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Abstract

How postcolonialism has impacted primary, secondary and tertiary education
in small island states (defined as those each with a resident population of up to one
million) is well documented. This research study is inspired by postcolonial theory,
island studies and small state studies, extending this analysis to the practice and
pedagogy of early childhood education (2 - 5 years) in such countries. The study
explores the origins and character of colonial lingering in the pedagogy and practice
of early childhood education in small island states, with special reference to Malta
and Grenada, both former British colonies. Interviews, observations and focus
groups have been conducted in both countries. An online questionnaire was
completed by 64 individuals residing in the world’s 27 small island states, (and of

which 20 secured independence from Britain).

The research findings suggest a colonial lingering in early childhood
education in small island states. Manifestations of this include: the preference for
school uniforms; the widespread use of standard English as the language of
instruction; a top-down, exam-driven pedagogy that obliges an early start to
schooling; and a strong focus on literacy and numeracy in the early years. There are
also restrictions in play-based learning; and story books, weather and alphabet charts
that are not necessarily relevant to the country’s culture and tradition and written in

the English language, even though Malta and Grenada have their own vernacular.

Being a small island state has its challenges. Findings from this research
suggest that role multiplicity, as well as a relative lack of expertise, funding and
resources, are impacting on the pedagogy and practices of early childhood education

in such countries.

Recommendations from this study include: a stronger acknowledgment of
the vernacular, teaching aids that are more contextually and culturally sensitive, the
provision of adequate funding and training, together with continuous support and

mentoring when implementing new early years polices.

The findings encourage a sober and critical reflection of the policies and
practices governing early childhood education in small island states.

Keywords: Malta, Grenada, Early Childhood Education, Small Island States,

Postcolonialism, Language.
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| dedicate this work to the young children of Malta and Grenada
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Chapter 1 — Introduction

A territory may remain entangled in ‘the colonial matrix of power’ (Mignolo,

2011, p. xviii) long after it has ceased to be called a colony.

Setting the Scene

Four to five-year-old children in blue and yellow uniforms were sitting
quietly at their tables in groups, with their respective educators in a large room.
Brightly coloured pictures of the alphabet, wall charts and various photos of the
Minister for Tourism adorned the walls. The school principal was taking me around
the room to meet the children and the educators. | was greeted with a standing
ovation and a sing-song of: “Good morning Miss Anna” at the educator’s instruction
to say so; then the children would either smile at me or shy away and continue with
their activities. As | went from group to group I was offered the same, systematic
greeting while the principal started explaining that their school’s pedagogy was
influenced by the Reggio Emilia and project approach. The project taking place at
the time was about their national airport. Most of the documentation was represented
through photos with no captions and very little of the children’s process of learning
was visible. When | looked around, it seemed more like a project about the Minister
for Tourism, including children’s drawings of how he looked through their eyes,
rather than about the airport. | observed that activities taking place in the classroom
and the representations documented about the project seemed very much teacher-
directed, rather than child-centred according to the Reggio Emilia and/or project
approach. The print and language being used in the kindergarten classroom was
English, even though this was not the native language. It was quite evident that the
children obeyed their teachers and followed their instructions. The classroom

seemed very quiet and well organised for a kindergarten of around 35 children and
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three educators in the same room. | left there feeling disappointed because | could
see that, although the educators’ claimed that their pedagogy was based on the
project approach, the children did not seem to have been given the opportunity to be

part of the learning that was (presumably) going on.

This was one experience that | recall from a visit some years ago to
kindergarten and childcare settings in Barbados, as well as in various other small
island states. The above scenario reminded me of the kindergartens in my country of
origin, Malta, where a top-down, teacher-directed system of schooling is still
evident. On the other hand, on my return to Prince Edward Island, Canada, where |
was residing at the time, | could see the difference in the pedagogy and practice of
childcare and kindergarten settings. The pedagogy adopted there appeared to me to
be more child-centred and children’s learning was visible through the documentation
of the process of their learning. At one point, | started asking myself why was there
such a difference between countries and the way educators taught young children?
Why did young children wear uniforms in some countries while not in others? Why
were they exam-driven in some, including Malta, but not in Canada? Through my
visits to kindergarten and childcare settings in various countries, | started to notice
that there might be (at least) one thing in common with the top-down, teacher-
directed system: those implementing such an approach tended to be small island
states (SIS) that had been colonised, in most cases, by the British. Could that have
left an impact on the way educators taught? Or were there other factors that
influenced the pedagogy and practice of early childhood education (ECE) in small
island states? These general questions have stimulated this study and triggered my

research questions which will be discussed in the next section.
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Research Questions

1. What elements influence the pedagogy and practice of early childhood education
(2 to 5-year-olds) in small island states? | chose this question because | feel that
there is a gap in the literature dealing with the specific impacts of small island
states’ strengths and weaknesses on the practice of early childhood education.

2. What impact, if any, has colonialism had on early childhood education in small
island states, and how is that impact manifested in the current postcolonial
epoch? Coming from a former island colony and having travelled and visited
early childhood education settings in other countries, | feel that colonialism
might also have a lingering impact on early childhood pedagogy. This is
particularly expressed by means of the continuous influence of metropolitan
practices and experiences on SIS practices, in spite of many such former
colonies having achieved political independence (Lee & Hayden, 2009).

The small scale and island setting allows for a more contained and
manageable research process: stakeholders are more easily identified, key decision
makers are known, and the consequences of policies are more easily measured.
Hence, the lessons and insights arising from such locations are potentially also
transferable to larger and more complex jurisdictions which do not enjoy the

benefits of small scale settings.

To answer the above research questions, | have chosen a largely qualitative
research method drawing upon the mixed methods triangulation principles as
outlined by Creswell and Clark (2011). Data were collected from Malta and
Grenada. These two countries have been specifically chosen since both are former
British colonies that were under British rule for nearly two centuries. Their land area

is also very similar comprising of an archipelago of three inhabited islands. Both
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countries became independent around the same time. Grenada and Malta are the
208™ and 209" largest countries in the world respectively (N = 219; Central

Intelligence Agency, 2018a; 2018b).

The original intent was to collect data from Malta and Barbados, another
Caribbean small island state, and the world’s 206" largest country, rather than Malta
and Grenada. After all, my research question and intellectual curiosity were
triggered following my visit to a childcare centre in Barbados. Various attempts
were made to establish contacts with suitable childcare settings during 2015 in that
country. However, my messages were either not answered or else their recipients
indicated that they were not comfortable with being observed. Hence, my decision to
switch my focus to Grenada instead of Barbados where cooperation was more

forthcoming.
Five different methods of data collection were used for this study:

1. Observations in four childcare/kindergarten settings: two in Malta and two in
Grenada

2. Interviews with head of schools; kindergarten teachers, childcare centres’
directors and early childhood educators in the two countries

3. Four focus groups with parents of children taking part in my study (two in
each country)

4. A research journal, which could capture instances that may not be
documented otherwise

5. An online questionnaire which was distributed to a select number of

inhabitants from each of the 27 small island states around the world with a
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current resident population size of less than one million (Table 1.1 and

Figure 1.1).

Data collected from these five different methods have been analysed and

converged later in the thesis to formulate the basis of my findings, analyses and

discussion chapter.

Small island states with a resident population of less than a million

Caribbean Sea

Pacific Ocean

Indian Ocean

Atlantic Ocean and
Mediterranean Sea

Antigua & Barbuda Federated States of Comoros (F) Cape Verde (P)
(UK) Micronesia (US)

Bahamas (UK) Fiji Islands (UK) Maldives (UK) Cyprus (UK)
Barbados (UK) Kiribati (UK) Seychelles (UK) Iceland (D)
Dominica (UK) Marshall Islands (US) Malta (UK)

Granada (UK) Nauru (UK) S&@o Tome & Principe (P)
St Kitts — Nevis (UK) | Palau (US)
St Lucia (UK) Samoa (UK)

St Vincent & the
Grenadines (UK)

Solomon Islands (UK)

Tonga (UK)

Tuvalu (UK)

Vanuatu (UK/F)

Table 1.1 - Former colonial power are in brackets:

D — Denmark

F — France P — Portugal

UK — United Kingdom

US — United States
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Aim of this study

The aim of this study is to explore and document some of the consequences
of being a small island state on the practice of early childhood education, and to
make recommendations as to how this pedagogy and practice can be improved upon

in such states.

My research study will look critically at some ECE practices and pedagogies
in small island states, with a special focus on Malta and Grenada. It will pose
questions such as: What elements influence such practices? Are practices and
pedagogies in these states still exam-driven and heavily dependent on received
wisdom, including the content-led and top-down pedagogies inherited from colonial
history and legacy? The research insights gleaned from my doctoral experience will
place me in a better position to analyse the data and to contribute to the necessary,
positive changes required in this sector in my own country, in line with Malta’s

national educational strategy.

Theoretical Framework

The world’s various small island states tend to have a high population
density (Briguglio, 2003; Lutz, 1994, Srinivasan, 1986; World Bank, 2015). This
empirical observation, enhanced by its widespread social perception, in turn
contributes to a greater, keener sense of competition in most aspects of social,
economic and professional life in these small jurisdictions. These contextual
variables are supported by a strong belief in certification and educational
achievement as the main vehicle of social mobility (Sultana, 2006). There is also the
aspect of neo-colonialism and the lingering British influence on the educational
systems of some of these countries (including Malta) with, for example, a social

class-tinged undervaluing of vocational training (MEDE, 2015; Scicluna, 2012). In



EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION IN SMALL ISLAND STATES

colonial times, high academic achievement could mean that the ‘privileged few’
could either secure the limited high paying jobs available to the locals or else they
could spread their wings and travel to foreign countries to obtain even higher-
educational credentials and/or find better paying jobs (Brock, 1987). The acute race
for certification in order to secure what are understood as scarce, well-paid and
prestigious jobs also plays a part in these career trajectories (Baldacchino, 20123;
Brock, 1988; Palmer, 2016). In Malta, this might still be the case, where many
individuals strive to have the highest certification possible to be in a more
advantageous position to secure a job. However, the exam-heavy education system
that ensures such high standards of certification is actually failing most students,
who are ending up “not being equipped with the necessary skills for working life”.
(Bonello, 2016, p. 1). This is in spite of the fact, or as a consequence of, Malta
joining the European Union (EU) in 2004. Maltese individuals now have more
opportunities of working in other EU countries; while at the same time other EU
citizens have the freedom to come and work in Malta, supporting its rapidly
expanding economy. In Grenada, there is also pressure of getting high certification
to secure well-paying jobs. To do this, however, most of the students need to go to
other Caribbean countries, US or Canada to continue their tertiary education, most
often depending on their family to back them financially (Easterly & Kraay, 2000;

Hall, 2013; Jules, 2010).

My research draws upon postcolonial theory which states that colonisers
usually leave an impact on former colonised countries, which lasted for many years
after the countries became independent (Baldacchino, 2010a; Crossley & Tikly,
2004; Sauer, 2015). Literature shows that postcolonialism has also impacted

education in general in SIS, where curriculum content did not necessarily relate to
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cultural practices and learning resources were written with coloniser’s linguistic and
cultural context in mind (Brock, 1988; Tarc, 2009). As time passed, education in
these countries became even more deep-rooted in the English educational norms
(Holland, 2014). The education system in Malta is still based on the British model,

as in most other former and current British colonies.

| found very little literature that speaks about the impact of colonialism on
early childhood education. However, I have been critically observing the practice of
early childhood education in various settings during my travels — including the
Caribbean, Australia, Sweden, Japan and Taiwan. Visiting different countries has
given me a different perspective on early childhood education as | experienced
different pedagogies and practices. It has been in Malta and Barbados that | have
noted the keenest intent by both educators and parents to encourage a ‘schooling’
approach even in early years settings, where childcare and kindergarten settings are
looked upon more as a preparation setting for school and schooling generally (Jules,
2010; Sollars, Attard, Borg & Craus, 2006). A burning question kept cropping up: is
it a coincidence that Malta and Barbados are both small island states, with the
highest national population density in their respective regions (Mediterranean,
Caribbean) and both former British colonies? How might Barbados, Malta and
similar small island states “operate within a legacy from a colonial past” (Bray,
Charles, Farrugia, Packer & Swartland, 1991, p. 16)? This drive inspired me to start
on my doctoral journey in the hope of finding answers to my questions, while

contributing new knowledge about this field of study.

Positionality
| started my career as an early childhood educator in 1993 and have since

moved on to becoming a visiting lecturer at the University of Malta in the Faculty of
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Education since 2014. Here, | teach students who aspire to becoming educators in
the early years (0 - 7 years). | have now been in the field of early childhood for
nearly 25 years, ten of which I spent in Canada. This meant that | experienced two
very different ECE pedagogies and practices, even though Canada too was once
administered by Britain. However, one might argue that Canada moved away from a
British educational system due to it being a larger country, with larger domestic
capacity to carve out policies for itself and on its own terms, while small island
states, tend to take longer to achieve this (Pillay & Elliot, 2005). During my last two
years in Canada, | was employed by the University of Prince Edward Island to
lecture in the Bachelor of Education programme with special reference to ECE. On
my return to Malta in 2013, | started teaching as a lecturer in a vocational college. |
have to admit that it was quite a cultural shock for me as | had to accustom myself to
the much more rigid and bureaucratic educational system in Malta, compared to the
more flexible and student-friendly one that | had been familiar with during my ten
years in Canada. Even at this level of education, the students in Malta were exam-
driven and not necessarily motivated by what they were learning. This prompted me
to ask questions as to why things were so different in Malta where education was

concerned.

| consider myself to be an advocate for early childhood education that is
child-centred: where the educator guides, scaffolds and instructs, while the child
explores, experiences, and achieves holistic life skills (Chesworth, 2016; Wortham,
2002). I have personally worked and experienced this type of pedagogy in Canada
and could compare it with the more rigid teacher-directed pedagogy | was trained to
use in Malta, and now believe that it is more beneficial to children. In fact, in the

second year of my doctoral studies, a colleague (also a doctoral student) and | set up
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the Early Childhood Development Association of Malta (ECDAM). This association
strives to work in favour of high quality early childhood education based on the
interests of the child, offering learning opportunities to educators and parents while

lobbying policy makers to adopt suitable measures.

It is worth mentioning here, the notion of insider/outsider positioning
(Angrosino, 2005; Gair, 2012). My positionality in this study is that of an outsider to
a certain extent in Grenada and an insider, again to a certain degree, in Malta.
According to Kanuha (2000), insider research refers to when participants form part
of the same group as that of the researcher; while outsider research is when the
researcher is not a member of the participants’ group (Aoki, 1996). In my case, | feel

that I am in the ‘space between’: Dwyer and Buckle (2009) describe it in this way:

To present these concepts in a dualistic manner is overly simplistic. It is
restrictive to lock into a notion that emphasises either/or, one or the other,
you are in or you are out. Rather, a dialectical approach allows the
preservation of the complexity of similarities and differences...Accepting
this notion requires that noting the ways in which we are different from
others requires that we also note the ways in which we are similar. This is the
origin of the space between. It is the foundation that allows the position of
both insider and outsider. (p. 60)

As qualitative researchers, we can perhaps only occupy the ‘space between’
where we might be closer to one position than the other. However, because
researchers read a lot of literature about the research subject, they cannot fully
occupy one position only (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). I believe that by occupying the
‘space between,’ the two perspectives allowed me to obtain a deeper knowledge of
the experience in both Malta and Grenada. | do not consider myself as a complete
insider in Malta as | have lived and experienced early childhood education in
Canada. On the other hand, I do not consider myself as a complete outsider in

Grenada as | have experienced British colonialism and the challenges of living in a
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small island state, as well as having a number of years of experience in early
childhood education. My background in early childhood education, obtained not
only through literature or research, but rather through lived experiences, has helped
me to embrace this space, between insider/outsider positioning. | acknowledge that,
in Malta, it helped me gain quick access to the research sites and | was more rapidly
accepted by participants. In Grenada, this took a bit more effort on my part because
at first, 1 was considered an outsider by the participants. However, once | showed
them that | shared certain similarities with them they trusted me more willingly.
Participants were then ready to share their experiences with me as they felt that |

could understand their position.

The research reported in this thesis seeks to combine early childhood
education as an area of professional inquiry with my long-standing interest in the
study of small island states. I have lived briefly in such places as Barbados,
Grenada, Iceland, Mauritius and Fiji — as well as in Malta —and | am keen to build
bridges between the spheres of knowledge, policy and practice. | have attended and
presented in international conferences about island studies which have broadened
my knowledge on the strengths and challenges that SIS face and possible ways of
dealing with them. | have also coedited the book: A Taste of Islands (2012) which
comprises recipes and their histories from 60 islands around the world. This helped
me gain more insightful knowledge about islands and their journey through time.
Apart from my ECE and island studies background, being a citizen of Malta, |
myself have lived and experienced colonial and postcolonial times, which led me to
my second research question. The above factors have contributed to the formulation
of the questions for this study about the pedagogies and practices of ECE and to

whether colonialism has impacted early childhood education.
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Structure of the Thesis

This chapter has presented an outline of the research study which seeks to
understand what elements influence the pedagogy and practices of early childhood
education on small island states. It also seeks to investigate whether colonialism has
impacted such pedagogies and practices. This introduction has explained the
theoretical framework and my positionality together with the context of the study. It

has also outlined the research questions, and the purpose of this study.

Chapter Two consists of a broad literature review relevant to this study. It
will examine the field of island studies, including the strengths and weaknesses that
small island states face. The impact of SIS on education will also be explored.
Postcolonial theory will then be discussed, with special reference to its impact on
education in Malta and the Caribbean. The last section of the literature review will
examine the history of early childhood education, different pedagogies in ECE and

the provision of ECE in Malta and Grenada.

The methodology used for this study is discussed in Chapter Three. This will
provide the reasons for choosing a convergent mixed method approach for this
study, a description of how and where the data were collected, and how it was
organised and analysed. The five different methods (interviews, focus groups, online
questionnaire, fieldnotes/observations and research journal) used for the data

collection will be discussed.

Chapter Four offers the presentation of the data collected in response to my
first research question and my reflective analysis of them. This will give a detailed
overview of data collected through interviews, focus groups,

fieldnotes/observations, online questionnaire and the research journal explaining the
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themes that resulted through the multiple analysis of these data. It will also provide a
discussion of the main findings of the study responding to the first research question,

and identifying connections with and divergences from, the literature.

Chapter Five will present, analyse and discuss the data collected in response
to my second research question. A detailed overview of data collected from the 5
data sets above will be provided. A conclusion of both analyses chapters will be

given as a conclusion.

The last chapter of this study gives a summary of the major findings and any
insights they provide to the research questions. The limitations of the study and
recommendations to all stakeholders that have emerged from my research comprises

the conclusion to this thesis.
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Chapter 2 — Literature Review

The literature review in my study scans and critiques what elements might
influence early childhood practices in small island states (SIS). Literature about
education in small (mainly island) states has increased of late; however, there has so
far been a systematic failure by small state studies to engage with and integrate the
field of early childhood education (ECE) — childcare and kindergarten before the
onset of formal primary school — into academic and policy debates. In my study, |
investigated the general challenges facing early childhood education in small island
states, deploying perspectives gleaned largely from both postcolonial studies as well
as island and small state studies. My research’s aim was to build a better
understanding of what influences early childhood education practices and
pedagogies in small island states and how to overcome challenges, if any, in the

future.

Small state

studies

Figure 2.1: Graphical representation of the literature review

This chapter critically presents the literature review of my study, respectful

of the triple theoretical foundations to my work — small states studies, island studies,
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postcolonial theory — as these relate to early childhood education (Figure 2.1).
Search engines such as Google Scholar, Hydi, University Libraries (University of
Sheffield, University of Malta, University of Prince Edward Island) and ERIC have
been used for this research study. The main keywords used were: postcolonial/ism,
small island states, education, island studies and early childhood education. These
were chosen to help narrow down the search, especially when it came to
postcolonial theory which is quite a broad area of scholarship. This resulted in only
a handful of articles that spoke specifically about the impact of postcolonialism on
early childhood education in small island states. However, to counterbalance this, |
also made a specific search through UNESCO country reports, about all the 27 small
island states involved in this research and their early childhood policies, if and when

they had any.

Researching a field where there is hardly any available literature about the
possible impact of postcolonialism on ECE, or how being a small island state might
influence this sector is a mixed blessing. On the one hand, | am fortunate to have
identified a research niche where | am affectively a pioneer, doing groundwork for
others to hopefully follow, but the disadvantage of a limited literature base means

that I lack the reassurance and comfort of a well-researched path.

The first section of this literature review provides insights into the strengths
and weaknesses of SIS and the impacts these issues may have on education in
general. The second section briefly reviews postcolonial theory and h