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Exploring the concept of community in relation to Early Years

practice.

Mark Watson, Student, University of Aberdeen m.watson.09@aberdeen.ac.uk

“Children in families with strong community ties are surrounded by developmental influences”
(Elder & Conger, 2000, p.125). This insight emphasises the importance of a child’s
community in their global development. As an Early Years practitioner, at a primary school in
a town in the North East of Scotland, | regularly encounter various aspects of the community
and often reflect on how much of an influence they have had upon the children within my
classroom. The key theme of this Feature Article is to explore what ‘community’ is in relation
to a child and explore how the influences of a community can affect a child’s learning and
development. This will be done by evaluating a wider definition of ‘community’, using models
such as Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Framework (1979) and indicators proposed by the

Scottish Government, which | will outline below.

The notion of ‘community’ is varied with several views stating different criteria as to which
parameters are necessary to constitute one, suggesting that it cannot be defined outright
(Bruhn, 2011; Hardcastle, Powers et al, 2011; Rosenblatt, 2015). Bryk and Driscoll (1988)
define a community as the attendance and communication of a collective set of values and
common agenda with a shared ethical conduct. The ‘Combat Poverty Agency’ (2000) shares
a similar understanding, suggesting that ‘community’ is a collective and communicative group
of individuals who share a common interest. This links with the importance of communication
within a community suggesting that relationships matter greatly and that social networks are
invaluable in the development of communities (Field, 2003). The idea of ‘community’ can also
relate to a geographical area and common goals within that area (Alperson, 2002; Cordner,
2008). Together, these definitions align with my experiences and what is found in the school
community | work at. The community is engaged in activities and events (such as school
fundraisers; open days for parents and councillors; community sport clubs) to involve
everybody and work together to support all within the local area, including those whom are in

areas of deprivation.

In order to aid my understanding of the complexity of the notion of ‘community’ and the
community that | work within, | engaged with Bronfenbrenner’'s Ecological System

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This framework helps provide a structure to the factors in a
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community which may affect the children in my class and their development.
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Framework is a series of environmental and personal contexts
which can affect the development of a child (Munhall & Fitzsimons, 2001; Spencer, Harpalani
et al, 2006) (See Diagram 1). These contexts are referred to as the: microsystem,

mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

The influence of these ‘systems’ on children can be seen fluidly by different people and

professionals throughout the surrounding community (Underdown, 2007).

Chronosystem
Changes Over Time

Macrosystem
Social and Cultural Values

Exosystem
Indirect Environment

Mesosystem
Connections

Microsystem
Immediate Environment

Diagram 1: ‘Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System’, Psychology Notes HQ (2013)

The microsystem refers to the child’s ‘immediate environment’, which can include the child’s:
close family, neighbourhood or school contexts (Berk, 2000). The microsystem has the
biggest influence on child development and can create experiences which can be extremely
beneficially nurturing, or detrimental to their development (Rogoff, 2003). This primary
influence stems from the child developing love and trust for significant family members whom
can help to create or damage a healthy mentality (Pipher, 1996; Swick, 2004). Within my
school community, it is clear that the microsystem has an impact on children’s behaviour and

academic achievements.
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The mesosystem connects various close influences from the Microsystem together and
provides the connections to the different parts of the child’s life such as when teachers
communicate with parents or a social worker communicating with a sibling of the child
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Berk, 2000; Kawk and Jain, 2016). The exosystem portrays a larger
social system wherein the child doesn't function directly. The influence from this system
occurs through the interaction with other structures (Berk, 2000), such as parent work

schedules or the pressures of family life (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Galinsky, 1999).

The macrosystem pertains more to the cultural and indirect influences affecting a child and
their development. This refers to the influence of organisations related to the child, including:
religious groups, ethnicity or social class (Berk, 2000; McLaren and Hawe, 2005). Shelton
and Brownhill (2008) suggest that a child who has been exposed to and influenced by a
religion from a young age may have differing behaviours and attitudes towards school due to
the cultural norms instilled upon them. Finally, the chronosystem refers to the influence of
time and how it relates to the child’s environment. These can be exterior influences, such as:
the death of a close family member or internal influences such as puberty (Bronfenbrenner,
1989; Shaffer and Kipp, 2010). Additional influences, for example, divorce can greatly
influence how a child develops, depending on how the divorce unfolds and at what stage it

happens in a child’s life (Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992, cited in Shaffer and Kipp, 2010).

Within Scotland, the external influences which affect a child’s learning and development have
been recognised by government policy and legislation, leading to the creation of a relevant
and supportive framework. The Scottish Government developed the framework known as
‘GIRFEC": “Getting It Right For Every Child” (Scottish Executive, 2007), to support children by
supporting the variety of professionals who can influence to the development of a child’s life
(Florian, Black-Hawkins et al, 2007; Hannah, Ingram et al, 2014). This policy, created by the
Scottish Government, has therefore been developed to focus on an Early Years intervention
and prevention strategy, as opposed to waiting until the family are in difficulties (Scottish
Executive, 2007). Additionally, it strives to ensure that the ‘rights of the child’ and their
wellbeing are at the core of all services, with the aim of ensuring that the correct service is

available to the child or young person at all times (Rose, 2012; Coles, Cheyne et al, 2016).

Within the framework are a set of indicators: Safe; Healthy; Achieving; Nurtured; Active;
Responsible; Respected; Included; which is often abbreviated to SHANARRI. These help to
specify areas for professionals to look at in supporting a child (Scottish Executive, 2014) and
their global development. Tisdall and Davis (2015, p.217) state that a child’s quality of well-
being is “defined” by the SHANARRI indicators, suggesting that we can determine a child’s
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level of well-being by using this as a guide. Tisdall and Davis (2015) further debate however
that these indicators may state what well-being is made up of, but do not clarify what it is on a
wider scale. This is due to its failure to look at other contributing factors to well-being such as
societal status, allocation of resources and access to legal support. This suggests that while it
may support us as Early Years Practitioners in understanding the well-being of the children in
our class, it does not clarify the deeper aspects of a child’s well-being and how it may be

affected by the macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), for example.

The community surrounding a school can have varied effects on the social, emotional, mental
development and learning of children within it (Hamilton, 2004; Schaps, Battistich et al, 2004;
McMurray and Clendon, 2011) which is very apparent in the school | work in. Many of the
children that | teach come from a deprived area, which can have a negative effect on their
health, learning and attitudes towards school (Ashford and LeCroy, 2009). The area produces
statistics of deprivation in areas such as income, health, crime and housing, with the most
recent census highlighting a high percentage of adults without qualifications, high
unemployment and for whom English is an additional language, suggesting that this is a

difficult area for children and families to develop in (Local Authority Statistics).

Despite this, the area of deprivation that | work in has a very positive outlook with various
groups and societies which link and support each other within the community, such as extra-
curricular clubs through the school or sports clubs through community centre or local football
team. Linked to this, there is much encouragement in the community to succeed academically
with families interacting with the school and other support agencies to seek help in ensuring
that their children’s needs are met. This suggests that we are beginning to move away from
the “Cultural Deficit Model” (Song & Pyon, 2008, p. 216) and are no longer attaching
stereotyped expectations to a child because of their local area. Pence (1988, cited in Howard
and Johnson, 2000), states that a strong social community can operate as a safety hub for

children, providing support agencies and networks.

The supportive networks found throughout my area help children to succeed in a variety of
ways, as they are a part of something (Thomson, 2010). The School | work at is the central
part of a community as it provides a geographical area of focus and allows people from all
cultures to interact with each other (Vestermark, 1996; Horn, 2002; Malik, 2013). As well as
the formal education provided, the school and the local football club provides the community
with the facilities for children to develop various skills in extracurricular activities (Schneider,
2014; Joslyn, 2016), of which there are many within the area. Children often perceive school

as a safe place to be compared (Ezati, Ssempala et al, 2011; Salter, 2012; Roffey and


http://www.abdn.ac.uk/eitn

Education in the North 24(2) (2017), http://www.abdn.ac.uk/eitn 67

O’Reirdan, 2013). Having these services available allows children to have a supported
network in their lives from which they can develop the various skills they need to succeed,

irrespective of the prejudice of their area.

The community is vital to the children living in the area as it provides them with the support
they need to feel safe; the activities and services they need to stay healthy and active and the
encouragement which they need to achieve their goals. The professionals and networks that
are available can care for them in, what is not often perceived as a caring environment. The
groups, activities and school allow children to feel respected, let them practise responsibility
and feel included. Despite the area being high in deprivation, | conclude that a strong
community which works together for the benefit of each other can help to nurture and protect
the well-being of the children in the community and support the wider education and

development of Scotland’s youth.
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