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Hidden stories of our landscapes

Walking and mapping the land with children

Olivia Ng, Jacqui Lees, and Raella Kahuroa


This article is based on a 2-year TLRI-funded research project that examined how three early childhood centres explored the ways in which walking, reading, and storying the land with teachers, community members, iwi, and whānau enabled children to experience and learn about their local area, its stories, geology, biodiversity, and cultural meanings, and envision democratic socioecological futures. This article focuses on Pakuranga Baptist Kindergarten, one of the research settings that participated in this study. It analyses how the kindergarten’s inquiry-based approach, relational pedagogy, and use of walking, storytelling, and arts deepened children’s knowledge, understanding, and relationships with people and place.




Introduction

Early childhood centres and schools play a significant role in creating a democratic culture because they give most children their first experiences within the public domain, where social conditions for democratic culture can be fostered (Lähdesmäki, 2022). Democratic practice sees children as “active constructors of their own learning and producers of original points of view concerning the world” (Moss, 2021, p. 3). Te Whāriki identifies that “at the broadest level, curriculum planning begins with shared inquiry” (Ministry of Education, 2017, p. 65). Inquiry learning helps students become self-directed, lifelong learners. Engaging in a community of inquiry can be seen as part of emerging citizenship, and a necessary function of democratic participation (Zaphir, 2018). It is a type of active learning that encourages children to construct meaning through a process of being curious, asking questions, developing new ideas and working theories, testing them, evaluating them, and connecting them to prior knowledge and experience.

As part of a Teaching and Learning Research Initiative (TLRI) project, Renewing Participatory Democracy: Walking with Young Children to Story and Read the Land, teachers contributed research from Pakuranga Baptist Kindergarten. The research investigated what it means for young children to be critical democratic participants in early childhood settings and how walking, reading, and storytelling about the land help develop connectedness with place, people, the environment, and the natural world. As a team, we wondered how the inquiry-based learning approach and pedagogy of relational learning could strengthen our democratic practices. Collaborative storytelling and art-based pedagogy were central to enabling children to communicate with others, to be understood themselves, and to extend their own understanding to their local community. These are what Clark and Moss (2011) consider “individual tiles” behind the mosaic approach. Our role is to put these individual pieces together to form one big picture, just like many little tiles are formed into one big mosaic.

Democratic communities of inquiry in early childhood education

Democratic practice in early childhood education entails the adoption and enactment of democracy as a core ideal (Moss, 2021). Democratic values are reflected in Te Whāriki’s focus on equity and respect for children’s rights and responsibilities, together with the aim of supporting children growing up in a democracy in which they will make a contribution (Lee et al., 2013). Te Whāriki aspires for children “to grow up as competent and confident learners and communicators, healthy in mind, body, and spirit, secure in their sense of belonging, and in the knowledge that they make a valued contribution to society” (Ministry of Education, 2017, p. 36), who have relationships with “people, places, and things” (Ministry of Education, 2017, p. 2). The curriculum envisions citizens who can make responsible and educated decisions, respect the opinions and beliefs of others, embrace diversity into their worldview, have an understanding of Māori and Pākehā cultures and the official languages of a country, and have a vision of a bicultural society (Lee et al., 2013). Children are recognised as capable citizens who can build their mana with dignity, while also being supported to build the mana of others (Ministry of Education, 2017).

Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 2017) expects teachers to provide children with empowering environments in which they have the agency to speak out, create and act on their ideas, develop knowledge and skills in areas that interest them, and make decisions and judgements on matters that relate to them. Children are seen as experts in their own life, with opinions worth listening to and the right to participate in collective decision making.

Inquiry-based approaches reflect a democratic view of the child as a constructor of their own knowledge and learning, rather than as a passive recipient of someone else’s. This democratic view reinforces the need for learning experiences that allow children to pursue their own interests and shape their learning. Inquiry often begins with a particular question or area of interest, while the ongoing development is influenced by children’s changing ideas and responses (Touhill, 2012).

Inquiry-based approaches, particularly project work, encourage deep learning, with children investigating an issue or problem over time.  These learning experiences extend beyond one-off activities, can be repeated or returned to, and lend themselves to ongoing involvement, encouraging deep learning. The ongoing nature of inquiry work ensures that children’s engagement becomes deeper and richer (Touhill, 2012). Children’s working theories also have opportunity to evolve during inquiry, through efforts to understand and explain connections between experiences, information, and understanding (Hedges, 2014).

Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 2017) prioritises responsive and reciprocal relationships.  In an inquiry approach, a responsive and reciprocal relationship focuses on listening, where teachers facilitate dialogue and collective discussion to construct knowledge by building on the cumulative contributions of both teachers and children. Children are critical co-investigators in dialogue with the teacher. The inquiry process provides a context for teachers to engage in sustained, shared conversations with children where attentive listening is encouraged. This listening includes hearing unpredictable outcomes, being exposed to new thought, and valuing wonder and experiencing surprise. All these processes are inscribed with democratic values and practices (Moss, 2021).

Visual thinking also supports democratic practice, where children’s visual representations support the creation of personal meaning and are used as a narrative form. Visual thinking is a vital cognitive process, in which visual images, graphic symbols, and models are important tools for mediating cognition (Robson, 2006). These act as an important means of communication for young children. Through drawing, painting, and other two-dimensional and three-dimensional representations, young children can express their ideas, thoughts, and theories visually. They are developing shared, collaborative meanings and creating a forum for reflection as they share their thinking with others (Robson, 2006).

The research context

This article is based on pedagogical work and research undertaken in 2022 at Pakuranga Baptist Kindergarten, an urban community-based early childhood centre located in an eastern suburb of Auckland and licenced for 40 children aged between 2 and 5 years. It has developed a localised curriculum that weaves together Te Whāriki, faith, the Enviroschools kaupapa, and the principles of Reggio Emilia. The kindergarten shares the site with three churches. The kindergarten’s core values include supporting children as active, sensory learners, and encouraging their exploration, sense of wonder, and collaboration.

Inquiry is a flexible and responsive approach that is valued in the kindergarten. The visual art studio, part of Reggio practice, is a special space of collective inquiry, where small groups of children and the studio teacher work together on projects using the languages of art. In the studio, children and the studio teacher take time to dwell with materials, linger in artistic processes, and work together on particular ideas and propositions. The studio creates spaces for stimulating children’s learning by inviting children to engage for extended periods of time on topics that interest them.

The kindergarten is also committed to developing in children a love and respect for the environment through the weekly Outdoor Explorers programme. The teachers take the whole group of children out for a 1½-hour walk following the same routes around the local estuary. The estuary is close to the kindergarten.

The research process

In collaboration with researchers from the University of Waikato, two kindergarten teachers, Jacqui Lees (supervisor) and Olivia Ng (studio teacher), took on key roles as teacher researchers. However, the entire teaching team was actively involved in this project.

As part of the data collection, video recordings and photographs were taken of Outdoor Explorer walks and follow-up work in the studio and the kindergarten using arts-based methods. 

For this research, the children and the teachers revisited the photos they had taken when they were out on Outdoor Explorers and tried to make connections to our local area. The teachers set up different play areas and invited the children to explore their ideas with blocks and loose parts. Olivia took photos and videos of local landscapes with the children and used them as a tool for further investigations. In the studio, she worked with small groups of children using arts-based and storytelling methods to elicit the children’s views and experiences of the estuary area.

Data collection for this project included photos of children’s work, records of conversations with children, planning documentation, and learning stories.  A key outcome of this inquiry was a child-created map of the estuary.  Some video was also taken of the children’s walks, and conversations with the teachers.  Data were collected by Olivia as well as the researchers.

Research ethics approval was obtained from the University of Waikato Faculty of Education Research Ethics Committee, and consent was obtained from the children’s parents. The ethics approval included samples of children’s work, teacher documentation, photographs, and video recordings.  Ethics approval also allowed the centre and research participants to be named.  Parents/whānau could request a pseudonym, although none in this research did.

Mapping as a democratic inquiry process

Map making developed through an Auckland Council sustainability project that explored children’s connections with local places. This project included adopting the Fremantle Esplanade Reserve through the Auckland Parks Department and planting native trees with whānau and residents from the local community.

Prompted by this project, children revisited photos they had taken on the Outdoor Explorers trips. This activity became an extended inquiry that started with the building of a three-dimensional (“3D”) map, moved to the creation of a two-dimensional (“2D”) map based on the 3D model, supported the children to imagine the land in the past using historical photographs/images, and lastly, saw the children remap the land as they modified their working theories.

This article follows the journey of the mapping inquiry.

Mapping a landscape of inquiry: Building a 3D picture map

Place-based learning is “an excuse to begin where my feet are, where you’re standing, to get to know this place first, and then spread out into the world” (Penetito, 2017). Penetito (2017) believes that place-based learning is an excuse to begin where my feet are, where you’re standing, to get to know this place first, and then spread out into the world. Students learn about their local context, the space and place with which they are familiar, and apply that learning to the wider world (https://tewhariki.tki.org.nz/en/webinars-and-workshops/videos/starting-where-your-feet-are). Olivia asked a small group of children working with her in the studio to walk on a big sheet of cardboard and try to visualise the land around the kindergarten. Then they began to talk about what they could see around kindergarten.

Esme: There is a church besides kindy. We have our Christmas party there.

Emily: This church is made of lots of shapes: squares, rectangles, and triangles.

Matthew: The church windows are square. There is a big triangle on the roof.

Esme: I love going to the church activity centre. I can play games there. The building is bigger than the church and kindy. It is very tall.

Bella: There is lots of green grass and land around our kindergarten.

Esme: There is a big road in front of our kindergarten.

Lucy: There is a lot of parking around the kindy. I can see lots of marks on the floor.

Esme: My mum usually parks her car there.

Bella: I can see the river. It is very long.

Esme: The river is playing with the wind. You can see the waves.

Children shared what they had noticed in relation to people (mum parking), places (the church, the river, the road), and things (the church window, the car). Children noticed practices (playing games) and events (the Christmas party) and used their understanding of mathematical symbols to describe the buildings. In these ways they were making sense of their worlds.

Children then used blocks and loose materials (Figure 1) to depict what they had noticed. They worked collaboratively, discussing and deciding together what kinds of materials they wanted to use to present their ideas.
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Figure 1. The 3D picture map



When the next group of children came into the studio, they reflected on what the other children had been making. One of the children noticed that the Chinese church and the counselling centre were missing after they checked some of the updated photos and videos. He discovered that the tree in the middle of these buildings was taller and looked spiky. He drew a picture of the tree and showed it to the other children. Then he decided to use ice-block sticks to represent it. Later on, another group of children wanted to build the bridge and the hill where they play roly-poly on. They wondered how to make a bridge on the picture map that was slightly different from the roads, so they decided to add blue fabric as the river underneath the bridge. They also wanted to ensure that the roly-poly area looked like they could really roll on it, so they put a small basket underneath the green material.

Pelo (2009) says our work as teachers is to give children a sense of place and to invite them to braid their identities together with the place where they live. Place begins to matter to children when they are invited to participate in the unfolding life of that place (Pelo, 2009). Outside, while they were over at the sports field, the Outdoor Explorer children worked together to draw what they noticed on a big piece of paper (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Children’s drawing at the sport field



They recorded what they saw, heard, smelt, and felt on it and brought this drawing back to the studio so that they could continue working on the 3D picture map. The children wanted to add more big and small trees, the bamboo grove, the tree house, lots of plants, flowers, houses, fallen leaves, the roly-poly hill, the white soccer field markings and insects (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. The updated version of the 3D picture map



Unfolding over time, each group and each part of the activity added detail to the map—detail that was deeply rooted in the subjective, perceptive worlds of these children in this place.

Composing a visual inquiry: Transform the 3D map into a 2D picture map

Because of the limited space in the studio, the children could not extend their ideas onto the cardboard. Because drawing had been an effective method in the 3D mapping, Olivia asked the children to transfer the 3D picture map into a 2D drawing. Drawing is a form of communication, a mode of practising imagination, and “a constructive process of thinking in action” (Cox, 2005, p. 123) whereby children can communicate their inner thoughts, emotions, and imaginings, their relationship to the external world, and real-life episodes (Lähdesmäki, 2022).

Using a large roll of paper which could continually be added to, the children started drawing the kindergarten first, then buildings on the same site. Next, they added parking, trees, plants, roads, a bridge, and a river to the 2D map (Figure 4). The children noticed that they had not created the houses on the other side of our kindergarten in our 3D map, so they thought they should add them. They talked about the details of the trees, plants, and leaves when they drew. Some of our children also drew smiles on trees and said that trees have feelings like us.  Collaborative drawing on the long roll of paper encouraged children to share many stories, ideas, and details about the local estuary.
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Figure 4. The 2D map with the children’s explanations



Connie: Rats are living with their families in our estuary. They are looking for food.

Olivia: I wonder what kinds of food they are looking for in our estuary.

Connie: They want to eat birds. They are looking for birds.

Samuel: I can see Pūkeko. They love walking around the estuary. I think they live in a house by the river.

Olivia: What do they do around the estuary?

Frania: Pūkeko has his own family. Daddy Pūkeko loves taking his baby Pūkeko to Pūkeko Park, which is nearby the river. There were swings, a slide, monkey bars, a sandpit, and a swimming pool there. Only birds are allowed to play there.

Esme: Mermaids lived in their castle under the river. They play hide and seek with sharks because the sharks love finding them. The Queen mermaid has a beautiful crown on her head. She could make magic and scare the sharks.

Eyna: There should be a roly-poly area in front of the old couple’s house. They have a big tree beside their house and we love climbing on it and playing roly-poly with our friends there. There is a big car park nearby their house too.

Margot: I love the secret garden because the flowers are beautiful.

The real gives rise to the created in the children’s map making.  The layout of the map is a reasonably accurate approximation of the general layout of the buildings, roads, and estuary—but it is populated by smiling trees, pūkeko families, and magical mermaid queens that scare off sharks.  This blending of the real and the imagined, realised through powerful visual thinking, helps make the worlds of children visible.

Locating the inquiry historically: Imagining the past

In the next phase of the inquiry, the children began to think about how the estuary might have looked in the past. The children said there was no kindergarten or church in Fremantle Place. They thought there were no car parks or roads around because people did not have cars to use in the past. People needed to walk or ride horses instead.

“To foster an intimate relationship with a place, we wanted to know the stories and histories that are linked to that place” (Pelo, 2009, p. 34). A small group of children began to research the local area with Olivia, and they found the story of Pakūranga Rāhihi, the battle of the sun’s rays. Our area of Auckland is a contraction of Te Pakūrangarāhihi. The children used their imagination to think about the story behind “the battle of the sun’s rays”, and visualised and shared their understanding of this story with each other. They said Te Pakūrangarāhihi had been living in their village in the estuary a long time ago, and a few of them are still living in Pakūranga, hiding in the bush and the estuary (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Te Pakūrangarāhihi live in the estuary



Olivia and the children read some of the old photos and documentation they found about the histories of Pakūranga on the internet and were surprised to see the change in geography and lifestyle. The children noticed that there were not many houses and buildings around. The environment looked like farmland, with some farm animals such as sheep and horses (Figures 6, 7). They imagined there were probably a lot of trees around this area and that birds and insects were living happily around the estuary (Figure 8). Imagining the stories of a place can inspire new possibilities and cast the children into an active role as people who care about and take action on behalf of a place (Pelo, 2009).
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Figure 6. Aerial view of Pakūranga in 1961, when the area was predominantly farmland

(a picture from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pakuranga)
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Figure 7. A drawing of a horse
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Figure 8. A drawing of birds and butterflies living happily in the estuary



Re-Mapping our place: Modifying our working theories

The children revisited the 2D picture map with Olivia and she offered them the opportunity to modify their working theories and add their new perspectives to it. Collectivism and co-operation remained important. This time, the group created a fabric map as the final stage of the mapping project (Figure 9). Jacqui and a small group of children had found the story of Moko-ika-hiku-waru, a taniwha with eight tails, that came with the Tainui waka and fell in love with the Panmure basin, an area close to the kindergarten. The new map included the characters of this Māori legend and of Te Pakūrangarāhihi, showing how each mapping project in the inquiry reflected the children’s growing knowledge of the land.
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Figure 9. The children created a new fabric map as the final stage of the mapping project



Discussion

The meanings of democratic culture were jointly created by the children and their teachers, who modelled how to engage democratically in dialogue. Children demonstrated the spirit of democratic culture through their participation, collaboration, negotiation, dialogue, listening, and expressing their own opinions. The findings of this study revealed how children co-created meanings through inquiry, dialogic creative practices of storytelling, writing, and the visual arts.

Children’s curiosity was renewed by their walks around the estuary and land; conversations that seldom occur inside our kindergarten were stimulated; and teachers explored effectiveness as a collective endeavour rather than an individual act. Through conversation, children began to collect ideas to explore on the walk. Upon return, the conversations continued. Their walks have proven the importance of providing open, flexible experiences with unstructured time that allowed the children and teachers to explore, share, reflect, and interact. Learning in groups provided a space for argument and for sharing interpretations, emotions, and reflection.

Remarkable things can happen when children work in small groups for extended periods of time, investigating topics that fascinate them together with teachers (Kolbe, 2005). This mapping project took several months to complete.  Children had the time, space, and resources to become deeply involved in their investigations. Their learning became richer and more effective over time, and with opportunities for planning and reflection throughout (Touhill, 2012). The relationship between time and materials enabled different kinds of thinking as we have seen through the examples of mapping with a multitude of tools (Clark, 2023). Children used a multitude of tools and created a variety of maps—a geography of the imagination. Their landscapes reflect lasting memories of colour, of the way things feel, of how something appears; a place where memories are created deep within the child, shaped through everything made there.

This study showed collaborative knowledge generation and meaning making. Listening underpinned all that the teachers did. It strengthened and drove the learning and teaching relationship. Teachers demonstrated how attentive scaffolding might encourage collaboration in small-group situations. Story was such a powerful part of how children made sense of the land that it seemed especially important to support children’s desires to think in terms of narratives.

Children’s simultaneous interpretation of mapping relayed and conveyed influences and inspiration to their peers, thus participating in “dialogic chains of thinking” (Maine, 2015, p. 55). Children engaged in dialogic chains of thought not only in verbal but also in visual interaction, which was a way for them to familiarise themselves with and practise democratic culture. As Maine (2015, p. 55) says, “analysing the dialogue through looking at the chains enables us to see how the children use co-constructive moves to develop their thinking and how their dialogue ebbs and flows as ideas take form and are either developed or discarded by the respondent”.

Conclusion

Observing a place, understanding its identity, its memory, and the reasons for its changes and transformations are ways of making a journey with the place that is cultural, social, and affective, a way of gaining access to its process of evolving. This journey helped build empathy, participation, attentiveness, and curiosity (Vecchi et al., 2011). The representations the children created served as a basis for modifying, developing, and deepening understandings, including further observations and fresh representations.

Children learn through responsive and reciprocal relationships with people, places, and things (Ministry of Education, 2017). A democratically informed inquiry-based approach helped to create a culture of investigation and active learning. Children had many opportunities to gain new understandings of themselves and the land they lived on, developing attitudes and expectations that can continue to influence their learning throughout their lives.
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