On the other hand, parents are concerned with the possibility that unrestricted digital
use of digital devices will risk them engaging with dangerous content on the internet.
Parents are worried about the impact of digital devices on children’s social and
developmental health (Jiang & Monk, 2015). Due to the rapid growth of touch screen
devices and other digital technologies, parents have expressed their uncertainty about
mobile or touch screen devices, as they are unable to discern whether these devices will
be beneficial or harmful to their children, let alone what the best way to incorporate
these touch screen devices should be (C. Chen et al., 2020). Some parents set rules and
limits on the frequency and duration for using digital devices, but did not recognize the

importance these devices play in enabling young children’s learning (Liu, 2017). Dong
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et al. (2020) report that, in a recent survey undertaken in China during the COVID-19
pandemic, involving 3,275 parents of children aged from three to five, some parents
have a negative attitude regarding children’s use of digital devices when this activity
involves online learning. This study highlights the point that parents believe that using
digital devices for online learning inhibits both the learning experience and social
interactions that are required to engage young children, and that such experience may

result in poor learning outcomes.

In sum, there are competing voices among Chinese parents with regard to children’s
touch screen use in the Chinese context. There is no literature on Chinese immigrant
parents’ views on this issue. This significant absence in the literature is important as the
competing voices will possibly be more complex when expressed in a different cultural
context, such as that which they find in New Zealand. It is in this latter context that my
study seeks to explore the value of touch screen devices to children’s learning. In order
to understand this cross-cultural context, I examine Chinese immigrant parents’ views

on childrearing in the following section.

2.3.2 Chinese immigrant parents’ view of childrearing

Some of the more pertinent studies on this subject indicate that Chinese immigrant
parents’ view of childrearing are deeply shaped by traditional Chinese beliefs, even
when they are not living in their country of origin (H. Chen, 2001; Ebbeck & Gokhale,
2004; Huntsinger et al., 2000; Zhang et al., 2002). For example, H. Chen (2001) found
that there was ‘no significant differences between the Chinese and Chinese-American
groups’ (p. 310) when comparing Chinese parents, Chinese-American parents and
American parents on their way of raising and educating children. Chan (2004)
examined Chinese immigrants in Australia and found that in order to establish a sense
of security, Chinese immigrants try to be more Chinese than the Chinese in their
homeland. Guo (2010), who studied Chinese immigrant children’s learning experiences
in New Zealand early childhood education settings, found that Chinese immigrant
families are very good at maintaining their culture and, furthermore, that the family

experiences of immigrant Chinese children influence their learning experiences in non-
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Chinese learning settings. The above studies show that Chinese immigrant parents’

perceptions of raising children are deeply influenced by their traditional culture.

The Chinese philosophers Confucius (L), Mencius (i ¥) and Xunzi (j¥), among

others, are philosophers whose ideas have influenced the way in which children are
raised by their parents (Chan, 2004). While these philosophers have differing
perspectives with respect to what human nature comprises, they all agreed that human
beings can be educated to become a good people, irrespective of their genetic makeup.
The idea that education can make a big difference is central to the Chinese
understanding of culture. Confucius, of all Chinese philosophers, is considered to be
the philosopher whose thoughts most inform Chinese people’s views on the nature of
human development (Chan, 2004; Lin & Fu, 1990; Shek & Chan, 1999). Confucian
thought influences the thinking of many, if not all, aspects of the formation and
education in children in China (Chan, 2004). The most important contributions
Confucian thought has made to the education of children and young people, according
to Guo (2010), has to do with the work of self-perfection and the development of one’s
character; work that must be integral to the hard work required when seeking academic
success; when one is a child or a young adult. This learning-centred idea of Chinese
parents is of great importance to my study as it might suggest competing voices when
their children attend New Zealand ECE centres where the play-centred idea is

recognised.

In addition to keeping their deeply rooted cultural traits and beliefs, other studies
indicate that the experience of immigrating to another country can lead to an alteration
in the traditional beliefs and values of the immigrants. Goldman (1993) refers to this
experience as ‘cultural lag’ to illustrate the difference between resistance to change and
change that inevitably occurs when demonstrating how cultural values change. Sharlin
and Moin (2001) researched immigrants’ adjustment of values in their host country and
found that the beliefs and attitudes toward life are formed through comparing life before
immigrating to the experience of life after immigrating. As such, the task of
strategically forming a satisfactory personal life in a new society involves immigrants
challenging certain features of their traditional beliefs while at the same time attempting

to retain certain features that continue to have value. The above described
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transformation is inevitable given the daily exposure to the new cultural values and
realities that comprise experience of the immigrants’ host environment, and therefore
it should not be surprising that Chinese immigrant families change their beliefs and
practices (Parette et al., 2004). Zhang et al. (2002), in a broad-spectrum study,
researched how Chinese immigrants come to constitute some common deeply rooted
cultural traits while at the same time nurturing some new traits that are characteristic of
their new environment. Lin and Fu’s study (1990) illustrates this transformative
dynamic when they compare childrearing beliefs and practices among Chinese and
immigrant Chinese in the US, when observing the adaptability of Chinese immigrants
to life and its social structures in the United States. Similarly, Li’s (2001) study of
Canadian Chinese immigrants reveals that Chinese immigrants were motivated by an
internal need to conform to the sociocultural context in Canada. Guo’s (2010) study of
Chinese immigrant families in New Zealand indicates that parents tend to embrace the
mainstream culture that characterises life in its ECE centres, by cooperating with their
child’s centre, while at the same time holding back their opinions from the resident
‘Kiwi’ teachers®. This strategic behaviour reflects Chinese immigrants’ prioritizing,
above other ideals, the need to develop a sense of their valued participation in their new
community (Parette et al., 2004). This critically self-conscious active approach to

change, inevitably, influences the ways Chinese immigrant parents raise children.

In sum, from the above studies we can see that Chinese immigrant families’ views on
childrearing are conditioned by the tensions that must inevitably be associated their
giving up life in their home country to live in another cultural context. On the one hand,
some Chinese families tightly hold on to their origins despite the challenging nature of
their immigration experience while, on the other hand, they inevitably move through a
process of gradual assimilation. It therefore follows that there should be a mix of the
two cultural forces within the development of their viewpoints on childrearing, of
course with a degree of diversity in how individuals and family groups or communities
respond to this challenge. The diversity in Chinese immigrant families’ views on

childrearing means that it should be expected that there would also be a diversity of

3 Kiwi: a nickname for New Zealanders.
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views with respect to the role touch screens should play in their children’s education.
This study explores the diverse views of Chinese immigrant parents about their

children’s touch screen use in a New Zealand context.

2.4 Summary

It can be seen that there are a variety of competing voices concerning young children’s
touch screen use (Barback, 2012; Khoo et al., 2015; C. Liu, 2015; Radesky, Peacock-
Chambers, et al., 2016; Eileen Wood et al., 2016), including multiple perspectives from
parents (Cristia & Seidl, 2015; Ebbeck, 2016; Radesky, Kistin, et al., 2016; Eileen
Wood et al., 2016) and teachers (Khoo et al., 2015) from different cultural backgrounds.
This review highlights some conflicts in educators’ (teachers and parents) beliefs and
conceptions. These conflicting voices, if they just happen in a different space and time,
may not matter much. However, if these competing voices are present in the same space
and time, it is more than likely they will exert considerable influence on and perhaps
create some confusion in young children, whose voices and behaviours are likely to be
shaped by adults. From this recognition, we can usefully inquire into how competing
voices from parents and teachers, especially from different cultural backgrounds,
impact on the way touch screen devices are valued and experienced by children.
Additionally, it is worth examining children’s voices in relation to their experience of

these competing discourses.

Children’s views in this respect have thus far not been well canvassed. This review
identified that very few studies have made children’s voices a focus in their
investigation of children’s touch screen use, let alone the voices of preschool children.
| was only able to locate two studies (Fane et al., 2018; Neumann & Neumann, 2017b)
that examined children’s voices on their touch screen use. Their focus was on using
tablets and apps to enhance emergent literacy skills in young children aged from 2 to 5
(Neumann & Neumann, 2017b) and using an emoji as a visual approach to researching
with children and young people (Fane et al., 2018). Where the literature becomes sparse
is in examining multiple perspectives and exploration beyond dominant discourses, in

investigating young children’s voices on their own experience of touchscreen devices
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in a cross-cultural context. This study aims to fill this gap by investigating the

experiences of children Chinese children entering a New Zealand ECE setting.

Based on the literature review, | argue that there are coexisting competing voices of
support and concern among parents and teachers concerning children’s use of touch
screen devices. The origin of these viewpoints appears to hinge predominantly on the
extent to which parents and teachers believe touch screens hold educational value, as
opposed to entertainment. Moreover, currently there appears to be no literature which
examines Chinese preschool children’s use of touch screen devices in New Zealand
ECE settings, where competing voices from Chinese families and New Zealand ECE
teachers may add to the current debate. These competing voices increase the importance
of understanding beliefs about young children’s use of touch screen devices held by
parents and teachers from different cultural contexts and the impact of these beliefs on
young children’s experiences of touch screen devices. Furthermore, children’s voices
in their experiences of touch screens are still absent from this discussion involving
adults’ competing voices. Children’ voices are of great importance, and need to be
addressed and heard, and added to the competing voices of adults, which suggests
another new layer of competing voices between children and adults. This thesis seeks
to address this gap.

In the chapter that follows, | examine the issue of the absent voices of children in touch

screen research.
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Chapter 3

Summoning children’s voices about their experiences of touch screens

While there have been many studies on children’s voices and the importance of
supporting children to express their views, few studies have focused on voices of very
young children, such as those under five years of age (A. Clark, 2005; A. Clark et al.,
2005). As acknowledged by Bartels et al. (2016), even very young children are
“involved in social life and society” (p. 681), so it is important that these children’s

voices are supported and heard.

This chapter starts by introducing children’s voices as one of the children’s rights stated
in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (hereafter referred to as
UNCRC). | then argue that although having a voice is regarded as one of the rights of
children, these voices are still unheard and unseen in practice, because adults tend to
give little respect to the views of young children, especially those who are under five.
This is equally pertinent to children’s voices and perspectives on their digital
experiences. I thus introduce children’s rights in the digital sphere, in the light of the
UNCRUC, and their digital rights in practice. I argue that preschool children’s voices are
a missing perspective with regard to their engagement with digital technologies and
devices. The importance of listening to children’s voices about their digital experiences
led me to explore approaches to achieving this aim. Among other approaches, | see the

value of a dialogic approach to enable children’s voices to be heard.

3.1 Examining children’s voices
3.1.1 Children’s voices in policy

The right for children’s views to be heard, was proposed as one of the rights of the child
in the UNCRC in 1989. The document includes:
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Article 12: Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her
views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child,
the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and
maturity of the child. For this purpose, the child shall, in particular, be provided
with the opportunity to be heard in any judicial and administrative proceedings
affecting the child, either directly, or through a representative or an appropriate
body, in a manner consistent with the procedural rules of national law. (UNICEF,
1989)*

Article 13: The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right
shall include freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all
kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of
art, or through any other media of the child’s choice. (UNICEF, 1989)

To make it easier for children to understand their rights, the United Nations has also

released a children-friendly version, which conveys respect for children’s rights.

Children have the Children have the right
right to give their to share freely with

& opinions freely others what they learn,

[ ) .‘ on issues that think and feel, by talking,
pii il affect them. Adults Sl (ra\wing, writing or in
should listen and any other way unless it

take children seriously. harms other people.

.'12

Figure 3.1: A children-friendly version of UNCRC?®

The official recognition of children’s rights in the UNCRC in 1989 indicated a major
development as children’s rights and children’s voices were recognized at the policy

level. However, the extent to which the UNCRC has been implemented in practice in

4 UNICEF, also widely known as the United Nations International Children's Emergency
Fund, is a United Nations agency responsible for providing humanitarian and developmental
aid to children worldwide.

® Image from https://www.unicef.org/media/56661/file.
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different countries is still debatable. If we examine Article 12 carefully, there are two
key elements: i) the right to express a view; and ii) the right to have the view given due
weight. Although the UNCRC gave children the right to have opinions on all matters
affecting them, it also stated that children’s views should be ‘given due weight in
accordance with their age and maturity’. In practice, there is a risk of children’s voices
being undermined as a result of adults’ evaluation of the age and maturity of the child.

This risk of children’s rights in practice is examined in the following section.

3.1.2 Children’s voices in practice

The response to the Convention has varied in different countries. In the United States,
there has been no formal consent given to the Convention because it is seen to have the
potential to undermine an adult’s authority (Kilbourne, 1998). In the United Kingdom,
although the government officially agreed and implemented Article 12 at a legal level,
there is a recognised gap between the country’s international commitments and its
educational decision-making in practice. This gap can be seen in compliance reports.
The UNCRC, consisting of an independent group of international experts on children’s
rights, is responsible for overseeing compliance and releasing periodic reports on
breaches of the UNCRC (Lansdown, 2000). In its first periodic report on
implementation in the UK in 1995, the Committee criticized the failure to solicit
primary school students’ voices and perspectives on issues related to sex education and
school exclusion (p.3). In 2002, the report expressed concerns that in the education field,
school children are not systematically consulted on matters that affect them. Another
report, conducted on behalf of the Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and
Young People (NICCY), also provided new evidence for criticism by the UNCRC
(Kilkelly et al., 2005). Aiming at identifying arecas where children’s rights were
‘ignored or underplayed’, and involving 1064 schoolchildren from 27 schools, this
report assessed laws, policies, and practices that affected children’s lives in accordance
with the standards of UNICEF in Northern Ireland. Their assessment found that for
children in Northern Ireland, the most important issue was ‘not having a say’ in

decision-making that affected them (Kilkelly et al., 2005, p. xxii). These reports also
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show that the rights of school children were investigated , but those of children under
five were not included in those assessments. As the focus of my study is preschool
children in New Zealand , it is important to inquire into new Zealand’s response to the

UNCRC.

In the New Zealand context, as a signatory to the UNCRC, the government set up the
Office of the Children’s Commissioner (hereafter referred to as OCC) to ensure
children’s views are taken into account in the exercise or performance of the
Commissioner’s functions, and to encourage other organisations to allow children to
have a voice in matters that affect them. The functions of the OCC include i) raising
awareness and understanding of children’s interests, rights, and welfare; i1) undertaking
and promoting research into any matter that relates to the welfare of children; iii)
bringing children’s and youths’ voices and views into discussions and advice; and iv)
acting as an advocate for children's interests, rights, and welfare (Children’s
Commissioner, 2015) The key mechanism for engaging with children was the Young
Persons Advisory Group (YPAG), first established in 2003 and later reviewed in 2014,
which enabled the OCC to engage regularly with a number of young people, so that its
decisions and advocacy were based on the current lived experiences of young people.
However, it was reported in the Children and Young People’s Voices Project
(Children’s Commissioner, 2015) that YPAG’s work was ‘not flexible enough to get
children’s input on issues as they arose’ due to a limited number of topics and through
annual face-to face meetings (p. i). Moreover, it was reported that ‘the formal structure
of YPAG, and the criteria required for young people to be considered for the group, did
not allow younger or more vulnerable children to take part’ (p. i). Therefore, although
children’s rights and their views were valued in New Zealand at an official level, the
rights and voices of younger children (eg. preschoolers, toddlers and babies) were still

likely to be neglected.

In sum, even though UNCRC (UNICEF, 1989) recognized children’s rights to express
their voices, the view that children can express their voices often does not translate into
practice, or is not seen as applicable to children of all ages. Younger children’s voices
are still marginalized. The current gap in examination of preschool children’s voices is

what my study attempt to address within the context of New Zealand.
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3.1.3 Children’s voices in academic research

There are heated debates on whether children are capable of forming and expressing
their views or not. Within these debates, one stance is that children need to be
recognized as capable social agents (Bacon & Frankel, 2014; James et al., 1998;
MacNaughton et al., 2007). MacNaughton et al. (2007) believe that young children can
‘create and communicate valid views about the social world’ (p. 164). Kellett (2014)
claimed that children are social actors who are autonomous individuals, and proposed
that the ways of defining and assessing young children’s ‘capability’ need to be

reflexively re-examined.

However, this view was not shared by others. Young children are often viewed as
deficient in certain aspects when they are compared with adults (Hammersley, 2017,
Hendrick, 2000). In addition, those children’s voices which are heard by adults, in fact,
have often been filtered and re-interpreted by adults. While the intentions may have
been to understand children’s views, the messages expressed in children’s original
voices were filtered and therefore modified (Bucknall, 2014). This filtering happens, in
particular, when children are younger, for instance, under the age of five years (Seo &
Lee, 2017). A number of studies have found that the voices of children under five years
old, compared with those of older ones, are more easily mediated, translated or even
diluted (A. Clark, 2005; A. Clark et al., 2005; A. Clark & Statham, 2005). Therefore, a
cautious approach is needed to ensure young children’s voices are heard, especially if
we adopt Hammersley’s (2017) view that adult perspectives should not be treated as
authoritative with regard to children and their worlds, in a way “that is common in

society at large” (p. 115).

Conditions and processes also need to be established in order to enable younger children
to express their views and be heard. Struthers (2015) proposed children need
opportunities to practise asserting their rights through being heard and having influence.
Lundy (2007) assessed the barriers to the meaningful and effective implementation of
children’s rights within education that would satisfy the requirements of Article 12. She

proposed a model, which has four key elements, for conceptualising the implementation
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of Article 12: i) Space: Children must be given the opportunity to express a view; ii)
Voice: Children must be facilitated to express their views; iii) Audience: Children’s
views must be listened to; and iv) Influence: Children’s views must be acted upon, as

appropriate.

Theright to
express views

Therightto

] have views
given due weight

Figure 3.2: Lundy’s model of Children’s right to have their voices heard®

Table 3.1: Lundy’s Model of Children’s right to have their voices heard

Space Voice Audience Influence
Children must be  Children must be  Children’s views  Children’s views
given the facilitated to must be listened ~ must be acted
opportunity to express their to upon, as

express a view views appropriate

Lundy’s model demonstrates that these four elements are interrelated. In addition to
voice, Lundy proposed that opportunities must be provided for children to have the
space to consider and share their views, and support should be in place to enable sharing
of their views. Concerning Lundy’s notion of audience, an audience is needed for

children’s views to be listened to and, crucially, there should be an outcome as a

& Image data from

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/lundy model of participation.pdf. Used with
permission granted from the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0)
licence.
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consequence of children expressing their views. Lundy’s model of voice, space,
audience and influence has successfully been incorporated into a range of contexts,
including the European Commission’s work on children’s participation and their right
to be heard. Lundy’s model of children’s right to have their voices heard is of particular
importance to my study, because it not only advocates for children’s expression of their
voices, but also argues for the provision of opportunities for children to express their
voices (Space), children’s voices to be listened to (Audience) and acted upon as
appropriate (Influence). My examination of children’s voices on their experiences of
touch screen devices involves children’s Voices’ in different spaces such as the ECE
centre and homes (Space), and their interaction with multiple voices from teachers and

parents (Audience and Influence).

Specific attention has also been given to children’s rights in the digital sphere.
Livingstone (2014) and Livingstone and Bulger (2014) categorized children’s rights in
the digital sphere in relation to UNCRC’s three pillars of protection rights, provision
rights and participation rights. Livingstone’s (2014) model on categorization of

children’s rights in the digital sphere is summarised in Table 3.2.

Table 3.2: Livingstone’s categorization of children’s rights in the digital sphere®

Pillar I: Pillar 11: Pillar 111:
Protection Rights Provision Rights Participation Rights
Children’s rights to Children’s rights to Children’s rights to

protection and privacy access equally the digital ~ freedom of choice and
world; the right to play; ~ speech;
the right to obtain
information and
education;

See Avrticles 8, 16, 17e, See Articles 17, 28, 29, See Avrticle 3, 12, 13, 15
19, 34, 36 31

From Livingstone’s (2014) categorization, protection rights include preventing children

from being harmed by online abuse, privacy intrusions, cyberbullying, pornography,

8 Data from Livingstone’s (2014) categorization of children’s rights in the digital sphere against CRC’s
three pillars.
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and misuse of personal data. Provision rights include the right to have access to
educational technology, online information and creative resources, and the promotion
of digital skills in an equitable way (taking into account relevant languages, difficulties
of access or conditions of disability or disadvantage). Participation rights include the
inclusion of all children in diverse societal processes, including consulting them on
matters of education, research and ICT governance. Livingstone’s (2014)
categorization of children’s rights in the digital sphere is important to my study because
the attitudes and roles of teachers and parents relating to children’s touch screen use are
highly related to how they understand children’s rights (Dias et al., 2016) and the extent

to which they value children’s rights of protection, provision and participation.

3.2 Children’s voices about their digital experiences

Recently, the UNCRC has passed the General Comment on children’s rights in relation
to the digital environment (UNICEF, 2021), which has laid out the ways that young
people and children should be treated in the digital world, and how their rights should
be protected. It states that ‘meaningful access to digital technologies can support
children to realize the full range of their civil, political, cultural, economic and social
rights” (UNICEF, 2021. p.1). In addition, over 700 children and young people, aged
between 9 and 22 years old, in 27 countries, were consulted during the process, during
which they were asked how digital technology impacts their rights, and what actions
they want to see taken to protect them. This approach reflects a big progress as it
includes children’s voices regarding their digital experiences in policy-making, but still,

the voices of young children under five are not included.

Although children’s voices and rights in the digital sphere are examined, the focus of
most studies is on adolescents and older children (Livingston, 2014). Only a few studies
attempt to include the voices of young children in the discussion of children’s digital
engagement (Falloon & Khoo, 2014; Kucirkova et al., 2019; Oliemat et al., 2018). One
example is Oliemat et al. (2018)’s work, which examined a total of 40 six-year-old
children’s play with touch screen tablets in Jordan to explore children’s views on how

they used touch screen tablets. The findings present children’s perspectives on the
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purposes of their use of touch screen devices. They also show children’s views of touch
screen tablets as an entertaining tool more than as a learning tool, with playing games
being the most common purpose. In addition, Oliemat et al. (2018) found that i) overall,
children had a reasonable knowledge of touch screen tablets and their features; ii)
children had acquired most of the skills needed to use tablets, but were still not in
control in some cases; and iii) children expressed that they needed help and guidance
from their parents while using tablets. Another example of a study that pays attention
to the voices of young children’s voices regarding their digital experiences (Falloon and
Khoo, 2014). They used a purposefully designed App (Observeware) to capture display
and audio data while five year old primary students were using iPads in pairs for
developing numeracy, literacy and problem-solving/decision-making skills. Falloon
and Khoo (2014) used Mercer’s (1994) talk types framework to explore the nature of
the talk students engaged in while they were using iPads, and examine how they were
interacting with each other and their teacher, and how features of the device may have
influenced this. By observing students’ talk, they found that i) children were generally
keen and eager to use the iPad; ii) children spontaneously interacted and supported one
another’s learning with the iPad; and iii) children learnt to use the iPad on their own
and by observing others. These two studies offer an opportunity for us to understand
children’s touch screen use from children’s perspective, but children in these studies
are primary school age. Still, voices of children under five is scant. My study aims to
build on children’s voices on their touch screen use by adding four year old preschool

children’s voices to this discussion.

The two studies | found that focus on voices of young children aged under five in
relation to their experiences with digital devices are the works of Kucirkova et al. (2014)
and Fane et al. (2018). Kucirkova’s (2014) study investigates the effects of a story-
making app called Our Story and a selection of other educational apps on the learning
engagement of forty-one Spanish 4-5-year-olds. The authors use a method of
‘exploratory talk’ to analyse peer engagement, but the focus of this study is more on
the educational value of apps, instead of exploring children’s voices. Fane’s (2018)
study used emoji as a visual research method for eliciting the voices of young children
(aged three to five years) on their understanding and experiences of well-being.
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Findings suggest the usefulness of emoji as a visual research method for eliciting young
children’s voices. This study showed a focus on research ‘with’ children by valuing
children’s perspectives and contributions to research, and also demonstrated that
children are able to make insightful comments about their touch screen experiences.
Consequently, this study is important to my study in that it showed children’s voices
are of value in relation to their digital engagement, and that a visual method can offer

an effective way to elicit children’s voices.

In sum, very few studies have examined preschool children’s voices about their digital
experiences. As has been noted, there is only one study that it an exception in this
respect, but its focus has been on children’s touch screen use as a tool. There has been
little investigation of preschool children’s voices relating to their digital engagement in
different spaces, which could produce different meaning-making. This gap is what my

study aims to address.

3.3 Approaches to exploring children’s voices
3.3.1 Current approaches

Children’s voices have gained increasing attention from ECE researchers (Canning et
al., 2017; Fane et al., 2018; Spyrou, 2011). However, how to explore and listen to
children’s voices is still a question to be addressed. Some scholars propose an arena
within which children are seen as social actors who provide a unique perspective on the
social world about matters concerning children (James, 2007), while others actively
look for ways of eliciting children’s voices about their everyday experiences (A. Clark,

2001; Fane et al., 2018; White, 2009).

In order to listen to very young children’s voices, researchers in the ECE field have
increasingly advocated for a shift from research on children to research with children.
Children’s voices are actively sought and highly valued by collaborating with them in
ECE research (Mayall, 2008). Christensen and James (2008), Mayall (2008), White
(2011), L. E. Cohen (2015) and Fane et al. (2018) are among the researchers who have
articulated the view of the child as an active participant in the research process, with

unique insights to offer about their lives. This is of great importance for children’s
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voices being expressed and heard considering the concern about adults’ propensity to
filter young children’s voices. Johansson and White (2011) took a further step to
contribute to the interest in the voices of the youngest children - infants and toddlers.
White (2011) argued that there is potential to recognise the role of the very young child
as a competent yet vulnerable communicator with many voices; one who is capable of
conveying complex meaning through genres that strategically orient them towards or
away from intersubjective harmony. White (2009) adopted a dialogic research method,
which enables toddler and teacher ‘voices’ to authentically inter-animate, thus allowing
the voices of the youngest learner to be heard. The acknowledgement of children’s
influence and participation positions children as active agents (Horgan et al., 2017;
Shultz & Guimaraes-losif, 2012) and as democratic citizens with a role in influencing
how, education and other aspects of their lives manifest themselves in their lived

experience (Serriere, 2010). In doing so, children’s rights and agency are recognised.

More recently, digital technology has changed and expanded and provided a myriad of
new possibilities for researchers. Some early childhood researchers have examined the
use of these new technologies to explore children’s voices. As already mentioned, one
approach is to use emoji as a visual research approach to elicit young children’s voices
(aged three to five years old) about their understanding and experiences of well-being
and improve children’s participant engagement (Fane et al., 2018). Findings proved the
usefulness of emoji as a visual research approach to eliciting children’s voices.
Mackenzie et al. (2018) also examined the use of emoji in conjunction with other visual
methods such as video and digital interactive mapping, to explore children’s voices.
They found this visual method was useful for improving children’s participant
engagement and interaction with the research topic in ways that are salient for children

and young people.

Issues have arisen in current research practices for listening to children’s voices. Some
researchers have assumed that voice research with children is by definition good,
valuable, or of high quality (Spyrou, 2011). However, by extracting quotes from
children to illustrate their findings, ‘[they might] end up caricaturing children’ (Spyrou,
2011, p. 157). According to Komulainen (2007), ‘listening to children is not necessarily

‘good’ but maybe, in fact, intrusive and the cause of further distress: more listening
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may not inevitably mean more hearing’ (p. 25). Komulainen (2007) questioned whether
‘listening to children’ in social research is more than ‘a rhetorical device’ (p. 26).
Addressing the limitation of oral accounts that disadvantaged children with limited
language. Warming (2011) observed that ‘Inclusive strategies designed to cater to
children’s different preferences and abilities still risk favouring verbally inclined
children, and thus reproducing symbolic violence towards less verbal children’ (p. 50).
Another issue is whether and to what extent researchers should pursue the authenticity
of the voice of the child. Eldén (2013) contended that drawing methods ‘do not aim to
uncover authentic voices of the participating children, but rather, are crucial in allowing
the complexities of children’s narratives on care to emerge’ (p. 67). These criticisms

are valuable for me to consider when I explore children’s voices.

Overall, these approaches point to the necessity of listening to young children’s voices
and the challenges associated with understanding their lived experience. Children’s
engagement with touch screen devices is an aspect of these lived experiences, but these
have seldom been examined from the child’s perspective across different spaces such
as the home, the ECE centre and elsewhere. How and why researchers account for the
complexity behind children’s voices and understand the multiple forms of their voices

is an important field needing further exploration. This is an aim of my study.

3.3.2 A dialogic way of accessing children’s voices

A number of studies have examined children’s voices in multiple forms using a dialogic
method (De Vocht, 2015; Tallant, 2015; Tam, 2012; White, 2016). Pioneer in the
Bakhtinian ECE field, White (2009) adopted a dialogic methodology and a polyphonic
method to examine toddlers’ voices. She then used a Bakhtinian analysis of infant-
teachers’ language when they were engaging with infants under one-year-old in a New
Zealand early childhood education setting , in order to highlight the dialogic nature of
their exchanges (White et al., 2015). Finely-tuned analysis of the interactions that took
place in the visual fields of infants and teachers emphasised the importance of verbal
and non-verbal combinations as a source of engagement and extended dialogue. Based

on Bakhtin’s polyphonic entreaty, White (2016) developed an approach to visual
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analysis, which comprises multiple visual standpoints combined with re-probing
interviews. White demonstrated that additional layers of meaning are retrievable when
such viewpoints are laid bare for dialogic scrutiny. White (2017) further outlines a
series of approaches, based on Bakhtinian dialogic principles, for understanding the
importance of language and its form-shaping potential for very young children as
learners. She explored utterances as a source of strategic orientation. Her exploration
offers insights for my study as it pays attention to genre, which implicates teachers in
the creation of meaning that is generated as a consequence. De VVocht (2015) explored
the dialogic interactions between preschool children (aged from 3.5 to 5 years) and their
teachers in two ECE settings in New Zealand. She brought Bakhtin’s notion of
answerability (referring to an ethical obligation or accountability to the other) to bear
on teachers whose dialogues were re-produced by preschool children in their play.
Vocht has made a great contribution on applying dialogic methodology into ECE
research and giving attention to children’s voices. This re-produced dialogue provided
an important insight into the effect that teachers’ voices have on the voices of children.
Tallant (2015) explored preschool children’s humour, which is understood as an
underworld adventure of significance. Exploiting the dialogic notion of carnivalesque,
she argues for early years teachers in the United Kingdom to embrace children’s
humour as a valued aspect of learning in early childhood education. Tam (2012) drew
on the theory of dialogism to investigate children’s bricolage under the gaze of teachers
in sociodramatic play in a Hongkong ECE setting. As opposed to other studies into
children’s culture, Tam’s study reveals that under the gaze of the teacher, children’s
play is largely practised as a reproduction of the teacher’s cultural texts, and children’s
bricolage can only be deployed when the teacher’s surveillance is temporarily absent.
Tam’s study is of great interest to me in that it pays particular attention to aspects of
children’s language and culture that are informal, improper or senseless in the eyes of
the teacher. The multiple forms of children’s language and culture under the gaze of
teachers versus that which occurs without the presence of teachers provides a way of
understanding children’s cultural resistance to the domination of adults (Corsaro &

Eder, 1990). This understanding is of particular importance to my study that is
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investigating children’s voices and their strategic responses to the influence of adults’

voices in different spaces.

Taken together, these studies provide evidence that the dialogic method can capture
children’s voice in its multiple forms and multiple layers, not just as a single voice, but
as a combination of verbal and non-verbal voices, under the influence of the voices of
others in a social and cultural context. The important insights in these studies which use
the dialogic method to examine children’s voices, led me to think about the possibilities
of adopting a dialogic method in my investigation of competing voices with regard to
children’s touch screen engagement across different spaces. The next chapter presents
a rationale for adopting a dialogic methodology and the most appropriate approach for

investigating competing voices.

3.4 Summary

In summary, although the UNCRC (UNICEF, 1989) was officially issued and has been
widely recognized, in practice, there are still barriers remaining to children’s voices
being heard, especially younger ones, due to adults’ judgement of their level of maturity.
The barriers can be found in Article 12 itself as it highlights that children’s views should
be given due weight in accordance with their age and maturity when it advocates
children’s right to express their views on issues that affect their lives. That is to say, the
judgements regarding whether the child is mature enough to express their views or not,
are essentially still made by adults. As a result, the opportunities for children’s voices
to be heard, in reality, may be reduced in many cases due to adults’ judgements of the
level of maturity of children in a dialogue. This is particularly the case when the voices
are those of very young children such as pre-schoolers, toddlers and babies, as adults
are often unlikely to consider these very young persons as being sufficiently mature to
have a valid opinion. The reality that younger children’s voices are still unheard and
unseen is also true to children’s digital experiences. This missing perspective of
preschool children on their digital experiences revealed a gap which my study attempts
to address within a cross-cultural context of Chinese children attending a New Zealand
ECE setting.
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Researchers in the ECE field have increasingly recognized the importance of enabling
children’s voices to be expressed and to be heard. This appeal is also applicable to
children’s voices on their digital experiences, which is currently a missing perspective.
However, finding an appropriate way to explore their voices is still a matter that needs
to be addressed. Among other approaches, | see the value of a dialogic approach to
enabling children