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Introduction

It is probably true to say that communities and professions need to share certain assumptions and values in order to function.  These assumptions and values may well be very firmly embedded.  But they do change from time to time, and the role they play will vary from place to place. (Morss, 2003: 81)

In this ‘reflection’ we would like to offer our tentative thoughts about care and our emerging proposal for an international research project which we are designing in order to consider assumptions and values, and to explore international practice within which they may be embedded.  

Our research has led us to find out about people and practices in ‘baby rooms’ here in the UK and in other countries and continents.  In England, ‘baby rooms’ are separate spaces in daycare settings where babies, usually aged under 18 months, are looked after.  As well as gathering detail and data from our baby room visits, we are beginning to trouble about how ‘care’ is portrayed and understood, in and across cultures.   This has led us to examine our own ‘language of care’, representing our assumptions and values, and to consider how ‘embedded’ these might be, as well as beginning to think about the language(s) of care we encounter in our travels.  We are interested in how much we share in relation to our use and understanding of the literal and metaphorical language about the care of babies and very young children. We are also aware of the dominance of particular discourses in relation to this care, which may be differently focused and positioned according to cultures, communities, politics and economics.  Surrounding local and cultural care contexts, it is important to note that in contemporary society ‘care’ can be bought and sold as a commodity – childcare is a lucrative business.

The Care Context

Across the world more children under the age of three are looked after in out-of-home contexts than ever before.  For example, in the United States, the mothers of half of all infants work outside the home (Trevarthan et al 2003).  In England, 6 out of 10 babies and children from birth to two years of age are cared for by someone other than their parent(s).  Approximately 40% - more than half a million of these youngest children - experience formal childcare arrangements (such as day nurseries, childminders or crèches). Some are registered in daycare settings for up to 50 hours a week (Powell and Goouch 2013).  

In New Zealand, where the childcare business is also booming, Rockel writes that ‘the notion of 'care' implies watching over (our italics) children who are away from their parents– [with] adults trained to manage tasks efficiently to care for children’ (Rockel 2009).  There seems to be a national and international challenge in how the term ‘care’ in relation to babies and young children is understood and interpreted. In England, there is a traditional discourse surrounding care, at policy, research and practice levels which appears to position childcare as a low status activity, compared with other stages of education. This may be in part because it generally sits outside of the state maintained sector; or it may be that the old notion that very young children lack competence and therefore need little beyond ‘minding’, or ‘watching over’ still prevails in some circles.  

The term Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) is an internationally recognized title of a particular phase of institutional care for babies and young children; it is used freely, and occasionally ‘Care’ and ‘Education’ are transposed, perhaps for emphasis.  In England, the discourse traditionally surrounding practices in out-of-home contexts for babies and young children from birth to three has focused predominantly on the care part of this title and in particular on functional aspects of care, in spite of government attempts to integrate care and education at policy level and robust efforts by politicians to focus attention on early intervention, particularly in relation to school readiness.  It may be that care, as a generic feature of the institutional life of babies and young children, is assumed, particularly at policy level (see Wilshaw 2014).  It is certainly the case that maternal behaviours are assumed to be inherent in young women’s work with this age group (see for example Moss 2006) However, being a carer, a caring role, caring for someone, is given little status in terms of professional or employment hierarchies (Office of National Statistics 2011) and therefore little attention is given in education or training for this work. Conversely, education has high status. This becomes important when the two aspects are separated, ie when care is assumed not to involve education and when education is assumed not to involve care, or when care is assumed to be so embedded that it is rarely critically discussed. 

The functional elements of care dominate the day-to-day detail of the lives and roles of child care workers and the practice discourse surrounding daycare.  This may be the case for a variety of reasons and is discussed elsewhere (for example Elfer and Dearnley 2007), but definitions and conceptualisations of care are rare although arguably it may be absolutely necessary to enable care practices to be properly developed, understood and given status. This may also be important to ensure that care-ful early education becomes part of the discourse in relation to politics, policy, research and practice in the field and study of ECEC.  Theorising care practice and laying a strong foundation of research evidence will form a timely and sound basis to inform and improve work in this phase.  However, in order to achieve this, a consensus is required for an ‘appropriate’ (acknowledging that in itself this term is contentious) vocabulary to be employed - in order to occupy a space that will otherwise be filled with a language appropriated from outside the field (see Nutbrown 1998).
Can we look at care differently?

How babies and young children are cared for may be dependent on an ‘ethic of care’ within which Joan Tronto describes four ethical elements of care – attentiveness, responsibility, competence and responsiveness (Tronto 2009).  These elements could be described as ‘care behaviours’, all of fundamental importance in contexts and in times when ‘oscillating identities’ (Harwood et al 2013) 

and political indecision about the aims of childcare and the professional titles of those caring is creating a measure of confusion and anxiety.  By adding an additional layer and employing Meggit’s holistic description of six aspects of health (2001) in relation to care, it may be possible to understand ‘care-giving’ in a broader framework than simply functional.  The aspects she highlights are: environmental, physical, emotional, spiritual, social and mental. How these aspects are impacted by culture and geography will be an interesting central element to our future studies.

Beyond our shores …
The question of who ‘cares’ for babies and young children and what that ‘care’ entails has been our focus for some years.  In our international, cross-continent travels, we have become challenged by and interested in examples where the language of care, literal, implicit and figurative, appears universal.  An examination of the vocabulary used to talk about care can also be contentious.  For example, in conversation about the international nature of care for babies, a colleague said to us ‘but of course, love looks the same everywhere’ - this is perplexing. Our colleague had immediately transposed ‘care’ for ‘love’.  The term ‘love’ in relation to the professional care of babies and young children has been debated and deconstructed and partly re-worked, and potentially ‘loving practices’, which may include for example kissing babies, has also been challenged and discussed (Page, Powell and Goouch). Can/should ‘love’ and ‘care’ become synonymous in research and practice conversations about babies?  What are we seeing, and indeed passing judgment on, in relation to interactions, intimacies and professional behaviours between adults and babies and young children? And what kind of lenses (ie Western European) might we be employing? 

It is also interesting to notice how policy ‘travels’ (Goouch and Bryan 2006) and how both education policy and practices may sometimes be ‘borrowed’ to suit political intentions and economic expedience. But does this also occur in relation to care practices and care policies for children, or are these too firmly enmeshed in cultural traditions to travel far?  How is care interpreted, displayed and practiced in other contexts, in other countries?  Our thesis is that, while political and cultural structures may exist that appear to dominate practice, perhaps to reify education, there may be an international language of care that exists almost clandestinely, in an unauthorized (or perhaps subversive) manner that nourishes babies and young children in their out-of-home lives and that would be readily recognised by ‘travellers’.  

We are in the process of developing a cross continent research project.  Our intention is to locate definitions and interpret discourses of care employed in and between continents. We are hoping to delve to try to find ways to explore and better understand what we mean by ‘care’ and/or ‘care-ful ECEC practices’.  We are interested in the ways in which we describe and understand ‘care’ and the language we employ in research, policy and practice and how language influences behavior. The project plan incorporates the work of colleagues in Hong Kong, New Zealand, the United States and England. 

We have selected a qualitative approach for this project which will enable contextually specific descriptions of the narrative layers which constitute each country’s contribution about the ways in which beliefs about care are understood, articulated and enacted. All four countries have an established tradition of early childhood education and care provision but are similarly challenged in relation to articulating the nature and purposes of the systems and structures that have evolved over time, and establishing high quality services and experiences for children younger than three years of age. All four countries have multi-ethnic and linguistically diverse communities but, until recently, provision has tended to draw upon mono-cultural traditions and values and espouse pedagogies that have been developed with older children in mind (e.g. aged 4-6 years).

This project is very much at an embryonic stage.  When it emerges, we hope this research work will prove to be as innovative as its authors intend.  We hope it will draw attention to the care of babies and young children in each of the countries involved, as well as more broadly, deconstruct and, if necessary, re-define our understanding of care, and more generally inform and challenge the political, policy, research and professional discourses in relation to how we attend to ‘care’ for babies and children from birth to three. In particular, we very much hope that this project will contribute to the relatively new field of research that is helping to develop specialist policies and pedagogies for babies.
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