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10th December 2008
Response to the first draft of the 
Early Years Learning Framework
from the

Mathematics Education Research Group of Australasia
The Mathematics Education Research Group of Australasia (MERGA) has many members who are interested in prior to school mathematics learning. These include researchers, pre-school and childcare professionals, parents of young children, early years mathematics teachers and members employed in early childhood teacher education and TAFE/VET training institutions. 

Overall, these people were very disappointed with the draft of the Early Years Learning Framework. While the draft has a section on language and literacy, there is no recognition of the development of mathematical concepts and language, or of the importance of this area to young children’s development. In fact, there is little emphasis on learning of anything in the prior-to-school years other than language and literacy: no development in art, music or dance, no development of scientific understandings, and so on. Other than a set of motherhood statements about learning and learning environments, there is little guidance for early childhood educators, carers, parents, centre managers, materials developers or anyone else interested in the learning of children aged 0-5. What is meant to be a guiding framework is a loosely connected collection of statements that provide no clear guidelines and little framework for anyone programming prior-to-school activities. References to “pedagogical leadership” and “a strong culture of learning” are not supported by a framework of general areas of learning. However, MERGA members are most concerned about the lack of recognition that basic mathematical ideas and language are developed at this stage of life.

MERGA members do not suggest that school mathematics content (such as formal counting and addition) be taught in prior-to-school settings.  They do, however, know that children who arrive at school without appropriate levels of understanding of mathematical ideas have little chance of future success — in school, everyday life or future success and employment. The type of learning that occurs in the early years maths activities is also important in the development of general problem solving skills and coping with cognitive challenges, language development and general knowledge. 

The position paper published by ECA and the Australian Association of Mathematics Teachers (AAMT) outlines a set of national recommendations for early childhood educators, teacher education and training institutions, and early education providers (see http://www.aamt.edu.au/documentation/statements). Such documents and their forward-looking recommendations seem to have been ignored by the authors of the framework when they listed four “broad curriculum areas”.

The solution is not to include a section on “multi-literacy” learning outcomes, as seems to be a current proposal.  This is a concocted term that even if understood does not include numeracy. Further, when “literacy” and “numeracy” are linked, there is always much more emphasis given to literacy, and the term “numeracy” leads to low expectations and a focus on number activities. With the term “multi-literacies”, there is likely to be even less understanding and less emphasis on mathematical development.  

It is mathematical activities that need to be programmed into prior-to-school settings, whether they be play-based or more organised experiences such as measuring, cooking, making shapes, or the many such activities that are outlined in a wealth of appropriate printed and on-line resources. It is mathematical activities that parents, carers and teachers can plan — and mathematical concepts that need to be developed. Thus it is really worrying to see that any recognition of the potential for pre-school development of basic mathematical ideas, words and skills is completely missing from the framework. 
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