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Introduction

This case study is a description of my experience as a nursery educator working with
a focus group of sixteen 3 and 4 year-olds. The nursery was in the north of England in
a large ethnically diverse city and located in an area of high deprivation.

My purpose in sharing this case study is to highlight the value and impact of:

- The pedagogy of listening (Rinaldi, 1999, 2006) and meaningful dialogue
- The pedagogical strategy of reproposing children’s talk
- The value of core stories and songs
- The pedagogical strategy of revisiting children’s mark making

For the purposes of this study, I am using Rinaldi’s (1999) definition of a theory: ‘A
system of concepts, strategies, actions that provides a satisfactory explanation for the
person who is doing the thinking.’
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Context: 
Although this case study was written a long time ago, I believe it still resonates and
has a relevance for us today when considering children’s developing spoken English. I
had been fortunate to go on a study tour to Reggio Emilia, northern Italy and was
away from the setting for one week. I had informed the focus group of children. My
colleague had been able to reinforce the information in Mirpuri Punjabi, the home
language the majority of children spoke. 

In this case study I present 6 stories about children, their responses and learning.

The pedagogy of listening (Rinaldi, 1999) and meaningful dialogue

Story 1: Shohaib
The power of a child’s questions

On my return the children were ready to ask me questions about my experience. They
had prepared for this before my return. Shohaib returned to the same question,
perhaps unsatisfied with my answers or needing confirmation. Shohaib asked,
“Christine, why you go Italy? I like Italy. I like all the children. My mummy don’t take
me Italy.” 

Shohaib’s mother informed me that Shohaib talked about my visit at home and again
had expressed his intention to travel to Italy. Twelve days later Shohaib was a dentist
in the role play area examining my teeth and he said, “I want to look in your mouth.
What’s your name? Why you go Italy? Why you see lovely schools? All the children in
Italy? Two? It got all of them? One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine.”
Shohaib wanted to construct a theory that would explain my absence. He was testing
his theory. I felt Shohaib’s continuing questioning demonstrated his level of curiosity
and the power of the questions asked by children. 

Note how Shohaib uses English. How would you recast the English he has spoken so that
he hears the correct English?

Story 2: Asad
Listening to a child’s use of imaginative language

Asad drew a map and said, “This is my map. The house becomes a rocket. This is
the rocket and I’m going to the rocket. Flew to Mrs Parker in Italy. I pressed the
button it went faster and faster, the fire came.” Asad has a theory about what a map
is and its purpose. He has a theory that objects transform – that is the house
became a rocket.



Children will often feel comfortable to create stories and imagine as they draw.
Listening with all your attention helps you to think about how you might respond
without interfering with the child’s thoughts. In this instance with Asad my role was to
listen.

The pedagogical strategy of reproposing children’s talk

Story 3: Irfan
Developing Irfan’s English by reproposing his spoken dialogue

From learning alongside Shohaib and Asad I considered the pedagogical strategy of
‘reproposing’ that was so much to the fore in the Reggio schools, where children are
encouraged to consider dialogue from a previous day’s discourse and decided to
initiate this pedagogical strategy myself. Irfan had constructed a Lego aeroplane and
informed me, “Look up here Mrs Parker, people go in the back. The monster fighting. I
made that for you.” Irfan expressed his theory about how aeroplanes are boarded,
introduced an element of fantasy, and explored how to form a relationship with
another person.

The following day Irfan brought the model to me, and I reproposed his dialogue from
the previous day, quoting word for word. He followed on immediately saying, “They
climb up here and sit up and fly like this.” Irfan’s immediate response was to extend
his theory about how people board aeroplanes. This utterance was also significant
because Irfan is acquiring English as an additional language and has had difficulties
communicating his ideas to both monolingual and bilingual adults, often using his own
‘cartoon’ language that he shared with his cousin. This was a leap in his confidence
and learning.



Story 4: Ahmad
The value of core stories and songs

Ahmad worked in the mark-making area and as he drew, he described his actions
and his work. ‘Do this then put your crocoly finger. Then it’s raining, look we washing
Mrs Matthew’s car. I’ve got new thing in my house, computer.’ Ahmed made marks
that represented writing and he read his writing out aloud. ‘About the rain and the
crocolyn. I can make it on there. Let me write it first, writing about a car. Have you
done it? I’m writing. What’s the dinner time today? Look at what I made. I made a
foot.’

‘Give me another piece of paper. Now I’m making Mrs Matthew’s car. Look I made it.
I’m drawing a football man, kick! Kick! A football mans. Look I made all the mans.
This is the football, and this is all the mans that play football. I made a daddy bear
and a mummy bear. This is mummy bear, daddy bear and baby. The bear’s house,
porridge, chocolate, sweets, buns, chocolates. They live together.’

Nine days later Ahmad was presented with a photocopy of his mark-making. Ahmad
said, ‘I want to write this.’ Ahmad’s dialogue from the previous occasion was read out
to him. He said, ‘All that different, same, same colour. Now I’m going to draw a
rainbow. This is how rainbow I make. I’m going to make another one bear’s house.
This is mummy bear.’ He read his writing. ‘The bear’s adventure and this is called
when Goldilocks went to the house of the bears. … Bear’s birthday, let’s sing happy
birthday to the bear.’ Ahmad pointed to the felt pens and said, ‘All the candles blows
up.’

Ahmad relates his representations to his real-life experiences. He has a theory about
writing and knows he can combine writing and drawing. He recalls past events – for
example, ‘We washing Mrs Matthew’s car.’ And reveals a concept of time and an
interest in routine. Ahmad experiments with book (Goldilocks) and song language
(When Goldilocks Went to the House of the Bears & Happy Birthday). He has the
confidence to play with words. What is a crocolyn? … A crocodile …a chiropodist?!

In this story Ahmad is constantly making associations that are meaningful to him. He
is able to accommodate several lines of thought passing from one theory to another
with apparent ease. Concerns that are immediate are intertwined with storying.
Ahmad develops his talk about the bears using the language of literacy learnt from
core stories and songs. This story has an additional significance because when
Ahmad started at the nursery, he spoke little English and only using single words.
The complexity of his talk nine months later is an indication of his achievement in
English acquisition.



Story 5: Dawud, Asad, Zahid, Zahra, Maggie, Irfan, Waqas, Ahmad & Karim.
The magic carpet to Pakistan

The following observation was written as images of Pakistan were projected onto a
plain wall in the nursery. Imagine a small dark room that has a ‘magic carpet’ and
floor cushions. Two walls are covered with a white sheet for a screen. Children have
free access to this area, coming and going as they please. The adult, me, sits in one
corner writing and operating the slide projector. The children observe the changing
images and talk about what they see.

Simultaneously they are involved in role-play and are socialising. They are fascinated
by the mechanism of the slide projector.

(Slide of a giant turtle on the beach, Karachi, Pakistan.)
Dawud: Do it! What’s it? That magic. Tortoise. It lives far away. Look at that.
Asad: I’m not sitting on the magic carpet. I’m just watching.
Zahid: Look lights. What’s this?
Zahra: Let’s go to sleep.
Maggie: Where’s it gone? Come on let’s go to sleep.
Zahra: It’s changing here. I’m going to sleep now.
Irfan: Me and my brother got small torch. Press the button.
Irfan looked at the projector closely.
Irfan: Only light.
Asad: What’s happening?
Zahid: We don’t recognise.
Zahra: Come on let’s go to …

All the children flopped onto the cushions. Zahra noticed that the images were
projected onto the other children. Zahid commented on his shadow. Waqas looked
into the light.

Ahmad: Dust.
Ahmad waved his hands in front of the light.
Zahid: Look it change over. How it change over?
Ahmad: What is this?
Irfan ran towards the screen.
Asad: Let’s go to sleep now everybody.
Zahra: Why is steam going in there?
Maggie: Everybody up now!

Ahmad spread his arms out wide over the image.
Maggie: Now change the picture over.
Zahra: Look them cards (slides). If I do that make it come light on it.
She waved her fingers in front of the screen.



Irfan: You two!
(Slide of Fairy Meadows, a mountainous region of Northern Pakistan.)
Zahid: I don’t know where we are.
Asad: At the grass.
Zahra initiated the singing of ‘The Bear Went Over the Mountain.’

Maggie: A light.
Zahid: Come on!
Zahra: Let’s sing it again.
Waqas: The bear went over the mountain.
Irfan left the group for a few minutes to find paper and a pencil.
(Slide of a market scene.)
Irfan: You been there? Inside? You do cheese? You do smile?
Waqas: Look at this.
Irfan: Watch my finger, my finger do.
Karim: Like a photograph.
I identified the following theories explored by the children: how images are projected
onto the wall, tortoises, and their habitats, how to develop relationships with others,
daily routines, change and ideas about different places. If there are mountains there
must be bears, smile, and say ‘cheese’ when you have your photograph taken.

For me this story shows how creative the children are, how they think, do, move,
exchange ideas, talk, socialise, sing, and improvise. I was impressed by the children’s
independence – my role was purely as an observer. My delight in these observations
is in the children’s ability to converse with each other spontaneously, bounce ideas off
each other and happily sing songs taught in the nursery at their own initiation. They
asked many questions: “What is it?’; ‘Where’s it one?’; ‘What’s happening?’; ‘Why is
steam going in there?’. 

However, in not following up this observation at the time I lost the opportunity to
repropose the children’s theories.

Story 6: Irfan, Zahra & Asad
Ogden Water Nature Reserve

A group of twelve children were taken by minibus to Ogden Water, a small reservoir
and nature reserve where we all spent the day together. The children drew
representations of their experiences and talked about them. The children revisited
their work after it had been photocopied and an adult read out their previous
dialogue. The children were able to add more detail to their representations and
adapted each other’s ideas – for example, by filling in the enclosures to represent
the water, and by adding people (see Figures 2 & 3)



The children’s ideas were extended further when they were encouraged to work on
the same piece of paper in groups of three. To aid recall the children referred to
photographs of our visit as they wrote and drew.

Figure 2: ‘We see racing car and some ducks and the minibus. The
water came out we saw bubbles. We keep walking looking for
animals. I saw a duck it was in a stone. A parrot bird he was rock
inside.’

Irfan: Me! Look at me! Look at my trainers.
Zahra: Zahid and Irfan! Look at that! Slug. Tractor. Bird was flying. Aneesa. Flowers.
Asad: Look at me! I’m going to get the bread over there, but I can’t reach.
Irfan: I’m going here again myself. Let’s take all these children.
Zahra: Minibus
Irfan: Ducks
Asad: Flowers
Irfan: Look at this duck, little duck. Look a baby duck. A car, a car.
Zahra: This is his wheel. Shall I show you how do a duck? Shall I draw a table?
Irfan: All sitting down.

‘Figure 3:  ‘I had some dinner, juice, bread, cucumber and samosa. I see pond with
ducks. We throw some bread to the ducks. Ogden Water we went, we keep
walking we saw some bubbles coming out. We went to the minibus and went to
Manningham Park.’



Zahra: Shall I draw Shohaib? I did Shohaib, look!
Asad: Does this say Ogden Water?
Zahra: I did the Ogden.
Asad: This is the water.
Zahra: This is the Ogden Water.
Asad: I’m making the bread.

Zahra and Asad spelled out “Went to Og-den Wa-ter.’
Irfan: I’m writing my name.

What captured the children’s interest the most? What were the recurring themes
and theories? I identified them to be the people who went, the ducks, the expanse of
water, the bubbles, the minibus, and map-like representations. These theories could
have been extended further. The children would have benefited from more time for
talking in depth about our shared experience. Further visits to explore specific ideas
(for example, water, ducks, and maps) would have been reminiscent of methods used
by Isaacs at the Malting House School in the 1930s, when adults responded to
children’s questions such as, ‘What is wood made of?” by going out of the setting to
help develop the children’s understanding of their world (Tizard and Hughes,
1984:262).

Concluding thoughts

Reproposing children’s talk enables them to expand on their theories and extend
them. This process shows children that their ideas and thoughts are valued and
can be shared and discussed. It reinforces and extends their previous learning.
The children were confident in their use of new vocabulary and of tenses and
made meaningful connections.
Revisiting children’s mark making results in similar outcomes. They can add to
their work, review, and alter theories. Their confidence strengthens. The adult has
a starting point to develop the children’s representational skills and conceptual
development.
The processes of reproposing and revisiting children’s theories has an impact on
developing children’s confidence in speaking English as an additional language.
The value of focusing our attention on the children’s concerns and interests is
reinforced, allowing for spontaneous talk between children about those ideas and
experiences that fascinate and inspire them.
To enable early years educators to value children’s theories through revisiting and
reproposing requires some thought in practical terms of space, time resources and
staffing.
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