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Figures 5.8 and 5.9

In classrooms, play experiences such as play dough, collage, painting, puzzles and construction were
said to be preferred to individual teacher-chosen work, although a few children reported enjoying
handwriting or books. The following extracts show a range of activities that Year 1 children reported
enjoying:

Facilitator What do you like to do?

Child: I like to do sheets that you can colour in.

Child: Me too.

Child: Painting.

Child: Handwriting.

Child: My favourite thing is playing out in the playground. (Astor, Year 1)
Child: ...free time. We play games on free time... (Ebony, Year 1)

Outdoor physical activity and social play were recurring positive themes in the children’s drawings.
Children in both preparatory and Year 1 classes remarked about playing outside on the playground or
oval with friends, engaging in social games, sport and swimming, using the swings or climbing
apparatus, sandpit, gardening and carpentry.

For instance, children were asked “What things do you like to do best?” Children in the preparatory
years answered:

Child: Painting and drawing all over.
Child: I like playing outside on the swings.
Child: I love playing with blocks.

Child: What I like to do most is gardening.
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And children in Year 1 answered:

Child: Free choice. Free choice and playtime.

Child: Collage and drawing

Child: Well I like going across the monkey bars and playing with my own little friends and
playing stuck in the mud and chaseys and all the kind of stuff.

Child My favourite thing is playing out in the playground.

The children in both preparatory and Year 1 classrooms used the word “play” to describe the types of
activities they enjoyed the most. It is possible that this preference for play is linked to opportunity to
make choices about preferred activities, and about with whom children are able to engage in these
activities. Strong preferences for social connection and play expressed by the children across the
focused study sites, and there was limited reference to adults as central figures in their preferred
activities as shown in Figures 5.10 & 5.11
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Figures 5.10 and 5.11

The children in the preparatory year at Braddon reported engaging in sports-like activities, organised
by the physical education teacher at the primary school. Soccer on the oval was named as the
favoured sport. Although this type of sports activity was reported as greatly enjoyed by a number of
the children, a focus on sports-related activities (soccer, cricket and hockey), contrasts with the
recommended focus for early years physical education on fundamental movement skills (Gallahue,
1996; Pangrazi, 2001; Sanders & Sims, 2003). This warrants further consideration and may be a
subject for professional development in relation to the early years curriculum. (See Figures 5.12 &
5.13)
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Figures 5.12 and 5.13
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Work and learning

Work and learning were defined by the children as two distinct categories of activity in the classroom.
Children in the preparatory and Year 1 groups pointed out that they engaged in both types of activity,
although descriptions of work and learning were different. Generally, work involved “doing
something”, often at the request of the teacher, whereas “learning” involved a particular set of
behavioural characteristics that often included “listening to the teacher”.

The preparatory and Year 1 children reported varied views of what constituted work. Overall,
children’s apparent connection of indoor learning environments with work at tables and chairs, or
with teacher direction, is mirrored in their drawings and comments. Work was a stronger theme with
the Year 1 children whose images reflected views of formal and linear classroom physical
environments.

Facilitator: And what sort of things are you doing in the classroom?
Child: Work, as usual (Braddon, Year 1)

The children in the preparatory classes appeared to view work as producing an outcome, such as
making or constructing a wooden plane at the carpentry table, or a collage. When the topic of work
was discussed with a group of children in the preparatory year, they commented that work was
"something that you do.” When asked about what the types of activities were, one pointed out:
“...you make it like a picture. Well kind of hammering is work. Hammering wood ... cause we make
things with it" (Ebony, Preparatory). Their conceptions of work included such activities as reading,
tidying up and homework and the expectation of meeting teacher standards. A child in preparatory
noted that children had different perceptions of what work was, depending on what individual
children liked doing (Astor). Others reported lack of interest in activities that are often linked to a
child’s success at school. For example, reading and engaging with print materials such as books:

Facilitator: What don't you like about prep then?
Child: Working ... reading books because it is too boring (Astor, Preparatory).

This aspect of work warrants further investigation as it is of concern that children express such
associations with print material.

The Year 1 children’s focus in relation to work included meeting teacher expectations and defining
standards. The classroom was seen as the site for work. Work involved notions of quantity, quality,
easy and hard:

Child: [t is work] "because we had to do a lot of stuff” (Braddon)
Facilitator: What do you think you do when you re doing your work?
Child: We do quality...like staying in the lines (Ebony, Year 1)

Facilitator: What do you remember [about the beginning of Year 1]?
Child: Pretty easy work like colouring in plain sheets. (Astor, Year 1)

Only one conversation with preparatory children highlighted the concept work being linked to
thinking.

Facilitator: What sort of things do you do when you’re working?
Child: Lots and lots of hard, lots and lots of hard journals, lots of hard thinking and
writing. (Astor, Preparatory)

The notion of thinking, however, was not attributed to learning, a topic explored in several of the
conversations. The children defined learning as something different from work and involving a
particular set of behavioural conditions. The extracts below are accounts by Year 1 children of
learning.
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Facilitator:  What sort of things do they need to know about?

Child: Learning

Facilitator: Learning? And what about learning?

Child: Listen to the teacher (Braddon, Year 1)

Facilitator:  What do you guys think learning is?

Child: What is it again?

Facilitator: What is learning? What do you think it means?

Child: Learning means you have to look at the teacher, look, listen and you

will learn to know stuff. So, when you are an adult you don’t have to
think about stuff. (Astor, Year 1)

Child: Listen to the teacher (Braddon, Year 1),

Child: Sit up ... so you can learn more (Astor, Year 1).

Conceptions of learning as listening to the teacher were also evident in preparatory group
conversation. Two children in a focus group reported learning as: Sit down and be quiet and listen to
the teacher (Astor, Preparatory) and, Prep, I don't want to go ... Because I hate learning. I don't want
to go ... because I have to do homework (Astor, Preparatory).

In one preparatory year classroom, learning involved a different set of attributes, including developing
understandings about sea creatures. In this focus group there was a sense of energy and excitement
about learning. (See Figure 5.14)

Figure 5.14
Facilitator: C., can you tell me if you learn things at prep
Child: Oh, we’re learning about the sea and we’re so [sad/excited] about the
clown fishes at sea.
Facilitator: Nemo is a clown fish is he? (Astor, Preparatory Year)

The children’s responses overall indicated a clear preference for activities, either play or free choice,
in which they had some choices. Children typically viewed learning as involving activities in which
they do not have choices and in which they played a passive role in the learning process. These
conceptions of learning are of concern in current teaching/learning contexts where active, self-
regulated construction of knowledge is advocated.

Governance in everyday life at school

Governance is defined as “the complex and intersecting systems of regulation that operate to show up
frames of relevance for children’s everyday participation and active engagement in the places of
school, home and community” (Danby & Farrell, 2002). The children drew from both formal systems
of regulation, such as school policy, and informal everyday contexts, such as school routines and
rules, to scrutinise systems.

In every conversation the children introduced the importance of rules. However, in the preparatory
year and Year 1 they approached rules from different perspectives. The rules that concerned the
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children in the preparatory year were about more effective social interaction or moral conduct (e.g.,
don’t wreck, don’t be mean, don’t tell lies). Alternatively the children in Year 1 focused on specific
actions, many of which appeared to centre around self-regulation in the classroom (e.g, listen, be
quiet, don’t yell out, don’t run).

The prevalence of rules in the children’s accounts came in response to a question by the researcher
regarding what children needed to know when they began school, or what teachers needed to know
about children. This orientation to rules is in line with the study by Perry, Dockett & Tracey (199%),
who found that children starting school emphasised the knowing of rules as important factors in
beginning school. Generally, the children in Year 1 thought that there were more rules in Year 1 than
in preschool. The following two extracts show how the children oriented to rules as something they
needed to know. When the children went on to nominate some rules, they were often expressed as
“not doing something” (such as running, yelling out, and so on).

Facilitator: What do they need to know to be able to do well in grade 1? What do
they need to know?

Child: They need to know the school rules.
Facilitator: The school rules. And what are some of the school rules.
Child: No running, listen and be quiet. (Astor, Year 1)

Other rules were identified:

That you’re supposed to put your hand up

They need to be told, not to yell out, behave

We are not allowed to shout, share food. No shout and share food. (Braddon, Year 1)
Don’t tell lies. (Braddon, Preparatory)

Be quiet when you walk up the stairs, don’t jump. (Braddon, Preparatory)

Don’t wreck anything or don’t be mean. (Braddon, Preparatory)

The children spoke of the consequences if the school rules were broken.

Facilitator: What happens if you don’t know the school rules?

Child: You get kicked out.

Child: No you get put on the thinking chair and if you do it again, you get put to [RTC].
Child: And if you do it again, you go to Mr. *. If you do it again you go home and sit on your
bed. (Braddon, Preparatory)

Children also described how decisions were made at school. They observed that the teachers often
made decisions and that the children did not have a say in this decision-making process. At other
times, they observed that they did have some input into the decision-making, although within the
boundaries framed by the teachers.

Transition to school

Before most children start school, they may attend one or more types of early childhood group
provision such as preschool, kindergarten, childcare, family day care and other programs. Some
children make the transition directly from home to school. The children participating in this study
spoke several times about their prior school experiences and reminisced about the differences between
prior experiences and their current program.

When children move from one type of school setting to another, they encounter a number of different
conditions, which may include different teaching styles, different physical space arrangements, and
different curriculum demands (Rosenkoetter, 2001). The children attended to, and commented on,
these different conditions, pointing out that there were fewer restrictions placed on them in the earlier
settings.

A child in Year 1 noted that school was different from preschool in the previous year, because in
preschool “you get to choose whatever you want” (Braddon, Year 1). This theme arose several times:

112



Facilitator: Do you think that preschool was different from grade 1?
Child: Yes

Facilitator: In what way? How was it different?

Child: We get to have free time and we get ...

Child: And we get to go to sleep at preschool

Facilitator: Do you miss that, do you wish you still go to sleep now?
Child: Yes

Child: No (Astor, Year 1)

First days at school

There was little difference in response to the first days of school by children in the preparatory year
and Year 1. Both groups reported distress at separation and concern about friendship/social support
issues, although some of the children in the preparatory and Year 1 classes expressed no concerns or
special memories about the transition into school. Those who recalled fears and anxieties related to
separation from family members, not having established friendships or entry into a new and
unfamiliar context in which they may not feel safe.

Child: It was kind of like I didn’t know who I was going to play with or something ..
(Ebony, Preparatory).

Child: When 1 first started, I was freaking out.

Facilitator:  Were you? Why? What was making you freak out?

Child: There’s lots of kids. (Astor, Preparatory)

Child: We cried... and I was running to my mum but the teacher got me. Because |

went into to get... and I was running to my dad and the other parents and that came with the
other people and stuff. (Braddon, Preparatory)

Child: I remember a man took me for a walk, that was a man, when I was crying and
he took me for a walk because I was sad. (Braddon, Preparatory)

Child: I cried ... yeah when my mummy left. (Braddon, Preparatory)

Child: 1 didn’t want to have a first day. [ wanted to have a second day.... because I felt
so scared. (Year 1)

Child: I cried. That’s because I was sitting with too many boys and G came into my
area, didn’t you G? And I kept going to my mum and Mrs C lifted me up (Year 1)

Child: I always played with big sister when I first started school because I was scared
to play with my friends. (Year 1)

Child: Then I got used to school and I got to see R because my mum knows his mum.
(Year 1)

Child: 1t was kind of like I didn’t know who [ was going to play with or something like

that. I was a bit confused. (Preparatory)

This focus on supportive relationships reflects the findings of Dockett & Perry (2002) on the
importance during transition of friendships and the findings of Margetts (2000) on social adjustment
in school settings.

The children in the study provided some advice about how the teaching staff could have helped them
feel more comfortable.

Facilitator: What do you think your teacher needs to know about kids starting prep?
What sort of things should you tell her?

Child: Like introducing them.
Facilitator: Introducing them to who?
Child: To the people that are already there
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Facilitator: Uh-huh. So like showing you around a bit and introducing you to the other
kids.
Child: Yeah. (Astor, Preparatory)

In this extract, the child suggested that children be introduced to “the people that are already there”.
This suggestion was taken by the facilitator to mean other children. However, it may be that the child
was also suggesting that they be introduced to other members of the school community, which may
include the school janitor, teacher aides, the tuck-shop convener and so on. The extract points to the
importance of priming events (Corsaro & Molinari, 2000), in order to provide school-related
knowledge that assists children to adjust to school transitions. Priming events can include prior visits
to the school setting, meeting teachers and other staff, practising school-type activities, being present
at school functions, and being with a parent in the school classroom.

A more generalised anxiety about meeting new and unfamiliar situations, or encountering unfamiliar
expectations of behaviour or skill, was apparent in some children’s comments. The supportive value
of familiarity with contexts was sometimes evident. When asked about school commencement, two
children replied:

Child: It was really hard ... and if you have not been good in handwriting you can ... you
have to go back to prep school like (child's name). (Child's name) was not good. (Year 1)

Child:  We knew we had a playground at school because we played there in preschool,
remember, L. (Year 1)

As some children may not have attended an educational facility prior to the preparatory or Year 1
setting, a longer—term flexible community-based transition program such as those recommended by
Glazier (1999) may be of value in addition to the initial orientation. Family introduction programs
have been put forward as a bridge between the home or preschool curriculum and the school
(Christensen, 1999). Socially disadvantaged children, in particular, should have opportunities to
discuss the new context, to express worries, and meet new classmates prior to school entry to allay
fears (Raban & Ure, 2000).

Social relationships

Friendships and relationships between children were mentioned by both preparatory and Year 1
children at the participating schools. Generally, in the preparatory year groups, discussions of
friendships were embedded in discussion of what happened during the school day. Friendships in
these groups seemed fluid (“Everybody’s friends here.” [Astor, Preparatory] “We made friends/We
played together” [Astor, Preparatory]).

In the Year 1 groups, friendships were mentioned largely in relation to what happened on the
playground and on the oval. The children in Year 1 appeared to seek access to private play spaces
and the playground at lunchtime. The children in the preparatory classes appeared to have fewer
opportunities to play without the close supervision of the teaching staff. For instance, when asked,
“What things do you really like doing at school?” children in a year 1 group answered:

Child:  Playing on the monkey bars.

Child:  Playing ‘chasey’.

Child:  Like playing on the oval.

Child:  Playing with friends. (Ebony, Year 1)

Another Year 1 child, when explaining her drawing, said, “I really love playing with my
friends in the nice sunshine.” (Ebony, Year 1)
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Children’s statements about relationships tell us about their status within the school. Kamler,
McLean, Reid & Simpson (1994) found that competition for power status begins from the very first
days of school. One of the children’s tasks in beginning school is to work out how to manage the
interactional events that occur in spaces and places where teachers and other school staff are not
always immediately present. The playground is such a space, and often this is where children find
and manage their own interactional spaces. This is where children often experience first-hand the
culture of the playground, and learn how to manage a range of peer culture experiences with children
of different ages.

Children recounted events that had made an impact upon them. For example, the children in the
preparatory and Year 1 groups mentioned their relationships to older children in both positive and
negative contexts. Playground bullying was one activity identified by the children across all focused
study schools. Fear of other children’s bullying behaviour was a major concern expressed by children
in both the preparatory and Year 1 groups.

Facilitator: What things are the things you don’t like?

Child: Playing when I’m going to get beaten up.

Facilitator: Ooh, is that out on the playground?

Child Uhum. (Ebony, Year 1)

Child: Sometimes people bully us.

Facilitator: When you’re in the playground?

Child Yeah. (Astor, Preparatory)

Facilitator: Do you think there are lots more rules in grade 1 than there were in

preschool?

Child: Yes

Child: You should keep your hands and feet to yourself. One boy ripped this whole
shirt off a little girl...

Child: Yesterday

Child: And there is a big scratch on her neck from pulling it back.

Facilitator: Was that in Grade 1? No, that was a bigger kid, was it?

Child: Yeah

Facilitator: A bigger kid. (Astor, Year 1)

Child: One day, on the first day of school, somebody pushed me over into the girl’s
toilets and I skinned my knee, carpet skinned my knee but its all gone away now. (Year 1)

These extracts highlight the importance of staff awareness of children’s sense of security and safety at
school entry.

Some children also reported liking it when older children were invited into the classroom setting, a
place relatively safer than the playground:
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Facilitator: What do they do when they come down?
Child: Be good to us. Sometimes he even [talks] to us
Child: And sometimes they...

Child: They watch videos with us. And popcorn

Child: And Legos

Child: And they play Lego with us.

Facilitator: Oh that’s wonderful.

Child: Play marbles.

Child: And we don’t the [twos] hey

Child: Grade 1s, you mean

Child: No Grade 2’s, not Grade 1’s. Grade 2’s. I said Grade 2’s! (Astor, Preparatory)

However, the children involved in the conversations also established themselves clearly as the
‘bigger’ kids. For instance, a Year 1 group, when asked what they would tell children about what to
expect in Year 1 the following year, said they would tell them “Sorry” for kicking them (Astor, Year
1). Another group, when asked the same question said “Watch out for the big kids. We’ll be in Grade
2.” (Braddon, Year 1). This comment suggests that the playground becomes a pedagogic site for
children to teach each others particular lessons or social practices. The child’s comment that they’ll
be big in Year 2 suggests that the social order of the playground is built through practice and
participation in the activities associated with bullying (Danby & Baker, 1998). The practices are
learned and passed on, year to year. It is not that the playground prescribes children to act in this way,
but that the playground itself becomes a work site for constructing social orders and practices (Danby
& Baker, 1998). Smith (2002) comments that some children may require staff support to negotiate the
playground culture successfully.

The theme of being more grown up than the preparatory year children was seen positively:

Facilitator: Do you remember when you started Year 1? Was it different or the same to
preschool?

Children: Different

Facilitator: Why was it different?

Child: It is because it ... they were small people and now we are big. (Braddon,
Year 1)

These conversations show that the children experience many different types of social activities. The
site for developing social relationships was notably the playground for the Year 1 children. It often
involved physical activity, such as soccer or playing on the monkey bars. These were social spaces
often outside the direct control of teaching staff, and where children had more opportunities to
participate in social contexts that were less controlled by adults. Alternatively, the children in the
preparatory year talked about their social relationships across the school day, including class time.

CONCLUSION

Central to this study is the belief that young children can competently report on their experiences and
thus contribute knowledge about everyday school experiences. Prominent themes that emerged
focused on the activities and experiences of schooling, the unknown school environment, school rules
and procedures, and the importance of transition to school experiences. Friendships and social
relationships, including bullying, were key matters of importance to the children’s adjustment to
school. The value of these reports is that children's comments about their significant matters may be
overlooked by other stakeholders. One such example is the child’s suggestion that the children have
the opportunity to meet key adults in the school at school transition. The experiences on which the
children chose to comment were not necessarily those adults select as important. The children did not
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use formal terms such as “pedagogy” or “curriculum” to describe their daily activities and experiences
and yet what they were talking about are commentaries on these matters.

It would be easy to dismiss these accounts from children as simply interesting or cute. However, the
reports are documentary evidence, providing first-hand accounts of what it is like to be a student in
either the preparatory year or Year 1. The children experienced and managed their everyday lives in
these school contexts giving clear accounts related to work, play and learning, governance and social
relationships, transition to school and early school experiences. These reports can be used to advance
knowledge of children’s everyday practices, relevant for policy and research directions in education
and child advocacy.
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