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WHAKATAUKĪ

Nā tō rourou, nā taku rourou - ka ora ai te iwi

With your food basket and my food basket

the people will thrive



POSSIBILITIES & REALITIES OF REVISED TE WHĀRIKI

Today

My research

Te Whāriki: Agency

Your physical space 
 Teachers as choreographers

 Diverse rhythms / agency

 Younger children’s ‘collaborative 
mobility’ / agency

Aubert ECE centre, Island Bay (building now demolished)



BUILT ENVIRONMENTS

What are your burning 
questions?

What do you want out 
of this workshop?

Groups 10 min

Introduce, share 



RESEARCH INTEREST

What’s it like to ‘live’ in all-day ECE centres?

Everyday experiences

NZ 2.5 m2 is 31st (lowest) of 36 OECD countries 
(OECD, 2012, p. 50). 

Little boxes & big houses [“activity space”]

Market driven, diminishing space?

ECE & Schools: open, flexible, complex, MLE (or 
ILE)



RESEARCH QUESTIONS

How does the size and spatial configuration of ‘indoor activity space’ in ECE 
centres shape young children’s lived experiences?  

Two sub-questions address this question: 

 How does the interplay of teachers’ conceptions of indoor spaces and images 
of children shape children’s lived experiences in all-day centres? 

 How do children inhabit indoor activity spaces, transform them, and engage 
socially in spatially diverse ECE centres?



Habitable - offering emotional shelter, freedom of 
movement, territoriality, and places for personal well-
being, such as eating and sleeping.

Transformable - offering accessibility, choice, and 
opportunities for engagement, interaction, and personal 
initiative.

Varied – offering places of attachment, seclusion, and 
quiet. (Kennedy, 1991)

Focus on children’s lived experiences. Need to balance 
home and institution = balancing the ‘personal and the 
collective’. 

LITERATURE: FRAME
CHILD-FRIENDLY PLACES (CHATTERJEE, 2005; KENNEDY, 1991)



LITERATURE

Childhood studies; Architecture, environment & behaviour
 Summarised in: Pairman, A. (2012) The relationship between the physical environment and 

learning: A blind spot in New Zealand early childhood discourse. New Zealand Annual Review of 
Education. (Includes Greenman, Olds, Curtis & Carter, Moore, McLaren…)

Childhood studies; Children’s geographies 
 Bodily, sensory, and affective experiences of space (Horton & Kraftl, 2011)

 Interactions between pedagogical values and children’s spatial experiences (e.g., Rutanen, 2012; 
Vuorisaloa, Rutanen, & Raittilaa, 2015; )

 Power dynamics & negotiations in space-time (e.g., Gallacher, 2005; Stephenson, 2009). 

 Vecchi (2010) Reggio Emilia: environments based on relationships ‘L shaped’ & ‘clusters of rooms.

 Einarsdottir (2005) Icelandic children “close the door and play without adult interference” (p. 470)



RESEARCH STRATEGIES

•Mutiple case study 

•Four spatially diverse all day centres

•Qualitative data: observation, 

photographs, video, conversations, 

Gruffalo’s child, spatial mapping, 

teacher focus groups.

•Quantitative data: noise meters

•Foreground children’s perspectives



Large Small



BIG PICTURE

Size and configuration shaped how people used and negotiated space.

Complexity & large size enabled harmonious coexistence of diverse rhythms and activity. 

Size & configuration “thickened or thinned” teachers & children's agency (Klocker, 2007).

Point of analysis: line-of-sight, noise transfer, density (people and things)
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… children become increasingly capable of:

keeping themselves healthy…
managing themselves…
keeping themselves…

… children develop: 

increasing understanding…
knowledge about…
self-help and self-care skills..
positive attitudes…



“A curriculum for all children” Page 12

5 minutes: What is agency?

In Te Whariki children are positioned as confident and competent learners from 
birth. They learn by engaging in meaningful interactions with people, places and 
things – a process that continues throughout their lifetimes. 

This curriculum acknowledges that all children have rights to protection and 
promotion of their health and well-being, to equitable access to learning 
opportunities, to recognition of their language, culture and identity and, 
increasingly, to agency in their own lives. These rights align closely with the 
context of mana.  



AGENCY

Rather than agency being a characteristic “within and 
integral to individual people”, and dependency being a 
state of powerlessness, agency and dependency arise from 
their interplay - they need each other (Alderson, 2001, p.24) 

Agency is the effect of the connections made between 
materials, bodies, and social interactions within the child’s 
sociocultural environment (Prout, 2000; Guo & Dalli, 2016; Hodder, 2014)



AGENCY

‘Thin’ agency: decisions and actions carried out in highly 

restrictive contexts 

‘Thick’ agency: contexts in which a person has a “broad 

range of options” available to them

(Klocker, 2007).



AGENCY: WELLBEING MANA ATUA

From your experience in ECE, share an example of: 
a routine that thickened children’s agency

a routine that thinned children’s agency

How (if at all) did the physical space contribute?
10 minutes



Wellbeing | 
Mana atua

Messages 
about centre 
design?

Policies procedures 
and practices ensure...

Daily routines 
respond..

Kaiako ensure..

Kaiako understand..
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POSSIBILITIES & REALITIES OF REVISED TE WHĀRIKI



TEACHERS & CHILDREN AS CHOREOGRAPHERS 

The rhythms of everyday life arise from the 
interplay of repetitive socio-spatial practices, 
including human groupings, interaction, 
movement, rest, and activity (Edensor, 2010). 

These practices becomes “choreographed” over 
time (Haldrup & Larsen, 2006, p. 278) 

Each ECE centre’s situated rhythms contribute 
to, a kind of ‘place ballet’ (Seamon, 1979). 



SPACE / TIME BALLET

Schedules that reflect a dominant discourse of ‘being a member of a collective’ can 
impose socially constructed rhythms on children that conflict with their ‘natural’ bodily 
rhythms (Markstrom & Hallden, 2009)

Children “selected, directed and controlled” during sleep-time routines”. Children’s 
individual autonomy undermined (children interviewed). (Nothard, 2015) (Australia)
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SPACE / TIME BALLET: PHYSICAL SPACE MATTERS

I struggle … it's very difficult. One, because we have to be kind of conscious 
about sound, and it actually takes away a lot of learning when you can't get 
excited about ... You know it reduces the range of activities I can do, and I 
feel especially with some of the kids we’ve got at the moment like A and Z 
who really need that... 

… I also find they're easily distracted, so when the sleepers get up and come 
past and have a look at what we're doing, and hang around the table. It's 
hard, I get very frustrated. (Centre LO)
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AGENCY & YOUR BUILT ENVIRONMENT

Group into your centres + if more that one teacher here. 

One way your built environment ‘thickens’ and ‘thins’ your 
agency as a choreographer? 

How do you respond?

10 minutes
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Time SO (Freesia) SO (Tulip) LO SC LC

Time SO (Tulip) SO (Tulip) LO SC LC

Main 
(central) space

9.30-11.30am 70.4 dB 67.8 dB 63.4 dB 60.9 dB 60 dB

Quiet (peripheral)

space

9.30-11.30am 70.3 dB 69.7 dB 62 dB 58.6 dB 45.4 dB

3 dB represents a change in power ratio by a factor of 2. 
This means that background sound pressure level of 63 dB is double that of 60 dB.

This tells us that: SO’s quietest area was 8-16 x louder than LC & SC’s quietest areas.
Noise transferred more in open centres.



Time SO (Freesia) SO (Tulip) LO SC LC

Time SO (Tulip) SO (Tulip) LO SC LC

Main 
(central) space

9.30-11.30am 70.4 dB 67.8 dB 63.4 dB 60.9 dB 60 dB

Quiet (peripheral)

space

9.30-11.30am 70.3 dB 69.7 dB 62 dB 58.6 dB 45.4 dB

3 dB represents a change in power ratio by a factor of 2. 
This means that background sound pressure level of 63 dB is double that of 60 dB.

This tells us that: SO’s quietest area was 8-16 x louder than LC & SC’s quietest areas.
Noise transferred more in open centres.



COLLECTIVE INTERESTS CAN DOMINATE

You want to have a space that’s like quiet and calm, and you want to have 

a space that is more active, so it makes sense that your inside space 

would be your calm space in your outside space would be your noisy and 

active space. Because is not fair children who want to sit down and read a 

book if someone is hooning around the room, especially in a room that 

size. (Focus group, SO, 14.12.15)



TEACHERS AS CHOREOGRAPHERS

How is noise experienced in your centre? 

What role does the physical space play?

How do your structure time / space in response?
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Start

Finish

Start

Finish

Book area Art area Block area Dining

Flax room

Hallway

Fern room
Large complex centre

Robbie’s journeying 

… and transporting



“She stops for a moment and appears to look for Ali. She then turns around 
and moves back into the eating area and leans on the table again for a few 
seconds. Mae then goes and looks into block area again. She does not enter, 
but returns to her lunchbox cubby and briefly looks at her lunch box. She 
then looks into the area again (3rd time). She appears not to want to enter 
the space. Ali is out of sight”. 



Kitchen

Carpet Out-door room Outside Sandpit

Under two- year-olds

Two-year-old children were able to maintain visual contact 
with peers while ‘on the move’ more easily when in open, 
rather than complex, built environments.



POSSIBILITIES & REALITIES OF REVISED TE WHĀRIKI

Groups or pairs of highly mobile younger 
children used open space to journey 
together while remaining visually 
connected, and used intentional divisions in 
open space to make journeys from place to 
place while in view of each other as part of 
their dramatic play.

This contrasted with younger children’s 
experiences in in the complex centres, 
where they tended to visit peripheral, 
separate rooms alone or with older 
children. 



POSSIBILITIES & REALITIES OF REVISED TE WHĀRIKI

This appropriation of space in 

collaboration with peers enabled 

very young children to exercise 

agency in relation to their social 

lives in mixed-age settings and this 

influenced their opportunities to 

exert power.



NZ AOTEAROA: 4TH LOWEST IN OECD

NZ’s minimum standard of 2.5m2 per child (New Zealand Government, 
2008,  Schedule 4)  is 31st (lowest) of 36 OECD countries measured 
(OECD, 2012, p. 50). 

Finland and Italy are near the top with 7 and 7.5m2 respectively. 

Canada and Scotland’s 3.5m2 are close to the average of 3m2 for 
older children and 3.5m2 for younger children. 

Of the countries with different minimum standards for younger and 
older children, all allocate more space to younger children. 



YOU – ADVOCATES

How does your built environment thicken and thin: 

 Your agency

 Children’s agency

What can you do with your agency? 

Diverse rhythms and 

experiences. 

Can the occur 

harmoniously and 

concurrently?



REFERENCES

Corsaro, W. A. (1992). Interpretive Reproduction in Children's Peer Cultures. Social Psychology Quarterly, 55(2), 160-177. doi:10.2307/2786944

Edensor, T. (2010). Introduction: Thinking about Rhythm and Space. In T. Edensor (Ed.), Geographies of Rhythm: Nature, Place, Mobilities, and Bodies. Farnham: Taylor and Francis.

Gallacher, L. (2005). ‘The terrible twos’: Gaining control in the nursery? Children's Geographies, 3(2), 243-264.

Haldrup, M., & Larsen, J. (2006). Material Cultures of Tourism. Leisure Studies, 25(3), 275-289. doi:10.1080/02614360600661179

James, A., & James, A. (Eds.). (2008). European childhoods: Cultures, politics and childhoods in Europe. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillian.

Markström, A.-M., & Halldén, G. (2009). Children’s Strategies for Agency in Preschool. Children & Society, 23(2), 112-122. 

New Zealand Ministry of Education. (2017). Flexible learning spaces in schools.   Retrieved from https://education.govt.nz/school/property/state-schools/design-standards/flexible-
learning-spaces/

New Zealand Ministry of Education. (2017). Te Whariki: He whariki matauranga mo nga Aotearoa: Early childhood curriculum. Wellington: New Zealand Government.

Nimmo, J. (2008). Young Children's Access to Real Life: An Examination of the Growing Boundaries between Children in Child Care and Adults in the Community. Contemporary Issues 
in Early Childhood, 9(1), 3-13. doi:https://doi.org/10.2304/ciec.2008.9.1.3 

Nothard, M., Irvine, S., Theobald, M., Staton, S., Pattinson, C., & Thorpe, K. (2015). 'I Have to Rest All the Time Because You are Not Allowed to Play': Exploring Children's Perceptions 
of Autonomy During Sleep-Time in Long Day Care Services. International Journal of Early Childhood, 47(3), 423-442. doi:10.1007/s13158-015-0143-z

OECD. (2012). Starting Strong III: A Quality Toolbox for Early Childhood Education and Care. http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264123564-en: OECD Publishing.

https://education.govt.nz/school/property/state-schools/design-standards/flexible-learning-spaces/


REFERENCES

Olds, A. R. (2000). Child Care Design Guide. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Pairman, A. (2012). The relationship between the physical environment and learning: A blind spot in New Zealand early childhood education discourse? New Zealand Annual Review of 
Education, 21, 21-45. 

Rutanen, N. (2012). Socio-spatial practices in a Finnish daycare group for one- to three-year-olds. Early Years: An International Journal of Research and Development, 32(2), 201 - 214. 

Seamon, D. (1979). A geography of the lifeworld: Movement, rest and encounter. London: Croom Helm.

Valentine, G., & McKendrck, J. (1997). Children's outdoor play: Exploring parental concerns about children's safety and the changing nature of childhood. Geoforum, 28(2), 219-235. 
doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0016-7185(97)00010-9

Vecchi, V. (1998). What kind of space for living well in school? In G. Ceppi & M. Zini (Eds.), Children’s Spaces and Relations: metaproject for the environment of young children. Reggio 
Emilia: Domus Academy Research Center/Reggio Children.

Vecchi, V. (2010). Art and Creativity in Reggio Emilia. Exploring the role and potential of ateliers in early childhood education. London & New York: Routledge.

Wall, G. (2016). The impact of physical design on student outcomes. Retrieved from www.educationcounts.edcentre.govt.nz: 

Woodhead, M., & Brooker, L. (2008). A Sense of Belonging. Early Childhood Matters, 111, 3-6. 

Woolley, H., E, & Griffin, E. (2015). Decreasing experiences of home range, outdoor spaces, activities and companions: changes across three generations in Sheffield in north England. 
Children's Geographies, 13(6), 677-691. doi:10.1080/14733285.2014.952186


