Discussion

Michel Vandenbroeck and Liselott Mariett Olsson

As Rose & Rose (2016) pointed out: neuro is théifprating prefix. It seems to be
everywhere in early childhood care and educatieve&l contributors in this book have
illustrated the proliferation of the neuro-discauls/ quoting governmental texts, the Allan
(2011) and Field (2010) reports being distinct epka®, just as the publications from the
Worldbank. This may lead to the impression thatube of neuroscience in early childhood
education is first and foremost a matter of (née)ial governments. That impression would,
however, create a false dichotomy between the atateivil society. Foucault (1990) warned
us not to dwell in such false antagonisms thaicafthe notion of “state” with a pejorative
connotation while idealizing “civil society” as @ad, living, warm whole. Indeed, the
erroneous use of the neuro-language in early obildreducation is by far not the monopoly
of science or governmental bodies. There are maamples to illustrate how civil society is
permeated by the same narratives of the Allan aeld Feports and, consequently, of the

social investment and econometric paradigms.

Eurochild (2015: p. 5) for example speaks aboudtald centred investment strategy”. They
make explicit reference to the Harvard Centre eflleveloping Child, stating that “A
growing body of neuro-science points to the critiogportance of the first five years of a
child’s life in brain development (...) Converseliyaichild misses out on a stimulating and
nurturing environment in the early years, it cardifgcult to catch up and can negatively
affect life-time chances”. Save the Children (Figare & Lawton, 2016) quotes the National
Scientific Council on the Developing Child to atedl the story about synaptogenesis and
critical periods. They argue that by age thredil's brain is estimated to be twice as active
as an adult’s brain and that at the same time;abiel growth in the size of a child’s brain and
in the formation of synapses begin to slow. Theinljgation makes use of colourful images
to depict how language circuits in the brain chatigreng childhood and they give “Top tips
for parents” on how “You can help build your chdgdirain by talking to them right from the
start”. The critical period narrative is ultimatelged as a plea for investing more public funds
in nurseries.

This is also the case of UNICEF. The title of tH201.4 symposium “The three pound

universe” is eloguent, and in their publicationg(€014a; b) they go with the story that early
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intervention is the answer, because it becomeggssiyely harder to fix problems later in

life.

Similarly, UNESCO has also taken over the discqurssuding the specific vocabulary that
the framing agencies proposed to influence poligses Shonkoff and Bales, 2011).
UNESCO (2012) writes about “the child’s brarchitecturé that is “wired in the first five
years of life”, they also took over the terms dfif@nic unrelenting stress in early childhood,
caused by extreme poverty” and the concept of seasif not critical, periods of brain
development, using similar pictures (in this casenfthe Council for Early Child
Development, 2010) than those that are criticise8ue White and Dave Wastell in their
contribution to this book. In many of these pultiicas by NGO’s the neuroscience is used as
an argument to claim considerable “returns on itmeat”, either directly (you will save
money later on) or indirectly (it will cost you atlif you repair rather than prevent). The use
of neuroscience along with an economic investmatimale in early childhood education is
also to be noticed in local interventions, evenifoggarents, and discussions between private
day care organisers and local authorities (Boydd62. It is impossible to know to what

extent the use of neuroscience to gain politidaindion for one’s objectives is based on the
belief that one attaches to the claims of lobbygeosuch as the Harvard Centre for the
Developing Child, or to what extent that is jusdeade, because one assumes that other —
moral, ethical or rights based — claims do notgtiehance in these neoliberal times. It is not
only impossible to know; it is also irrelevant. Téiféect is entirely the same: it is as if all
agree that there is but one rational for publicigding early childhood care and education:
the alleged economic benefits. And in so doing, RK3HDd local activists risk making their
crucial place in the democratic public debate erasial part of the civil society - redundant.

It is clear that the neuro-turn, together with #at®nomic language of investments, and what
White and Wastell have ironized as Outcomes Thgakogot just a matter of policy makers
alone, but can be labelled as a dominant disconrg®e Foucauldian sense: a story that is so
dominant that thinking about children and earlydiod in different ways becomes very
difficult (Foucault, 1966). The many examples owhihis discourse has not only permeated
civil society but has also been shaped by local $@&@d social workers and early years
educators in the field (Boyle, 2016) clearly shbwattpolicy is not the monopoly of policy
makers and practice is not to be reduced to pdiiatrickled down. On a positive note, this
means that discourse can also be contested bofipaswvell as top down. Or in the words of

Foucault, dominant discourse always goes handnd hath resistance (Pickett, 1996).
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Translating neur oscience into education

The contributions in this book illustrate how wesld be cautious when referring to these
narratives. On August 13, 2016, well-known neurasiist Max Coltheart twittered: “At
present, there are no findings from neuroscienaehtive implications for classroom
practice”. He is immediately acknowledged by proing Castles, (Department of cognitive
science, Macquarie University): “Most definitely!”

Thais not to say that neuroscience is — and for wilebe — useless for education and
neuroscientists are optimistic that somewhereerfakure, their science will have evolved to
a stage where it may be able to give some advicatauducation. Wim Fias shares this
optimism, claiming that neuroscience is self-cairgcand still very young a science. As a
neuroscientist, he sketched the possibilities bediinitations of neuroscientific research and
their relation to educational purposes. Yet heosisty warns us for simplistic conclusions.
Through the case of number processing, he gaveadedkinsiders’ view on the
transformation of robust scientific results in daamt narratives that are attractive and
simple, but lack evidence to support them. His deda good dose of criticism” when it
comes to construct validity and even more so wheames to translating neuroscience in
education is important. It should indeed be noled imuch of the claims about translating
brain research in educational practice or polieyrast made by neuroscientists, often much to
the distaste of the brain researchers themselvisspiobably not a coincidence that some of
the more severe criticisms on the use of brainarebein the field of early childhood care and
education come from (former or present) neurosgentsuch as Raymond Tallis (2013),
Steven Rose (2012; 2016), or indeed Dave Wast@llAPwho contributed to this book.
Many of their arguments relate to the yet unknoempglexity and plasticity of the brain and

to what Wim Fias calls the brain as a network.

The contributions of Helen Penn, Sue White and D&astell in this book deplore that the
necessary caution and critical self-correctinguade is scarce when neuroscience is translated
into educational and social policy. As they rightlgim: evidence does not speak for itself, it
has to be spoken for. Images of parts of the lir@happear to “light up” cannot self-

evidently be translated in educational or socidicps. Nor can animal research be directly
translated to the growth of the baby brain. In le&twstand theories and conceptions of the
human nature, ideas about what a society needspgles about parental responsibility and

the role of the state, and — ultimately — an imafgehat a child is. Through many examples
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(the case of non-consensual adoption being a phatig salient and worrying one) they
illustrate that all too often the neurosciencernsted to “materialise” what was already
known, yet used for political aims that are waydiaythe evidence produced, a critical claim
also made by Ramaekers & Suissa (2011). As Penitiustigated, this materialisation (e.g.
“the brain is an organ that develops in the samefaaall children”) is also a naturalization
and thus inherently a far-reaching decontextuatisaf his way of using brain research leads
to universal claims and remedies, ignoring cultpraferences, political histories, and social
contexts ane fortiori ignoring the local voices of parents and praati¢ie on what early

childhood education is for or what is desirable.

Translating neur oscience into the political

Equally important than the question of what is tigg¢he question of what is desirable
(Biesta, 2007). As Helen Penn rightly argued indiepter, highly specialized and highly
limited findings cannot be extrapolated to makeegahprescriptions about policy. Indeed,
contrary to the plea of Shonkoff and Leavitt (2Q1idking neuroscience to early childhood
policy and moving fronwhyto what and hows anything but straightforward. Indeed, policy
—and even more so the political (Mouffe, 20053 albout what constitutes the good life,
about what is desirable. And what is consideredaae cannot just be derived from what is
considered true. Between science and policy lieathhnd moral opinions about social
justice, about what is fair, ideas on what constgthuman dignity and on what is democracy.
Obviously — and very luckily — these opinions adéas are far from consensual. Citizens
may deeply disagree on these questions and tlegrésment is vital as it forms the core of
what Mouffe (2005) calls the political, without vehi there would be no democracy.

The unique contribution of Jan De Vos in this bgokes even further, by challenging the
claim in the Introduction that this book is abdut tise of neuroscience and not about
neuroscience itself and by analysing the relatimatg/een neurologization, medicalization,
psyhologization and — crucially — digitalizatioKlis analysis is not to be reduced to a mere
(somewhat outdated) fear of Big Brother, but heegius food for critical thought about how
the image of the child (as well as the image of Maas indeed changed in present-day
neoliberal times. He draws our attention to thenivags of Hannah Arendt on the problematic
relation between Truth and Policy, between the eptwalisation of human activity and what
is desirable.
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In neoliberalism it seems that the question of whalesirable is beyond discussion: what is
desirable is what is profitable. What is desirablehat supports economic growth. And that
is a matter of individual freedom and individuaspensibility in a competitive and
meritocratic system where one “earns what one desérlt is assumed that the market is

inherently fair and that assumption dismisses atlioncerns about inequality and solidarity.

And into early childhood policies

The prevalence of the neuroscientific narrativeany childhood education does indeed not
come alone. It is accompanied by its inseparabile iother: the narrative on the social
investment state, on the return on investment$siuoman capital. As Penn noted, this notion
of human capital has profoundly shifted from thananehuman capital of Amartya Sen to
the neoliberal concept of human capital assumitfeceascious, self-supportive individuals
who are responsible for their own development aondgerity. And thus, the neuro-discourse
and its human capital twin brother go hand in hartd an image of the child as what it is yet
to become: an autonomous, entrepreneurial cites@ything but dependent on the state
(Masschelein, 2001; Ramaekers & Suissa, 2011)imhge of the child as a cost (be it a
profitable one) and as what it has yet to becordaaes education to the preparation for later
life and thus reduces the meaning of early childheducation to a preparation for
compulsory education (Moss, 2013), which is — mtd reduced to a preparation for the
labour market. In such a world view, there is dilyited space for interdependency,
collaboration, solidarity, fairness, democracy, aate, concepts that were so dear to
generations of pedagogues, including Dewey (1F@inet (1929), Freire (1970), Malaguzzi
(Moss, 2016) and many others.

Neoliberal conceptions of the welfare state havergimomentum to more meritocratic
conceptions of fairness or social justice, thaesgaimoved away from the more solidaristic
notions that prevailed in times of educational nef® under these inspiring pedagogues. It has
been well documented how the welfare state evalvadmore contractual welfare state and
equality of opportunity has replaced the equalftputcomes as a principle of fairness
(Morabito, Vandenbroeck & Roose, 2013). Jan De &qsained how intra-individual

concepts (i.e. empathy) risk to decontextualisestiwo-economical and the political,
occluding issues such as inequality and powerioglat Sue White, Dave Wastell and Helen
Penn have documented in their contributions, tafdcus on the early years and the very

concept of critical (or sensitive) periods giveceatific rationale to the shift of the
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equilisandum from outcomes to opportunities. Asrtbaroscience is believed to be beyond
doubt, and no one can object that it is betteréwgnt than to cure, the meritocratic
individualising discourse on poverty, blaming thetin, is silently and gradually also
accepted. This meritocratic discourse implies pleaterty is an individual responsibility and
that (early childhood) education rather than reitistion is the solution. In this vein, one can
see that naming “poverty” as the problem and “ptyvexduction” as the solution, is of course
already a framing of the problem that would berfedin a broader discussion. One could
indeed, as Wilkinson and Pickett (2009) and Pigkedt, argue that it is not poverty that is the
main problem, but inequality, and that thereforegrty reduction cannot exist without the
reduction of wealth and thus redistributive pokci€hese are just a few examples of
discussions that risk to remain covered in the rdesef a plurality of discourses and that

illustrate how education cannot be understood withts social, ethical and political contexts.

Precisely because the use of neuroscience is swigably intertwined with the eminently
political and ethical discourse on social investtraerd return on investment, it is extremely
worrying that these narratives have permeatedadal land international NGO'’s and the wider
civil society. In their quest for the just causssoh as education for all) they make use of the
economic argument in order to have their voiceschbg those who decide where to invest
their money. Yet, in so doing, they reinforce ttea that the only valuable argument is an
economic one and that spending public money iryefildhood education can only be
justified by its later return on investments. Indsmng, the civil society would indeed
converge with Foucault’s warning not to dichotonstate and civil society, as they would
contribute to the devaluation of ethical, moral andial concerns in political decision

making.

Practice as policy and science

Several of the pedagogues mentioned in the preyatagraph have considered education as
inherently democratic. Some framed education asato do justice to specific populations
such as labourers in Brazil (Freire) or farmergl &bour class children in France (Freinet).
Others have considered education as one of thesteaastore democracy after fascism
(Malaguzzi). They have in common that what happemsily practice (arrangements of
space, relations with families, activities of cindd, ...) is related to one’s vision of society, of
education and thus of the very meaning of the edue system. In short, one cannot

distinguish practice from policy or science. Thislso clear in the case of the neuro-
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discourse. The univocal focus on the early yeapgegentive of later harm (i.e.
developmental delays) has led to a search for eesldased programs, what White and
Wastell denounce as a spectacular case of thedgting the dog. These educational
programs are expected to generate predefined oegamithout necessarily questioning the
desirability of these outcomes with those who amcerned: children, parents, communities,
and — of course — the professionals of early cbitdheducation (Biesta, 2007). A salient
example of this is the International Early Learn8tgdy (IELS) of the OECD (2015). Its
ambition is to measure early learning outcomeféndomains of cognitive, social and
emotional skills. The study is tendered to be imm@ated without any concertation of the
early childhood professionals in the countries #ratconcerned (Moss et al., 2016). The
danger is indeed that in doing so, the very meaairearly childhood education — and thus
the daily practice — is decided without discussidgti the direct stakeholders. Another danger
is that objectives that do not fall under theseetlgymental outcomes are ignored, despite
their prominent place in curricula from New Zealamtl Berlin (e.g. the attention for dealing
with societal diversity), Belgium (the attentiornr fow child care may influence social
cohesion) and many other countries. The prograthgceethe act of education to a technical
procedure, i.e. the application of some generaluanikersal rules (e.g. serve and return) and
in doing so, the pedagogue him- or herself becanteshnical professional. Yet care is not a
technical matter and one cannot expect pedagoguekd care if they are not taken care of.
In her PhD research, Katrien Van Laere (2016) cotetlfocus groups with many parents
and professionals about how they make meaningudatn and care in Belgian preschool.
Discussions about the meaning of preschool areceztito the importance of early learning
and professionals can hardly legitimise their getralso care for the children. Meanwhile,

parents concur with that discourse, but ask onéiaddl question: will you love my child?

The discussion is of course not to replace onermege discourse (be it a meritocratic) by
another single voice. It is rather to say with J8lewey (who in turn quoted Lincoln’s
Gettysburg Address) that democracy is simply “tbeegnment of the people, for the people
and by the people” (Dewey, 1916: p 303) and caretbee not be dictated by science, nor
can it be univocal: “To the educator for whom gineblems of democracy are at iedhl, the
vital necessity appears to be that of making thmeotion between the child and his
environment as complete and intelligent as possiddth for the welfare of the child and for
the sake of the community. The way this is to mawplished will, of coursejary according

to the conditions of theommunity(...)” (p 289 our italics).
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Transfor ming neur oscience, policy and politicsthrough early childhood care and
education

Indeed, it is a question of whether we should atersine problems of democracy in early
childhood education and carerasal problems, rather than obeying the current “abstract
formalism” (Loevli, 2007) that surrounds early dfibod. This abstract formalism is the very
logic that ties together a preference for “intatigr(development and learning takes place
within each individual) with the desire for control (slards and accountability movements)
and the longing for measureable results (economviestment in “early intervention” and the
child as “human capital”). As shown in the introtian to this book, this is not something
specific to neuroscience and it is not entirely nBgychology and more specifically
developmental psychology was the forerunner ahdsthad a long-lasting impact on early
childhood education. What this book and all itstdbators show is that this logic of abstract
formalism and the unqualified application of theirgscientific paradigm in early childhood
education might be but yet another attempt of abstm ofreal peoplereal practices and

real lives in early childhood care and education.

So, what to do in this current situation? Maybe twhaeeded, is a little bit less of historical
obliviousness and a little bit more of eagernegsdjiurn to, but also (re)invent history.
Because what is then originally arehlly early childhood education about? The significant
Greek origin of educatiors¢holg took place at a place - distinct from both thg-state

(polis) and the househol@ikos - and made possible the study of the world, tmmétion of
knowledge into “common goods” and new generatiengwal of society. Education here had
“the potentialto give everyone, regardless of background, natalaht or aptitude, the time
and space to leave their known environment, risz@themselves and renew (and thus
change in unpredictable ways) the world” (Massah&teSimons 2013:12). Within this
definition of education the focus is not so muchtlomindividual child but rather on the very
place of education, the time and space neededdy the world. It is not about “interiority”,
quite on the contrary it is about the outside ~woeld and the possibility of studying the
world and relating to that world. Neither is itmqarily about results - and certainly not about
pre-defined and measureable results — as it ingitelscreates conditions for new generations’
renewalof society. What is focused here is te&ation between the child and the world. Just
as Dewey claims in the quote above it is “makirgdbnnection between the child and his

environment as complete and intelligent as possihit is of importance. That is, in an
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educational context it is not of interest whetheiits in themselves are intelligent or not.
Rather it is the relation between child and enwvinent in itself that needs to be made
complete and intelligent. Moreover, for Dewey ie tjuote above, the successful making of
complete and intelligent connections between tlie eimd its environment is beneficial both
for the child and for the community. It is the venyenness in this continuously transforming
relation between individual and society that fomg assures democracy as “the government
of the people, for the people and by the peoplais Tmplies that the everyday work in early
childhood practices igeally about assuring the continuous democratic process of
simultaneouslstudying and renewintihe world. Any teacher or for that matter anydme t
comes into contact with very young children, hasditificult task of creating the conditions -
offering and setting up time and space - wherewité and transformative relation between

child and world can happen.

Pedagogy is not applied psychology

Tools for relating the child to the social enviragmh cannot be found in any scientific
discipline that focuses only individuals, intertgricontrol and results. Any attempts to,
within such logic, create any kind of pedagogycluding “neuro-pedagogy” - becomes
nothing more than an oxymoron. Such efforts becwonp®ssible because they don’t even
account for half of the relation that defines ittagsedagogical and educational phenomenon.
Of course, there are many disciplines that offavkiedge that can help us to direct our
educational efforts. Developmental psychologistgehastorically informed us, and continue
to do so, on how children acquire knowledge, on kimevchild’s experimentation is driving it
to new insights (e.g. Piaget, 1975), and how #masrling in inherently relational (e.g.
Stambak et al. 1983), but also culturally defined(Bruner, 1996; Rogoff et al., 2005).
Health sciences have also much contributed to nderstanding of the relations between
mind and body. Neuroscientists will undoubtedlyabé to make substantial contributions to
our knowledge base about how the environment inflas our brain activity. Yet pedagogy

will also be concerned with the questions of edooair what?

As indicated in the preface to this book, toolsrfaking time and space for vital and
transformative relations between child and world lba found precisely within pedagogical
and educational theories that historically haveegigonsistency to educational practices.
There is also a rich array of philosophical andlagcal perspectives that — rather than

obeying the logic of abstract formalism - considducational experiences and events as
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taking place in a processual and contextual whatkas intimately connected to the material
conditions and resources that the very time andesfma education offer. Dewey, for

instance, talks about experience as not pertatoiag individual, but rather to the situation,
the “story” or the “plot” itself, that demands astage, a space, wherein to develop and time
in which to unfold” (Dewey 1934:42). French philpéers Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari
(2004) for their part, replace the individual withncepts, such as “assemblages”, containing
both human and non-human matter that find themsetveontinuous processes of becoming.
Feminist corporeal-materialist aesthetics, as desgiby art theoretician Marsha
Meskimmon, in turn, “challenges conventional corsey subjectivity, moves away from
representation and helps to rethink agency” (Meskom 2016:1). Agency is here not
pertaining to the individual subject, but is sesrfan action” (ibid). This perspective further
shows how bodies and spaces mutually define eden ahd through notions such as
“figuration”, the embedded and positioned subjs@acknowledged at the same time as it
promotes a vision of both material space and thgestias dynamic and transforming entities.
This is, then, a different conceptionrefil than the one presented to us within current aldstrac
formalism in education. Reality is here being gigtatus and modus as material but still
continuously transforming and it is “a thinkingsimaking that matters” (Meskimmon 2016:6).
All of these seem to us to be very fruitful thearattools for contesting current abstract
formalism, but they are also tools that seem capabletting early childhood education and
care take place througittionat place. So, it is not only that we aanfined tovisions of
education that shape practices, it is also thdy ehildhood practices can - and already do -

transformvisions of education through practical work.

We should therefore also take into accawat children’s possibilities to inform and

transform current abstract formalism in early dhiddd education and care. As noted by
Helen Penn, the one’s concerned, are as flagrkaakyng with their presence as the very
invisibility of the grey matter that has come torsatter in early childhood education and
care. Children, even at a very young age do enéeryrof the problems and questions that the
world presents us with, bodies and brains includefibur-year old child once said to us
during a discussion on “having ideas”: “All my ideeome about as | am working, | have all
my ideas in my hands, | think through my hands”wiNthis expression clearly demonstrates
(might even be consideredidenceof) that children not only have ideas worth listgnto,

but also that they havdeas of ideashat might be worth taking into account. In our

continuing work with thiContesting Early Childhoosgeries we will make an effort to pay
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attention to all the counter-effectuations thatdhe’s concernedreal children, teachers,

families - readily and continuously perform in gachildhood education and care.

Upcoming books in the series will, for instancangrforward notions of the public early
childhood teacher, of the aesthetic dimension atation, of space and place - including
material/immaterial tools such as new technologadbessential issues for early childhood
practices. We will (re)turn to and (re)invent cantristorical pedagogical figures and we will
not only continue contesting but also continuerspnt alternatives to the current abstract

formalism in early childhood education and care.

So, “stay tuned” ... there is more to come...
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