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Abstract

Digital technologies are increasingly being used to advance children’s knowledge acquisition
and learning in fun and age-appropriate ways and have become an undeniable central part of
children’s lives (Kaye, 2017). This includes digital devices such as computers and tablets,
tools such as cameras, calculators and digital toys, systems such as software and apps,
augmented and virtual reality, and less tangible forms of technology such as the internet
(Johnston et al., 2022). Though digital technologies are pervasive and used by, with and for
very young children, not enough is known about adult attitudes towards digital technology
management. There can be tension between traditional views of young children’s digital
technology use and the reality of their home and educational experiences. Furthermore, most
existing research has focused on children engaged with digital technologies in schools, not at
the ages beforehand.

This study investigated the digital technologies being used by, with and for children at
three and four years of age in their education and home contexts. It also sought to understand
the mediation strategies employed by educators and parents to manage children’s technology
use, facilitate active and constructive engagement, and protect them from unwanted
inappropriate or harmful online interactions. The primary qualitative data came from a
multiple case study design approach of four diverse Western Australian early years centres as
the units of analysis. Within each of early years centre, one director, two educators and three
families participated in interviews, and observations were carried out across multiple
classrooms. Additionally, to enrich the data, a desktop audit of centres public content,
memos, and digital technology policy documentation were collected and analysed. The
qualitative analysis was multifaceted; the audit content, interview data, observation data and
the memo notes required separate methods of qualitative analysis. All were analysed for
common themes in seeking to find answers to the research questions guiding the study. This
included an exploration of the opportunities and risks related to children’s engagement with
digital technologies, specifically at three and four years of age.

Results found some evidence of the participating early years centres using digital
technologies at both an operational level, and at the level of individual children engaging
with digital technologies for learning and in creative ways, as illustrated by a Digital
Technology Activity Framework (Wilson et al., 2023). Furthermore, the study found that
educators and parents desired age-appropriate and constructive guidance as to how to use

digital technologies with young children. This study revealed effective strategies used by
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educators and parents which have the potential inform governments and policymakers and
enable them to create relevant and impactful policies for early years centres, as well as
provide valuable and informed advice guidelines to educators and parents. Based on the
findings, this study recommends firstly that children be allowed to exercise greater agency
when interacting with digital technologies in a safe environment, and secondly that early
years centres develop context specific, clear, and useable digital technology policies to guide

digital technology use in centres and with children.
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1 Chapter 1 — Introduction to the study

1.1 Introduction

Digital technologies are used differently in the education and home contexts by, with and for
young children. The attitudes and digital capabilities of the surrounding adults arguably
determine what digital technologies children access and how they interact with digital
content. Furthermore, many children display remarkably advanced digital skills from the ages
of three and four that allow them to navigate our digital world, and often to learn from digital
content in their everyday lives. When conceptualising this thesis, it was evident that previous
literature had largely neglected the experiences of young children (below five years of age)
and their immersion in digital play and enhanced environments. With the ever-changing
digital landscape, the increased interaction with digital technologies by young children, and
both practical and research experience with children, I aimed to contribute to this limited
knowledge. | am passionate about education improvement initiatives and the research skills
necessary for creating new knowledge and improved outcomes, especially for young
children.

My previous research experience included investigating parenting and teaching styles,
and social behaviour in younger primary school children. As time progresses, social
behaviours are more influenced by immersive digital interactions. Therefore, | was drawn to
investigate this more deeply, to understand how guiding children’s agency and access to
digital experiences affected their learning and play spaces. Previously | had worked with a
longitudinal study and developed a strong socio-cultural understanding and approach to
research. This was further developed through my international experience in both New
Zealand and Mauritian kindergarten and primary schools. Additionally, | have been a
participant in a longitudinal study since pre-birth which further revealed the advantages of
practical research. Overall, my preliminary research and experience gave substance to this
study into digital technology use in Western Australian (WA) early years centres, and the role
of directors, educators, and parents in guiding young children’s engagement with digital
technologies.

This chapter provides both context and reasons for the study. It includes the following
sections: 1) background, 2) problem statement, 3) research aims and objectives, 4) research
questions, 5) research overview, 6) significance of the research, 7) thesis structure and 8) a

chapter summary. Each will be elaborated in the subsequent thesis chapters.
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1.2 Background

Digital technologies are increasingly utilised to advance children’s knowledge acquisition
and learning in fun and age-appropriate ways (Early Childhood Australia [ECA], 2018). This
is true when content protects children’s privacy and children access content based on its age
appropriateness. This, for example, may include a registration process that prevents users
from accessing services not targeted at their age range (Office of the eSafety Commissioner,
2018a). There is potential for tension between traditional, and even popular views of young
children’s digital technology use and the reality of their educational and home experiences.
Children often begin their early years education experience able to use digital technologies,
having grown up with digital technologies as a central part of their lives (Kaye, 2017). This
includes digital devices such as computers and tablets, tools such as cameras, calculators and
digital toys, systems such as software and apps, augmented and virtual reality, and less
tangible forms of technology such as the internet (Johnston et al., 2022). In a prominent
European Union study of young children’s internet use, Holloway et al., (2013) found that
children were going online at increasingly younger ages. More recently, The Office of the
eSafety Commissioner shared that 81% of parents with preschoolers reported their children
having some level of access to the internet (Office of the eSafety Commissioner, 2018b).
With the prevalence of online accessible devices, there is a need to investigate current
attitudes, beliefs, practices, learning benefits and potential risks surrounding children’s use of
technologies in both the early years and home contexts. Moreover, early years educators are
expected to integrate digital technologies into children’s learning environments more than
ever. This expectation is outlined in both the Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF)
(Australian Government Department of Education [AGDE], 2022) and National Quality
Framework (NQF) (Australian Children’s Education & Care Quality Authority [ACECQA],
2012).

Educator and parent mediation strategies are key to fostering positive and safe digital
interactions and experiences for young children. However, the literature often presumes that
the significant adult in the child’s life has the time and digital literacy to participate in, and
monitor children’s digital activities (Bronfenbrenner, 1989). Berson et al., (2021) referred to
digital literacy practices as the use of digital technologies to access information, investigate
ideas, connect with others, and create innovative solutions. The American Academy of
Pediatrics Council on Communication and Media (2016) encourages parents to be aware of

their child’s digital interactions and explain to children how their online experiences relate to

15



the world around them. A review of the literature also reveals that more studies (Livingstone
etal., 2017; Zaman et al., 2016; Plowman & Hancock, 2014; Given et al., 2014; McPake et
al., 2013) focus on children’s personal engagement with digital technology in the home
environment, and fewer (AGDE, 2022; Schriever, 2021; Murcia et al., 2020; Palaiologou,
2016b; Nikolopoulou & Gialamas, 2015; Danby, 2013) explore children’s digital experiences
in early years centres. Therefore, this research has sought to build upon the literature relating
to digital technology use in early years centres and their connection with practices in the
home.

Finally, there is a growing call for early years program leaders to develop and make
available to educators, parents, and children where possible, policies which guide and
supports children’s health, wellbeing and learning with digital technologies (AGDE, 2022).
For early years centres to effectively integrate digital technologies into their contexts, centre
directors and educators would benefit from guiding principles and policies and resources, for
the integration of digital technologies into daily programmes and children’s play. These
principles must ensure the child is placed the centre and are given agency when interacting
with digital technologies. Essentially, the healthy cognitive, social, emotional, and physical

development of the whole child is as important as ever in the digital age (ECA, 2018).

1.3 Problem statement

There has been limited research within the context of early years centres into young
children’s (aged three and four years old) experiences with digital technologies. The
ramifications of pervasive digital technology presence and use is not fully understood for
young children in the early childhood context. Furthermore, educators and parents are
grappling with societal expectations for appropriate and effective digital technology use with
young children. This may be due to young children having more advanced digital
competency than those of adults, which is well established by primary school age
(International Society for Technology in Education [ISTE], 2007). Furthermore, it can be
challenging to ascertain how educator and parent attitudes, as well as their digital
competence, influence how digital technologies are used by, with and for young children
(Tondeur et al., 2020). These aspects often determined the mediation strategies and digital
technology guidelines chosen, which in turn influence the encouragement and fostering of
agency in children’s digital interactions. Therefore, this research has sought to identify the

relationships that exist between each of these aspects, both in the education and home
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contexts. The research also sought to identify where the knowledge gap existed, especially in

reference to digital technology policy implementation in early years centres.

1.4 Research aims and objectives
This study set out to investigate what digital technologies are being used by, with and for
children at three and four years of age in their education and home contexts. The aims were

to:

e add to existing literature of how digital technologies might be beneficial to young
children, their families, and early years education, when fostered and managed in
appropriate ways,

e understand the strategies employed by educators and parents to guide children’s
technology use, facilitate active and constructive engagement, and protect them from
unwanted inappropriate or harmful online interactions,

e demonstrate how early years centres use digital technologies for operational
efficiencies, as well as to enhance children’s learning and play by providing
opportunities for digital experiences, and

¢ make recommendations for the development of digital technology policies in young

children’s early years education contexts.

Specifically, the study has focused on how children, educators and families manage and
prioritised digital interaction. This has included an investigation of how digital technologies
are managed in educational and family settings. Ultimately, this research seeks to inform both
educators and parents on how to guide young children’s use of digital technologies to ensure

safe and meaningful digital interactions.

1.5 Research questions
Based on the research aims and objectives, this research asked the following research

questions. A qualitative study approach framed both the question and three sub-questions.

How are digital technologies used by, with and for young children in early years

centres and in the home?
e What positive and negative aspects associated with young children using digital

technologies are reported by children, early years educators and parents?
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e What main mediation strategies are employed by early years educators and
parents to ensure safe and positive digital interactions for young children?
e What recommendations would be made for developing digital technology policies

in early years centres?

1.6 Research overview

To answer the research questions this study employed a constructivist informed approach to
explore educator and parent beliefs about digital technologies in early childhood. Within the
constructivist paradigm, a subjectivist epistemology was used to understand the relationship
between children’s digital behaviour and their environment. A subjectivist epistemology
assumes that reality can be expressed in a range of systems, and that individuals impose
meaning on the world and interpret it in a way that makes sense (Moon & Blackman, 2017).
The methodological approach employed was a case study research design with multiple case
studies. The context for the research were WA early years centres, and the cases comprised
four diverse metropolitan centres. Within each of the four early years centres; one director,
two educators and three families participated in interviews, and observations were carried out
across multiple classrooms.

Specifically, this study utilised a desktop audit of each centre’s online public profile,
interviews, observations, memos, and digital technology policy reviews to gain insight into
the digital technologies young children in WA engage with, and the opportunities and risks
associated with their use. The desktop audit was carried out prior to observations in the
centres and was conducted to determine how each centre theoretically incorporated digital
technologies and whether they referenced a digital technology policy. Individual, semi-
structured, and confidential interviews were undertaken with each child, their parent, their
educator, and the centre director. Classroom visits were undertaken to document their
perspective of classroom practice and children’s interactions with digital technologies.
Memos were recorded (in both the interviews and observations) to note any key repetitive
themes and interactions. Finally, the study sought to gain access to the current digital
technology policy in each centre to determine how digital technologies were managed in the
education context.

Analysis was multifaceted and required the audit content, interview data, observation
data and the memo notes to have separate methods of qualitative analysis. Importantly, there

were no digital technology policy documents evident across all centres. Thematic analysis
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was selected as the most appropriate method as it allowed flexibility in interpreting large data
sets by sorting them into broad themes. The combination of the language used, images
captured and interpretations by all participants formed the data sets and allowed for a detailed

account of children’s digital technology experiences and environments.

1.7 Significance of the research

This study is significant because it provides a rich description of digital technology practices
within WA early years centres, both operationally and with children. Ongoing attention needs
to be given to research into children’s digital technologies usage to ensure mediation
strategies employed by educators and parents are effective in maximising opportunities for
children’s digital learning and play. The opportunities afforded by digital technologies were
multiple, including allowing for creative and active learning and play that engaged children’s
specific interests, and digital experiences that aligned with children’s developmental stages.
This research into specific strategies utilised by educators and parents of children has the
potential to inform governments and policy makers and enable them to keep policy up-to-date
and relevant. The findings also offer advice and guidance into how digital technologies can
be best utilised and managed in education and home contexts to maximise children’s learning

whilst ensuring children’s safety online.

1.8 Thesis structure

The next chapter, Chapter 2, presents the literature relating to the role of educators and
parents managing young children’s engagement and safety online, including 1) the digital
environment of young children, 2) the types of digital technologies young children engage
with and why, 3) young children’s digital skills, 4) the positive and negative aspects
associated with young children’s digital technology usage, 5) the main mediation strategies
employed by early years educators and parents, 7) digital technology policies in early years
centres and 8) the conceptual framework that informed this research. Chapter 3 then presents
the research overview, theoretical framework, and the methodological approach underpinning
the study, and includes details on the context, participants, data collection and analysis, as
well as the ethical considerations and limitations of the study. Chapter 4 presents the results
from the four participating early years centres and is the lengthiest because it presents each
case in detail, inclusive of the centres participants, the results of the desktop audit and digital
technology policy review, as well as the observation and interview findings. Each centre’s

findings include photographic evidence and participant quotes to illustrate the prevalence and
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value of key themes. This is the nature of case study research which allows for a greater
depth of understanding and reflection of participant voices. Chapter 5 begins with a cross-
case analysis in which key themes from all centres are compared for similarities and points of
difference. It then presents a detailed account of each key theme pertaining to the research
questions. This includes 1) digital technologies, 2) attitudes, 3) mediation strategies, 4) digital
technology policies in early years centres and 5) recommendations from the research. Chapter
6 concludes by reflecting on the research questions and summarising the key findings before

providing the implications for practice and policy, and recommendations for future research.

1.9 Chapter summary

This study has addressed the role of educators and parents in guiding young children’s
engagement with digital technologies, as well as investigated what children themselves think
about digital technologies in both education and home contexts. The research was primarily
based in early years centres in WA, with interviews and observations being carried out in
classrooms of three and four-year-old children. Additionally, parents and children provided
details of how digital technologies were used in home contexts. By examining the role of
educators and parents in managing young children’s engagement with digital technologies,
this study has sought to explore the current digital state of play in both contexts. Specifically,
the cross-case analysis of four early years centres has provided a snapshot into digital
technology usage and revealed not only quality practices, but also what should be included in
digital technology policies and procedures in early years contexts. Ultimately, this has helped
generate a framework applicable to contexts outside of the participating centres in this
research.

In conclusion, this research is timely and warranted as it has identified and documented
both educator and parent practices in fostering children’s online experiences and described
the nature of children’s actual online experiences. It has the potential to inform educational
digital technology practices in early years centres and highlights opportunities for centre-
based digital technology policy development. Finally, it advocates for government investment
in early childhood digital technology policies and regulatory systems for supporting quality

digital technology practices with young children.
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2 Chapter 2 - Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

Chapter 1 presented an overview of the research, including the aims and objectives, and the
questions that framed this study. This chapter now reviews the relevant literature pertaining
and informing the key areas of focus within the study. This includes the digital environment
of young children, and the types of digital technologies young children engage with and why;
examination and analysis of the literature that framed the understanding of the digital skills
that young children acquire as they navigate their digitally influenced world. Emerging from
the literature include previously identified positive and negative aspects associated with
young children’s digital technology usage and the primary engagement and mediation
strategies employed by educators and parents. This is followed by an overview of digital
technology policies mandated or advocated for in early years centres. The chapter then
concludes with a presentation of the conceptual framework that emerged and framed this

study.

2.1.1 Context

Crucially, this research took place during the Covid-19 pandemic and therefore children’s
context was drastically different from their normal routines and activities. Parents, educators,
and children learnt to utilise new technologies and artefacts (Luo et al., 2022). As the
pandemic progressed, some children were forced to attend school online, and parents were
provided with resources from schools on how to continue their children’s schooling. This
bought multiple challenges including issues surrounding stable internet connection, a lack of
adequate devices in homes to enable children to connect virtually with their peers and
educators, and inadequate guidance for parents and children on how to operate digitally
amongst such uncertainty.

The pandemic influenced early years centres in similar ways. Early years educators had
to create digital content that would keep children cognitively, socially, and physically active.
For example, research by Luo et al., (2023) showed that educators largely relied on pre-
recorded lessons as their primary instructional strategy. This allowed educators to pre-empt
parent and children questions, eliminated out-of-sync internet issues, and allowed children to
rewatch videos multiple times. Some educators even used digital technologies to augment
their voices to toy characters or apply face filters to create engaging digital content (Luo et

al., 2023). This protected their privacy while curating content according to the curriculum.

21



While these were the benefits, challenges associated with swapping to solely digital content
became event during the pandemic. Some educators had not yet harnessed their digital skills
and struggled with the expectation of creating digital content that would be permanently
shared with parents. Each of these factors impacted children’s engagement in the on-line
learning environment, as generally younger children were more disengaged that older
children (Luo et al., 2023). Further, it is difficult to predict what the educational landscape
will look like after the full impact of the pandemic passes (Blackley et al., 2021). Equal
access and opportunities to take advantage of digital technologies for young children was
discussed during the Covid-19 pandemic (Flack et al., 2020). While the research of Flack et
al., (2020) focused primarily on primary-aged children, the same ramifications reach down

into early years education contexts.

2.2 The digital environment of young children

It is important to understand the context surrounding young children in relation to the digital
elements they interact within their play and learning environments. Children’s development
and appropriation of digital capabilities are affected by social relationships and the world
around them. Bronfenbrenner (1979) acknowledged multiple social systems at various
distances that impact an individual’s life, including a microsystem (e.g., family), mesosystem
(e.g., school), exosystem (e.g., school community) and macrosystem (e.g., dominant
ideologies). Bronfenbrenner (1989) also added that children’s interactions with their
environment influenced their development.

Many factors affect the presence of digital technologies in the home, and how parents
manage their children’s digital interactions. As Bronfenbrenner (1989) suggested, children
are at the centre of their contexts, with their family, education context and communities
contributing to their everyday experiences. The home environment is the first context where
children access and interact digital technologies (Ozturk & Ohi, 2019; Kervin et al., 2018),
and family circumstances and socioeconomic status influence the digital technologies present
in the home (Plowman et al., 2014). For example, children may have bedtime stories
delivered by their parent using a tablet as a book (Danby, 2013), or may be given a parent’s
phone to watch an animation while waiting at the doctor’s surgery. After the family home,
the education context is usually the next digital environment for young children (Wilson et
al., 2023; Preradovic et al., 2016; Danby et al., 2013; Yelland, 2011).

This study was informed by two influential international positions on digital

technology use in young children’s education contexts: the United Nations (UN) Convention
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on the Rights of the Child [UNCRC], General Comment Number 25 (2021) and the U.S.
Department of Education’s guiding principles (2016). The UNCRC, General Comment
Number 25 (2021), in relation to the digital environment, reiterated that children developing
independent ideas and having a right to be involved in decisions that affect them should be at
the forefront of decisions made around their opportunities and wellbeing. Comment 25
provides guidance on legislative and policy measures to ensure compliance with the
Convention, and to ensure children’s rights are met within the digital environment (UNCRC,
2021). Additionally, the principles state that when used appropriately, digital technologies
can be a tool for learning and should be used to increase access to learning opportunities for

all children (U.S. Department of Education, 2016, p.7). The guiding principles state:

=

Technology, when used appropriately can be a tool for learning.

2. Technology should be used to increase access to learning opportunities for all
children.

3. Technology may be used to strengthen relationships among parents, families, early
educators, and young children.

4. Technology is more effective for learning when adults and peers interact or co-view

with young children.

Elements of these principles were also evident in a range of Australian early years sector
governing frameworks (National Laws and Regulations, EYLF and NQF). The National
Laws and Regulations include the Education and Care Services National Law (WA) Act 2012
(Government of Western Australia, 2012) and the Education and Care Services National
Regulations. Both the laws and regulations guide the NQF. Both the EYLF and the NQF
highlight the expectation for educators to integrate digital technologies into children’s
learning environments. The EYLF, a national framework created to ensure quality and
consistency in early childhood programs across Australia, acknowledge the importance of
building digital capacity among young children through Outcomes 4.4 and 5.5 (AGDE,
2022). This was first introduced in 2009 and updated in 2022. Learning Outcomes 4.4 and 5.5
discuss digital technologies and the way in which educators are required to guide children’s
engagement with digital technologies, support children to navigate their ideas, and represent
their thinking in a digital manner (AGDE, 2022). Both outcomes promote digital technologies
in encouraging new and creative ways of thinking. Specifically, Outcome 4.4 states “children
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resource their own learning through connecting with people, place, technologies, and natural

and processed materials ” (p. 51). This, as stated, is evident when,

“...children explore the purpose and function of a range of tools, media, sounds and
graphics, experiment with different technologies, use digital technologies and media
to investigate and problem solve, express, and respond to ideas and feelings using a
range of creative media including photography and digital technologies and more”

(p. 56).

Furthermore, the outcome states that educators should “select and introduce appropriate
tools, technologies and media and provide the skills and develop their skills and knowledge
with digital technologies and media in their curriculum to use them confidently with
children” (p. 56). Outcome 5.5 states that “children should use digital technologies and
media to access information, investigate ideas and represent their thinking” (p. 63). This, as

stated is evident when children,

“...identify technologies and their use in everyday life, incorporate real or imaginary
technologies as features of their play, use digital technologies to access images and
information, explore diverse perspectives and make sense of their world, develop
simple skills to operate digital devices, such as turning on and taking a photo with a
tablet, use digital technologies and media for creative expression (e.g. designing,
drawing, composing), engage with technologies and media for fun and social
connection, identify basic icons and keys (e.g. delete button) and use them to support
their navigation (e.g. click, swipe, home, scroll) and understand these terms and
adopt collaborative approaches” (p. 63).

Again, the expectation is that educators provide access to a variety of technologies and teach
the necessary skills and techniques to engage with the available resources (AGDE, 2022).
The introduction of the NQF in 2012 presents a regulatory framework designed to oversee
early childhood sector standards and reinforce the expectation of digital technologies being
used for and with children, through Quality Areas 3, 4 and 7. Quality Area 3 focuses on the
physical environment and references the use of technologies. Element 3.2.2 states that
“educators introduce appropriate technologies to enhance children’s learning”, and
“children engage with technologies for experimentation” (ACECQA, 2012). Quality Area 4
focuses on staffing and states that services with fewer than 25 children can engage with an
early childhood teacher exclusively online using information technology. Quality Area 7
focuses on governance and leadership and references the availability of information

technology for administration, planning, evaluation, and communication. This includes
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enrolment information, children’s health information, and other data pertinent to the child.
The EYLF and NQF digital technologies requirements encourage educators to increase their
digital literacy to co-construct knowledge with children (Mantilla & Edwards, 2019), and
effective preservice training and ongoing professional development is essential to providing
educators with the digital capabilities to select, use, integrate, and evaluate appropriate digital
technologies in the educational environment (Wilson et al., 2023; Nikolopoulou, 2021;
Donohue & Schomburg, 2017).

In addition, both EYLF Principle 2 (partnerships) and NQF Element 6.2.1 require
educators to utilise digital technologies to communicate with parents (Wilson et al., 2023).
Digital platforms such as Storypark, Seesaw and Xplor are available for documenting
children’s experiences, routines and facilitating parent communication (White et al., 2021;
Stratigos & Fenech, 2021). While privacy policies vary slightly between the platforms, each
has its own policy on data ownership. For example, a parent is the administrator of a child’s
Storypark portfolio but does not ‘own’ a child’s portfolio (other than the content they have
created themselves). Rather, the content is owned by the educator, and therefore usually the
educator’s employer. However, under Storypark’s Terms of Use (Storypark, 2021), parents
are granted a lifetime license to administer and use on behalf of the child as part of all parties
agreeing to the Terms of Use.

Parents ultimately control their children’s digital footprint and have the right to
remove their children’s information off the internet, but not necessarily from a centre’s
records. Arguably, educators who are digitally capable should be able to seamlessly integrate
the demands of updating the digital platforms during their workday with the children. Social
media, such as Facebook and online messaging, can also be used for communication between
centres and home, and policies should therefore guide digital communication in this manner.
This should include who posts and maintains the social media platform, and who accesses
and replies to messages. While social media might be an efficient means of communication,
many centres opt to instead utilise digital platforms.

Both the EYLF and NQF affirm the need to develop independence and foster agency
in young children’s digital interactions and experiences and are informed by social
constructivist calls for greater independence and agency to build young children’s digital
skills and capacities (Tay, 2021; Kewalramani & Veresov, 2021; Mantilla & Edwards, 2019;
Heikkila & Mannila, 2018; Rogoff, 2003). For children in early years centres in WA, these
expectations influence the presence and use of digital technologies in their daily context.
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Additionally, both documents represent an important call for educators provide quality digital

experiences and consistency in early childhood programs across Australia.

2.3 Types of digital technologies young children are engaging with and why
Digital technologies include a range of devices and learning tools that may be internet
accessible and can be either screen-based (Edwards et al., 2018; Major & Watson, 2018;
Axford et al., 2018) or non-screen-based (Aranda et al., 2022; Berson et al., 2019). Digital
devices include game consoles, music and video players, televisions, tablets, mobile phones
and desktop or laptop computers (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2016a). ECA (2018)
states that digital technologies should allow people to share, communicate, store, retrieve and
manipulate digital data for education, entertainment, recreational, organisational, and work
purposes. Johnston et al., (2022) also recognised that children are interacting not only with
devices such as personal computers, tablets, cameras, calculators, and digital toys, but with
systems such as software and apps, augmented and virtual reality, and less tangible forms of
technology such as the internet. In summary, the digital experiences of young children in both
education and home contexts vary considerably (Parette & Blum, 2014; Gutnick et al., 2011).
Literature referring to the digital technologies utilised in family homes is readily
accessible. Parents have reported that their children have access to YouTube and YouTube
Kids, streaming services for television shows or movies (e.g., Netflix or STAN), single player
games, multiplayer games, Reading Eggs, Mathseeds, and social media (Office of the eSafety
Commissioner, 2018b). Furthermore, children engage with a wide variety of digital
technologies for educational, entertainment and creative purposes (Murcia et al., 2022;
Rideout & Robb, 2020; Konca & Koksalan, 2017; Chaudron et al., 2015; Duffy & Bruns,
2006). For example, Davidson et al. (2014) reiterated the benefits of YouTube as a teaching
tool for specific topics. Each child had a unique context in which they were permitted access
to digital technologies, making it important to identify all possible digital devices used to
access digital content. Numerous researchers have documented young children’s use of
digital technologies across many different countries (Rideout & Robb, 2020; Konca &
Koksalan, 2017; Chaudron et al., 2015). In Australia, one exploratory research study looked
at 15 preschool children (three to five-year olds) and their use of different technologies in
their individual homes (Given et al., 2014). The researchers found that of the 15 participating
households, seven had tablets and six had smartphones available for children’s use. Many
children (45% of the participants) engaged independently with digital technologies and were

able to complete activities without adult intervention (Given et al., 2014). Even children in
26



economically challenged households use newer interactive and mobile media daily (Council
on Communications and Media, 2016). With one third of Australian children owning their
own tablet or smartphone (ACMA, 2020), both Mantilla and Edwards (2019), and Zabatiero
et al., (2018) report that children aged birth to two years spend an average of 14 hours and
children aged three to five spend an average of 26 hours per week engaging with digital
technologies.

Digital devices with internet accessibility pose more of a management challenge for
parents but can provide a range of opportunities and new skills. Across Australia, parents
have reported that their young children use the internet for a range of purposes including: 1)
entertainment, 2) new skill development, 3) to keep them occupied, 4) education, 5) creative
activities, 6) to unwind or calm down and, 6) to prepare them for school (Office of the
eSafety Commissioner, 2018b). When a range of devices is available to young children, they
learn a range of skills that contribute to their development. For example, creative purposes
can include looking at novel ideas playfully, freedom of choice, making connections and
comparing ideas (Murcia et al., 2020; Hannaway & Steyn, 2017). Each learned skill
contributes to the overall healthy child.

Early years education should recognise children’s digital experiences, given how
much they interact with digital technologies in the family home (McPake, et al., 2013). There
is a growing body of research into effective pedagogy, especially in the early years setting
(Aranda et al., 2022; Murcia et al., 2022; Murcia & Cross, 2022; Chaudron et al., 2015). The
types of digital technologies present in early years centres may differ from family homes, and
the purpose of their use in the classroom is usually curriculum related or for communication
with parents. For example, researchers report many early years centres utilise digital
platforms to communicate with parents, and many families appreciated receiving regular
updates via these platforms (Reynolds & Duff, 2016). Platforms, such as Storypark and
Xplor, combine photographs, videoclips, text, and audio files, and have widely replaced
paper-based documentation (White et al., 2021). Sometimes, digital technologies are used for
entertainment purposes, which positively effect children’s overall wellbeing (Johnston, 2021;
Bohnert & Gracia, 2021). Stratigos and Fenech (2021) state that early years education is
immersed in the app generation, whereby digital platforms are used for digital
documentation, assessment for learning and parent communication. Papadakis et al., (2017)
acknowledged that educators should be able to assess apps for their effectiveness in

educational practice. Each type of digital technology serves a purpose within the learning
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environment, with some serving multiple purposes. For example, some technologies have
multiple functions such as a tablet being a camera, an audio recorder, and a digital canvas
(Fielding & Murcia, 2022).

According to Houen and Danby (2022), digital technologies need to be authentically
integrated into early years education. This integration is in alignment with a genuine need to
use digital technologies (mandatory in Australia). The benefits include being connected with
people, information and memories as well as responding and reacting to what the children are
interested in within their classroom at the time. They draw on evidence from two research
studies funded by the Australian Research Council (Investigating Mobile Technologies in
Young Children’s Everyday Worlds and Interacting with Knowledge, Interacting with
People: Web Searching in Early Childhood) (Houen & Danby, 2022). The mobile
technologies included YouTube, web searching for information and images, online shopping,
email, and maps. Digital technologies were used: 1) to encourage cultural and everyday
experiences of home, school, and community, 2) for information seeking, investigating and
problem solving, 3) to support home and school relationships, 4) to move from technology
into play-based activities, and 5) to support communication and connect globally (Houen &
Danby, 2022; Danby et al., 2013; Danby, 2013). For example, platforms such as Skype or
Zoom were used in classrooms to connect with others around the globe (Morgan, 2013). Each
example utilised different digital skills and varied across education contexts.

Another purpose of digital technologies in early years centres included educators
using tablets, SMART boards, or Bluetooth speakers to facilitate digital story times with
children (Preradovic et al., 2016). Digital stories often made lessons enjoyable, and
encouraged the improvement of language skills, interest, attitudes, attention, and motivation
in positive ways (Girmen & Kaya, 2018). Additionally, varied digital technology usage
across centres and in the home led to children learning how to operate devices and engage
with digital content. Importantly children’s digital skills and capabilities are best encouraged

when guided in intentional ways (Fielding & Murcia, 2022; Murcia & Tang, 2019).

2.4 Young children’s digital skills and capabilities

The International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) has highlighted many
foundational digital technology core competencies and skills which can be established by age
five (ISTE, 2007). Additionally, both Bers et al., (2019) and Elkin et al., (2016) have

demonstrated that three-year-olds can master skills and demonstrate problem solving abilities
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when interacting with digital technologies. Dong (2018) reported that many early childhood
educators believed that digital technologies benefitted young children’s language, creative,
literacy and problem-solving skills in addition to building their digital skills and capabilities.
The terms digital skills and digital literacy are referred to throughout the literature with
similar intent. Digital skills include how children operate digital technologies. Both educators
and parents play crucial roles in both the adoption of digital technologies and children’s
development of digital skills (Livingstone, 2007). The acquisition of digital skills is
influenced by the child’s age and access to digital technologies, their digital use, attitudes of
the adults closest to them, and by both online and offline capacities and activities (Helsper &
Eynon, 2010). By contrast, Twinkl (2023) defines digital literacy as an ability and skill to
find, evaluate, utilise, share, and create digital content. Additionally, Twinkl adds that digital
literacy includes skills such as uploading YouTube content and sharing on Facebook (Twinkl,
2023). Digital literacies therefore refer to practices across technologies and media involving
reading, writing and multimodal communication and meaning-making, advanced by digital
play or other playful and creative activities (Fleer & Rai, 2023; Fleer, 2018; Arnott, 2016;
Marsh, 2016).

Research has shown that digital technologies can enhance creative expression and
foster creativity in children (Fielding & Murcia, 2022; Murcia et al., 2022; Murcia, 2021;
Murcia et al., 2020; Kucirkova & Sakr, 2015). These researchers align creativity with an
ability to generate original ideas appropriate to the task at hand (Murcia, 2021). However,
there has been little research focused on young children, digital technologies, and the
development of creativity (Fielding & Murcia, 2022). Murcia et al., (2020) suggest that
appropriately designed technologies can in fact foster creativity through the integration of
Beebots or iPads into the learning environment. This requires children to have a basic
understanding of these devices, and an element of skill when interacting with them.

Today, young children have the capacity to manage many aspects of their online
experiences. Campbell and Speldewinde (2022) state that agency comes with competence,
and agency facilitates the opportunity to act on behalf of oneself or others. Developers of
digital content and applications aim to connect with the range of digital skills young children
possess when creating interactive content and activities. For example, young children may
not yet possess the fine motor skills or literacy required to use a mouse and keyboard (Office
of the eSafety Commissioner, 2020a). Therefore, developers create applications that are

simpler and fit for younger ages, and there is increased uptake by younger children. Children
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are learning earlier in life to control and install a wide range of applications and they can
search the internet leading to more advanced online competencies. The U.S. Department of
Education (2016) has argued that integrated digital tools may empower young children by
providing them with a voice. Papadakis and Kalogiannakis (2017) state that because tablets
and touchscreen devices only require the use of a finger, they can be attractive for young
children to engage with as touchscreen technologies require only the capacity to point, touch
and drag items on the screen. Axford et al., (2018) added that touchscreen technologies
provide opportunities for children to employ motor skills such as pinching, dragging and
pointing. Importantly, children’s capabilities are limited by their levels of cognitive
development so educators and parents need to be thoughtful when selecting the types of
digital technologies for integration into children’s learning environments.

According to Plowman (2015), digital technologies also support social interaction. In
classrooms, young children can use digital technologies as opportunities for social interaction
which requires educators to model collaborative learning and turn taking (ECA, 2018).
Although not specifically a digital skill, the overall skills encouraged by digital technologies
are manifold. Overall, children quickly master the basics of operating iPads, tablets, and
smartphones, and soon understand most versions of age-appropriate web-based activities and
applications (Falbe, 2015). Given children’s engagement with increasingly complex online
technologies, a considered and comprehensive look at associated positive and negative

aspects is required, to gain an understanding of both opportunities as well as risks.

2.5 Positive and negatives associated with young children using digital technologies
Educators and parents offer a range of attitudes towards young children and digital
technologies. Inan and Lowther (2010) researched the effects of educators’ characteristics
and perceptions of contextual factors influencing digital technology integration and found
that educators beliefs about technology strongly influenced the use and inclusion of digital
technologies in their classrooms. Tondeur et al., (2020) suggested that educators’ attitudes
and digital competence were two crucial influencing factors upon how digital technologies
were used by, with and for young children. Multiple researchers (Kalogiannakis & Papadakis,
2019; Hatzigianni & Kalaitzidis, 2018; Palaiologou, 2016a; Sharkins et al., 2016; Aldhafeeri,
et al., 2016; Blackwell et al., 2014; Teichert & Anderson, 2014) have investigated educator
attitudes towards digital technologies with young children, as well as how digital
technologies could be successfully integrated into early years contexts. Despite this, there is

still the need to develop a deeper understanding of the process of engaging digital
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technologies in play and learning activities in early years centres (Gjelaj et al., 2020). It is
also well documented that parental perceptions and attitudes play a crucial role in children’s
digital technology engagement and the development of their digital literacy (Marsh, 2016:
Dias et al., 2016; Nikken & Jansz, 2014) with Lauricella et al., (2015) noting that parental
attitude was key in the amount of young children’s screen time. Furthermore, parents own
digital literacy affected their confidence to protect children from online risks (Durak &
Kaygin, 2020).

There are several reported positive and negative aspects associated with young
children using digital devices to access the internet. Primarily, most adults seek to guide
children to use digital technologies in a wise and balanced manner (Plowman, 2015; Ernest et
al., 2014). Online digital devices present many opportunities to learn, connect and create
(Office of the eSafety Commissioner, 2020a) while Blum-Ross and Livingstone (2016) state
that online time can facilitate learning in literacy and numeracy, general academic
achievement, and both hard and soft skills, including creativity and personal expression.
Digital technologies can also encourage connection with others in the physical world. For
example, research by Arnott (2016) analysed how social clusters emerged in children’s (three
to five-year-olds) digital play time at two preschools. A nine-month observation revealed that
children exercised considerable agency in shaping their own digital play, demonstrating that
children can effectively navigate their social interactions within the domain of education
technologies by using different methods of communication, teamwork, and leadership
(Arnott, 2016). However, Zabatiero et al., (2018) has cautioned that digital technologies
should not entirely replace opportunities for physical activities or movement.

Importantly, digital technologies can generate dialogue and encourage social
interactions that may not otherwise happen regularly (Gillen et al., 2018). A further positive
reported aspect is that many children are able to utilise online technologies before they can
read and write. They subsequently learn lessons earlier, and therefore more school ready.
Age-appropriate design features, such as voiceover support to guide children through content
allows children to not only utilise digital technologies, but to gain self-regulatory capabilities
and acquire knowledge as they do so (Day et al., 2019; Falbe, 2015). According to Segal-
Drori and Shabat (2021), there is increasing evidence that well designed and age-appropriate
digital technologies can effectively support children’s development. Finally, digital
technologies can promote effective communication and meaningful interactions with others
(Hsin et al., 2014).
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By contrast, there are numerous concerns reported with young children’s digital
technology usage. Many studies have reported educator and parent concerns over the physical
effects on the child, such as the long term effects on their eyes, attention span, levels of
discipline, social skills, language development, playfulness, poor posture, repetitive
movements, or sedentary activities (Straker et al., 2018; Makransky & Lilleholt, 2018;
Livingstone et al., 2017; Tremblay et al., 2017; Department of Health, 2017; American
Academy of Pediatrics Council on Communications and Media, 2016; Haughton et al., 2015;
Freina & Ott, 2015; Livingstone & Helsper, 2008). Others have reported cognitive,
emotional, and social concerns. Cognitive concerns include limited learning opportunities,
shortened attention spans and fewer verbal interactions (Luckin, 2018; Ferranti, 2016), while
emotional concerns include addiction, depression, and access to inappropriate content (Office
of the eSafety Commissioner, 2018a; Kostyrka-Allchorne et al., 2017). Wider societal
concerns that inappropriate digital technologies negatively impact children’s development
have been reported by Erinfolami (2021), the Council on Communications and Media (2016)
and Zabatiero et al., (2018). Social concerns revolve around isolation, distraction from
outdoor play with peers, learning how to behave in appropriate ways and cyber-bullying
(Schriever, 2021; Office of the eSafety Commissioner, 2020a; Office of the eSafety
Commissioner, 2018b; Haughton et al., 2015; Chaudron et al., 2015; Plowman & Hancock,
2014). Finally, other concerns include the overall level of usefulness, the ease of use of the
technologies and the financial costs associated with digital devices (Makransky & Lilleholt,
2018), along with parent and educator anxiety around their own lack of digital skills. Further
research is necessary to unpack the most prominent concerns.

Specifically, in their systematic review of educators’ attitudes towards digital
technology utilisation, Luo et al., (2021) stated that 28% of their articles revealed positive
attitudes, while 15% revealed negative or uncertain attitudes among teachers. Educators
concerns generally mirrored those of parents, and they largely dictated how digital
technologies were embedded and used by children in their classrooms. Similarly, McArthur
et al., (2022) defined screen time as television, computer, or video games. Ebbeck et al.,
(2016) reported that some educators referred to time spent with digital technologies as screen
time, and their concern was that screens inhibited development in other fields. In general,
early years educators report hesitance in using digital technologies with young children (Pila
et al., 2022). Educators cite lack of confidence (Sheehan & Rothschild, 2020; Gillen et al.,
2018; Blackwell et al., 2014), lack of knowledge (Pendergast et al., 2017), lack of training
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(Nikolopoulou, 2021) and workload issues (Stratigos & Fenech, 2021) as reasons for
reluctance in using digital technologies. In response, ECA (2018) notes that if educators are
concerned about children’s high home-based digital technology use, they can view their
classroom as an opportunity to either restrict use in or model positive use. However,
educators do not always fully understand the scope of children’s digital activities and
therefore may not value digital technologies as a means for advancing children’s
competencies in the early years setting (Wood et al., 2019).

Parents appear to approach their children’s digital technology interactions with great
caution and most parents report being uncertain about the harms associated with digital
technologies resulting from excessive screen time and the nature of some digital content
(Plowman & Hancock, 2014). Research by Papadakis and colleagues (2019), however,
revealed most parents held positive attitudes towards their children’s use of smart mobile
technologies both at home and in their education context. Blum-Ross and Livingstone (2016)
evaluated interview data from 65 families about their digital media practices and reported that
parents held concerns around: 1) conduct risks, such as ‘sexting’ or misuse of personal
information, 2) content risks, such as pornographic or misleading content, 3) contact risks,
such as stalking or impersonation; and 4) commercial risks such as advertising, excessive or
hidden marketing, in-app purchases, or scams. The most commonly reported parental
negative aspects include exposure to harmful, inappropriate, or unsettling content. Children
were more exposed to inappropriate content on YouTube, and through search engines due to
the autocomplete features and prompts (Holloway et al., 2013). In Australia in 2016 - 2017,
14% of parents in connected households with children aged 5-14 revealed that a child had
been exposed to inappropriate material and in 5% of these, a child aged 5-14 had been subject
to cyberbullying (ABS, 2016a). Although the ABS data derives from older children than
participants in this study, it still highlights the vulnerability of young people, the potentially
long-lasting and harmful impact of internet misuse and, therefore, why educators and parents
must exercise caution around children’s online accessibility. Digital technologies provide
access to endless sources of information and social resources (Dias et al., 2016), and
therefore present risks for all children who are particularly vulnerable (Holloway et al.,
2013).

In a report by the Office of the eSafety Commissioner (2018a) involving 710 Australian
parents of preschool children two to five years old, parents reported several concerns around

their child being online. The top five concerns included: 1) accessing or being exposed to
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inappropriate content other than pornography (39%), 2) online addiction (34%), 3) accessing
or being exposed to pornography addiction (30%), 4) accessing, or being exposed to violent
content (30%) and 5) contact with strangers or inappropriate invitations to meet offline
(24%). While Mourlam et al., (2019) recognise that early education should be responsive to
the needs of the learner, the increased use of digital technologies by young children pressures
educators to take advantage of these technologies to improve learning opportunities. With the
expectation of a seamless integration of technology into their existing pedagogies, educators
can justifiably hold reservations for the safety and effectiveness of children’s engagement
with potentially unfamiliar technologies. This therefore becomes a focus in this study in an
effort to further evaluate and understand the positive and negative aspects of young children
using digital technologies in early years centres, as well as understanding parent concerns.
Importantly, research highlighting concerns (Erinfolami, 2022; Palaiologou, 2016b; Jago et
al., 2012) now leads to a necessary discussion on mediation strategies employed by both

educators and parents.

2.6 Mediation strategies employed by educators and parents
Both educators and parents, intentionally and unintentionally, model digital behaviours while
managing children’s engagement with digital technologies and the fostering of safe
environments. However, it is becoming increasingly difficult for educators and parents to
manage children’s use of devices that have increasing access to content, growing
technological complexity, constant updates, and adaptations to new versions, which are often
personalised and portable (Haddon & Vincent, 2014; Mascheroni & Olafsson, 2014).
Accordingly, an understanding of mediation strategies in both the education and home
environments compliment research on the opportunities and challenges associated with
children’s digital use. There are a wide variety of mediation strategies documented
throughout the literature including time and location limitations, certain site restriction (by
verbal instruction), limiting permissions, parental controls, control on tasks to be completed
first, limited access to devices (take it away), filters and use of technologies as reward
systems to mediate how and what children access (Livingstone et al., 2017; Livingstone &
Helsper, 2008). Each mediation strategy shapes the development of children’s digital skills
and is influenced by parent and educator beliefs (Mertala, 2019).

In the education context, mediation of digital technologies can be somewhat varied
and haphazard. Some centres may have policies that determined how and for what purpose

digital technologies are used, but there is little research into specific mediation strategies. For
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young children in early years centres, educators are important influencers of digital children’s
engagement and consequently their online safety (Sharkins et al., 2016). The mediation or
management strategies employed by educators are usually linked to centre leadership or
overarching centre vision statements, as there are rarely formal policies regarding digital
technology integration into classrooms.

In the home context, digital technology time is monitored in various ways, and the focus
of recent research has been to take a proactive stance, embracing the opportunities that
children encounter when engaging with digital technologies (Livingstone et al., 2017; Office
of the eSafety Commissioner, 2018a; Zaman et al., 2016). Some mediation strategies are
primarily reactionary to children’s behaviours (Hiniker et al., 2016). At minimum, some
harmful content is illegal (according to the Australian Government regulations) or managed
by the Code of Conduct and guidelines adhered to by platforms used for children’s activities
or applications. Educators and parents then chose to further enforce safety measures beyond
those safeguards; they should never be fully trusting of automatic child protection safeguards.
Blum-Ross and Livingstone (2016) further acknowledged that parental roles should include
more than simply policing their child's access. Instead, they can be key players in ensuring
children capture the unique benefits offered by the digital age. Overall, three types of
mediation strategies are commonly referenced (Livingstone et al., 2015; Nikken & Jansz,
2014; Wu et al., 2014; Livingstone & Helsper, 2008), namely:

e active mediation, which involves negotiation between parents and children regarding
the content being viewed with digital technology,

e Co-viewing, with parent(s) remaining present alongside their children, and

e restrictive strategies whereby parents set rules regarding the content, location, and

duration of digital technology use.

Specifically, Nikken and Jansz (2014) focused on Dutch parents of children aged two to 12
years of age and identified five mediation styles in family homes including the three reported
above, as well as restrictive content-specific mediation and supervision, for example, banning
certain websites, and close monitoring of children’s online access. This is also been referred
to as content management (Sharkins et al., 2016) and content risk (Staksrud & Livingstone,
2009). Content risk can include violent or sexual content that may be inadvertently displayed
when children engage with online digital content (Staksrud & Livingstone, 2009). Plowman
(2015) also reported children’s digital interactions to be strongly mediated by parents but in
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her research, parents were sometimes unaware of how to deal with issues such as optimal
screen time. For Plowman (2015), the regulation of children’s digital play needed to be
flexible, and parents needed to keep an open mind in their mediation strategies.

With a rapidly changing media landscape, new strategies are continuously needed to
manage children’s online safety. Some parents enforce time limits or use software filters to
manage their child’s online time while others may use more active strategies, such as talking
with their child about internet safely, and co-use devices (Smahelova et al., 2017; Zaman et
al., 2016). Most parents and carers use a combination of mediation strategies. For example,
the Australian Office of the eSafety Commissioner (2018b) reported that parents used a
variety of strategies to supervise their young children’s activities including viewing what is
on their screen, viewing their children but not what is on their screen, checking on them
intermittently, monitoring the amount of internet use, and using parental controls so they do
not need direct supervision. In addition, the report identified some who gave no supervision
at all. Shin and Li (2017) acknowledged the lack of consensus as to which mediation strategy
is most popular or effective and that not all parents practice the same levels or types of
mediation.

Blum-Ross and Livingstone (2016) stated that children who were heavily restricted in
their internet access tended to be exposed to fewer risks (both physical and content related
risks), but also to obtained fewer opportunities for learning and engagement. Further to this,
an eSafety Commissioner report suggested that parents of two to five-year olds tended to
favour a restrictive parenting style, whereas as children got older, parents returned to an open
parenting style (Office of the eSafety Commissioner, 2018a). Specifically, the same report
indicated that these parents were 24% more likely to identify with a restrictive digital
technology parenting style, including attempts to control access and set rules around online
time (Office of the eSafety Commissioner, 2018a).

Mediation may be most effective when there are other safeguards also at work such as
physically supervising the child’s online time, and installing built-in platforms and in-app
software on home devices (Blum-Ross & Livingstone, 2016). Overall, Blum-Ross and
Livingstone (2016) note that active mediation strategies encourage parents to hold an
opportunity-based perspective, as parents are the main digital technology providers who
usually select the devices, apps, and games that children access. Additionally, Sweeney et al.,
(2019) noted that the strategies parents chose tended to be motivated by fears of possible
negative effects, which were not necessarily the real risks. Finally, some families did not
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have rules or expectations regarding their children’s digital technology use (Mendoza, 2009).
Mediation strategies that worked to guide the children and ‘co-experience’ best positioned

them to participate online in a safe and positive way.

2.7 Digital technology policies in early years centres

The interests of children should feature prominently in policy and practice (OECD, 2020;
James & Prout, 2015). Recently, the EYLF (AGDE, 2022) focussed on early childhood
education, care, and development as a national policy priority. The mandating of digital
technologies in early years contexts are part of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) macrosystem and
needs to be fully considered in this research. The value and use of digital technologies in
early years contexts is increasingly important in research, policy developments, curriculum,
and practice (Schriever et al., 2020). Therefore, digital technology polices must cover all
elements of digital technology use by, with and for children in early years centres. For
example, digital technology policies need to outline the processes for protecting the privacy
of children and ensure their safety when using digital technologies, as well as protect their
rights (Edwards et al., 2018). Home-centre communication through apps or social media
accounts need to protect the privacy of children in ways that families are aware of what may
be stored and who owns the data. Digital technology policies should also outline early
childhood centre obligations regarding the collection, storage and sharing of personal and
sensitive data. Thus far, there is little evidence that digital technology policies exist for these
purposes.

The Statement on Young Children and Digital Technologies sets out four digital
pedagogical principles to guide early years educators (ECA, 2018). The principles revolve
around: 1) relationships (educators, children, and families), 2) health and wellbeing (physical
interaction and emotional wellbeing), 3) citizenship (children’s legal rights and online
safety), and 4) play and pedagogy (digital play, learning and pedagogy). Each principle offers
relevant practice advice. The Statement also identifies potential tensions resulting from the
lack of a digital technology policy, namely, when services do not inform families or children
as to how long their digital data is held in the system, issues surrounding signed consent
regarding the sharing of images or information by the centre, and whether social media and
digital documentation allows information to be further shared by educators or families (ECA,
2018). Children’s images are sometimes included in posts or data without formal parental

consent. The goal of enhancing children’s agency (Burr & Degotardi, 2021; Nolan et al.,
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2021) and allowing them citizenship in their digital world (ECA, 2018) extends to digital
technology policy creation and implementation in early years education. While adults usually
make the overarching decisions regarding the children’s digital environment, children should
have the right to actively choose what they engage with and how they develop their digital
skills. All children have a right to exercise their agency when engaging in safe and
constructive digital activities, both in their education and home contexts. Research and
governing frameworks highlight the importance of children’s agency as a construct in early
childhood education (Burr & Degotardi, 2021; Nolan et al., 2021). Specifically, the EYLF
defines agency as ‘being able to make choices and decisions, to influence events and to have
an impact on one’s world’ (AGDE, 2022, p. 64).

Additionally, the ECA Code of Ethics discusses educators’ commitment to providing
agency for children. Specifically, [As an educator] ‘In relation to children, I will [...] create
and maintain safe, healthy, inclusive environments that support children’s agency and
enhance their learning’ (ECA, 2016). The ECA Code of Ethics is based on inherent values
within the profession which enable effective and ethical decision making. The Code
maintains that it is important for the sector to create and maintain learning environments that
support children’s agency and enhance their learning in relation to digital technologies. It also
stresses security and the safeguarding of information, especially on shared digital platforms.
Murcia et al., (2020) have presented a framework for identifying and developing children’s
creative thinking while coding with digital technologies which highlights the importance of
children’s agency. Characteristics of children’s creative thinking under agency include
displaying self-determination, finding relevance and personal meaning, having a purpose,
acting with autonomy, demonstrating personal choice and freedom, and choosing to adjust
and be agile (Murcia et al., 2020). Further, Murcia et al., (2020) note the crucial role of the
educator in shaping the socio-emotional climate to enable children’s play and learning
agency. Therefore, the digital environment of young children fosters and shapes their
experience, attitudes, and aptitude with digital technologies.

International guidelines provide context for how digital technologies are used,
allowed, purposed, and managed. Both the UNCRC, General Comment Number 25 (2021),
and the U.S. Department of Education’s four guiding principles provide a foundation on
which digital technology policies can be established. For, example, General Comment 25
defines digital technologies, how they are increasingly important across children’s lives and

how the rights of the child need to be protected. It states the “rights of every child must be
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respected, protected and fulfilled in the digital environment” (p. 1) and that “guidance to
parents and caregivers should encourage children’s social, creative and learning activities in
the digital environment” (p. 15). The guiding principles reiterate that digital technologies can
strengthen relationships between parents, families, educators, and children. When used
appropriately, digital technologies allowed for efficient communication, as well as for
information sharing and data storage.

Currently in Australia there is no government expectation that early years centres hold
a digital technology policy, despite expectations established in the EYLF (AGDE, 2022) and
NQF (ACECQA, 2012) to do so. Outcome 2 of the EYLF (AGDE, 2022) states that
educators must “provide clear, accessible information for families and communities about the
service’s policies including child safety and wellbeing, Code of Conduct, record keeping
practices, and complaints and investigation processes” (p. 42). Centres must therefore allow
access to their documentation, so that others are aware of the processes and procedures that
guide their practices. The challenge before the Australian government is to guide early years
centres in the development of digital technology policies in the education context (Wilson et
al., 2023); these policies need to cover all aspects of everyday technology use.

Existing research into what could be included in digital technology policies is not
extensive. Resources provided by the Office of the eSafety Commissioner include an eSafety
Early Years program which includes online safety resources to support children under five
and their families (Office of the eSafety Commissioner, 2023). Specifically, the program
comprises webpages for children under five, teaching and learning resources and professional
learning modules. This may offer foundational help for early childhood educators and
directors for what they might include in a digital technology policy. Zancanella and Rice
(2021) suggest that digital technology policies should include elements such as: 1) identifying
and accessing devices, 2) choosing learning management systems, and evaluating programs,
applications, and other materials that support digital literacies, and 3) opportunities for
professional learning that include digital literacies as part of online instruction. They state
that most current technology policies, in general, focused on mediation strategies such as
micromanaging device use, preventing access to inappropriate websites, and making
technology supported learning appealing to those who doubt its necessity and quality
(Zancanella & Rice, 2021). However, they, and others, argue that it is more important for
policies to focus on quality of learning, rich and challenging online experiences, and access to

professional learning about digital usage for educators (Zancanella & Rice, 2021; Rice &
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Deschaine, 2020; UNICEF, 2012). Regardless, any digital technology policy must allow for
early years centres to operate with a safe digital environment.

Luo et al., (2021) have highlighted the many theories available to guide the digitalisation
of early years education. Recently, the Office of the eSafety Commissioner (2022) noted that
each early year’s service usually does maintain a written policy describing the acceptable use
of digital technology referenced against the NQS and EYLF. They provide a checklist
(eSafety Checklist for Early Learning Services) as to what should be built into policies so that
everyone understands the risks associated with being online, provides meaningful
experiences for children, supports staff, and supports communicates with families. Their

suggestions include the following (Office of the eSafety Commissioner, 2022, p. 2):

o safe online expectations for children and educators. For example, age-appropriate
access to technology, the taking of photos and videos, the use of centre name or
location on social media, personal and professional use of social media by
employees,

e procedures and processes around the capturing, storing, and sharing of children’s
images and videos,

e terms about sharing of personal data online,

¢ when online parent communication tools are used, outline data storage and sharing
procedures are to comply with relevant legislation. For example, the Privacy Act
1988 or state or territory legislation,

¢ signed parent consent to collect and share personal information, images, or videos of
their children online,

e how children, educators and parents can raise concerns about digital technologies,

e how breaches of policy can be recorded,

¢ links to support agencies or further information, and

e timelines for policy review so that policies remains current.

Each of these recommendations forms a base for what could be included in digital technology
policies across contexts. However, the list is not exhaustive and leaves room for directors and
educators to create context-specific usable digital technology policies and procedures. Digital
technology policies will be revisited in the results, cross-case analysis and discussion, and

conclusion of this thesis.
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2.8 Conceptual framework

A conceptual framework is the system of concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs, and
theories that supports and informs the research (Maxwell, 2012; Miles & Huberman, 1994).
Specifically, it is a visual or written product that explains the key factors, concepts or
variables and the presumed relationships among them (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The
development of a conceptual framework informs the research design, including refining the
aims and objectives, the development of realistic and relevant research questions, and the
selection of appropriate methods (Maxwell, 2012). Concepts framing this study have been
explored in this literature review, and include: 1) young children’s digital environment, 2)
types of digital technologies, 3) digital skills and capabilities, 4) educator and parent
attitudes, 5) mediation strategies, 6) digital technology policy, and 7) young children’s
agency with digital technologies. The double arrows in Figure 2.1 represent the dynamic and
bidirectional interaction each concept has with another. For example, children’s digital skills
and capabilities allow for an interaction with the digital environment. Equally so, the digital
environment allows for the development of children’s digital skills and capabilities. Luo et al.
(2021) also highlights the causal relationship between educator attitude and digital
competence; digital attitudes are significantly and positively related to educators’ digital
competence (Tondeur et al., 2020; Scherer et al., 2018; Siddiq et al., 2016). Each proposed
relationship has been investigated in this research and incorporated into the research
questions that frame the study. Ultimately, all the concepts have contributed to the degree to
which children were able to demonstrate agency with digital technologies. The conceptual

framework is presented in Figure 2.1.

Figure 2.1. Conceptual framework
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2.9 Chapter summary

In summary, this chapter has addressed many aspects of digital technology use by, with and
for young children. The reviewed literature has provided detailed insights into the research
context underpinning this study, including: 1) the digital environment of young children, 2)
types of digital technologies young children engage with and why, 3) young children’s digital
skills, 4) both positive and negative aspects associated with young children using digital
technologies, 5) main mediation strategies employed by educators and parents, and 6) digital
technology policies in early years centres. The literature review has in turn provided a
conceptual framework for the study and a foundation for analysis of the data collected in this
study.

The literature review has examined current research into the digital technologies evident
in both education and home contexts, including definitions of digital technologies, and the
skills required by children to utilise digital technologies. Importantly, it has identified three
main gaps. Firstly, research has not widely focused on young children before formal
schooling. One of the primary goals of this study is to add to the literature on young (three-
and four-year-olds) children’s use of digital technologies. Secondly, it would appear that
mediation strategies guiding young children’s engagement with digital technologies in early
years contexts is under-researched. A goal of this study is to identify how adults manage their
children’s use of digital technologies. Importantly, while there is research into parent
mediation strategies, to date this has not included educator mediation strategies. Finally,
applied research investigating digital technology policies in early years education was not

evident in the literature search and is an important area for further research.
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Having presented the literature relevant to this study, the next chapter introduces the
research overview, theoretical framework, and the methodological approach that guided data
collection. The chapter details the selected paradigm and epistemology which informed the
research design and methods, and data analysis required to answer the research questions,

before explaining the research context and introducing the study participants.
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3 Chapter 3 - Research overview, theoretical framework, and
methodological approach

3.1 Introduction
The previous chapter introduced the literature relevant to the research questions and the focus
of this study. This chapter now describes the research overview, theoretical framework, and
the methodological approach. The study aim was to explore how early years educators and
parents ensure safe and positive engagement and interactions for young children using digital
technologies, and an objective was to collect data to help identify intersections between the
education and home contexts in relation to the types of digital technologies, children’s
practices and mediation strategies, and whether one influenced the other. The primary
purpose was to answer research questions pertaining to educator and parent management of
children’s use of digital technologies, namely: 1) identification of the digital technologies
young children engage with, 2) understanding of the main attitudes held by educators and
parents, and 3) understanding of the mediation strategies used by educators and parents. The
secondary purpose was to determine whether digital technology policies in early years centre
impacted children’s interaction with digital content and devices in both the education and
home contexts. Ultimately, this study sought to make recommendations to inform digital
technology policymaking in early years centres.

This chapter presents details on all elements of the study design, including: 1)
paradigm, 2) epistemology, 3) methodological approach, 4) context, 5) participants, 6) data
collection, 7) data analysis, 8) coding and data condensation, 9) measures of research quality,

10) ethical considerations, 11) limitations, and concludes with a summary.

3.1.1 Research overview

The specific aim of this research was to investigate what digital technologies were being used
by, with and for children at three and four years of age in their education and home contexts.
Additionally, it sought to understand educator and parent attitudes towards young children
using digital technologies and how they guided children’s digital interactions. Accordingly,
the research employed a qualitative approach, using a multiple case study design. The key
concepts that grounded and informed this research are: 1) educator and parent practices and
fostering of children’s online experiences and the nature of children’s actual online
experiences, 2) educational practices integrating digital technologies in early years centres, 3)
opportunities for centre-based digital technology policy development, and 4) government

investment in early childhood digital technology policies and regulatory systems for
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supporting quality digital technology practices with young children. Each of these concepts
created and informed the research aims and objectives, the structure of the research, and the
methodological choices. Specifically, this research combined theory and practice in early
years centres and family homes, to understand what digital technologies are used and by
whom, to understand how children engage with digital technologies and how they are guided
in online activities. This was undertaken through interviews and observations of the above in
daily practice. The paradigm and epistemology, methodological approach, context and details
surrounding data collection and analysis are discussed in the following sections and initially
summarised in Figure 3.1.

Figure 3.1. Structure of the research

Research Overview

Paradigm Constructivist
Epistemology Subjectivist
Methodological Approach Case Study Research: Multiple Case Studies
Context Western Australian Early Years Centres
Four Case Study Centres
Centre A Centre B Centre C Centre D
Participants Director (1) Director (1) Director (1) Director (1)
Educators (2) Educators (2) Educators (2) Educators (2)
Parents (3) Parents (3) Parents (3) Parents (3)
Children (3) Children (3) Children (3) Children (3)
Data Collection Desktop Audit, Interviews, Observations, Memos, Digital Policy Document Review
Data Analysis Thematic Analysis
3.2 Paradigm

According to Moon and Blackman (2017), reality exists on a continuum from one absolute
reality to where multiple realities co-exist. Most human research involves perception, and a
construction of reality. The constructivist paradigm chosen for this study assumes that
knowledge is socially constructed by people active in the research process, and researchers
attempted to make sense of the complex world of lived experience from the perspective of
those who lived it (Schwandt, 2000). Creswell (2003) further acknowledged that
constructivist researchers generate a theory or pattern of meanings as data is collected. In this
study, reality exists according to both me, as the researcher, and to individual participants,

with each having their own unique perception and understanding of digital technologies.
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Therefore, every effort was made to understand the subjective world of individual human
experience (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) and to present based on empirical evidence, peoples

constructed reality as accurately as possible.

3.3 Epistemology
Within the constructivist paradigm, a subjectivist epistemology was employed to understand
the relationship between children’s digital behaviour and their environment. A subjectivist
epistemology assumes that there are multiple constructions of reality, and it targets the
understanding of current phenomena (Pham, 2018). The study aimed to gather information of
the multiple perspectives surrounding the child, including the director, educators, parents, and
children themselves. Each influences the natures of a child’s digital technology interaction
and whether they experience safe and positive engagement of online interactions.
Participants was sought with a view to understanding their interpretation of the world
around them, in relation to the research questions. It was understood that each present a view
individually shaped by location (both social and theoretical) and the lens of the observer
(Maxwell, 2012). In this study, multiple interviews and observations allowed for the
collection of a rich pool of qualitative data, allowing for a detailed picture of the investigated
topic. Each participants' interpretation of reality helped to shape the underlying assumptions
regarding the integration of digital technologies into early years centres and safe and positive
online experiences for children, and in turn provided a richer understanding of the research.
This epistemological stance assumes that | make meaning of data through a
combination of my own thinking and processing of data informed by interactions with
participants (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). Punch (2005) suggests that the researcher constructs
knowledge socially based upon their personal experiences of real life within the settings
investigated. For example, in this research, the approach to data collection was personal and
interactive, and the perspectives of multiple types of participants (educators, parents and
children) were sought.

Understanding surrounding young children’s digital technology use can be interpreted
differently by those surrounding the child. Conflicted understandings within and between the
child’s community, educational context, and even within their immediate family can cause
tension in the practical, day-to-day management of children’s digital technology exposure
which can be further complicated when the child engages with digital technologies across
several contexts. By adopting a subjectivist approach, both the research and the participants

were able engage in an interactive process where dialogue became a valuable source of data
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(Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). Capturing multiple participant perspectives and understandings,
across the education and home contexts enabled an understanding of people’s views
regarding children’s interactions with digital technologies, and how early years educators and
parents attempt to provide safe interactive experiences for children. Acknowledging that the
study was designed and enacted through a constructivist lens is critical to understanding how

the data has been interpreted.

3.4 Methodological approach

Initially, information was sought about the backgrounds of participants and the research
contexts. This was achieved through a desktop audit of each participating early years centre’s
documentation, and the immediate context was understood through observations within each,
as case studies. Then, the perspectives of a range of relevant people were sought through
multiple tiered interviews as the research questions demanded a detailed exploration of digital
technology use and the strategies used by educators and parents to ensure positive digital

interactions for children.

3.4.1 Case study research design

According to Feagin et al., (1991), a case study is an in depth, multifaceted investigation
using qualitative research methods, of a single social phenomenon. Qualitative data has the
potential to more fully describe a phenomenon from multiple perspectives (Stake, 1978).
Specifically, a case study research design was chosen to allow a deep immersion into the
child’s context, as perceived and understood by the range of significant people within their
lives. According to Denzin (1988), Peshkin (1993), Yin (1994) and Lincoln and Guba (1985),
qualitative case study research:

e can be descriptive (of the setting/s) and interpretive,

e investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context,

o allows the researcher to pay attention to the idiosyncratic as well as the pervasive,
seeking the uniqueness of each case,

e as an emergent design (in that themes and frameworks emerge through the data
analysis process), and

e uses mainly inductive data analysis.
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This research utilised both interview data sources and direct observations to gain insight into
the topic, without interfering with the participants’ natural environment. Specifically, parents,
educators and children’s behaviour were observed and questioned without manipulation
(Rowley, 2002). Each case presented rich detail that enabled the expansion of knowledge
through the sharing of other experiences and accordingly, a multiple case study design was

employed, as follows.

3.4.1.1 Multiple case studies
A multiple case study design approach was implemented to better understand the differences

and similarities between cases (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Stake, 1995). Additionally, Yin (2003)
suggests that this approach allows for the analysis of data both within each case and across
cases. As data was collected, it was examined, categorised, and tabulated to assess whether it
supported or differed from the initial propositions underpinning the study (Rowley, 2002),
and the iterative process of qualitative research required regular evaluation to determine what
was important and what should be explored further. The research aims and objectives overall
formed the basis for the selection of the qualitative data collection methods to allow for a
thorough investigation of the topic from as many participant perspectives as possible.

In line with a multiple case study design approach, four different early years centres
formed the units of analysis. However, the multiple case analysis allowed for a specific focus
on the topic and not solely the case, i.e. each early years centre. Additionally, a multiple case
study allows a more detailed investigation of the nuances and potentially far-reaching
implications of a topic on a case-by-case basis. For example, if the issue of mediation of
children’s digital technology usage was raised by several participants in one setting, it
allowed for a cross comparison of the importance of the topic in other settings. Of note, while
findings are relevant to the specific settings in which the data was collected, multiple cases
suggest the data and findings may be applicable elsewhere. This will be further addressed in
section 3.9.

A multiple case study design was chosen because as it allowed the data to be organised
by early years centre, thus enabling me to determine the extent to which early years centres
digital technology policies and practices affected young children’s technology use both in
their home and in their classroom. The design also allowed results to be segmented into four
cases, illustrating similar themes across centres, as well as key differences. Vannoni (2015)

suggested that multiple cases allow the researcher to provide an analysis of the contrasts and
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similarities identified through a cross-case comparison, which, in this thesis is presented in

chapter five.

3.5 Context

3.5.1 Western Australian context

This study was undertaken in Western Australia (WA) and therefore the findings are most
relevant within this context. WA’s early learning settings vary across the state, and include
public, private, school, home, and online learning settings. Digital technologies are
incorporated into many early years centres, as was the case in this study whereby all four
centres included digital technologies within their classroom environments. According to the
EYLF for Australia (AGDE, 2022), digital technologies enable children to access global
connections and resources and encourage new ways of thinking. Additionally, a key learning
outcome revolves around children resourcing their own learning through connecting with
people, place, technologies, and natural and processed materials. Importantly, AGDE (2022)

defines technologies broadly as:

...much more than computers and digital technologies used for information,
communication and entertainment. It involves the development of new objects
or tools by people that help them in their lives. There are 3 broad types of
technology: mechanical, analogue technology and digital technology (p. 68).

However, the use of digital technologies in classrooms in positive and safe ways differs

between centres, and implementation is at the discretion of each centre. Centres may or may
not have an active digital technology policy and the document may not be publicly available.
While the WA education context sits under a national learning framework, there is no single

standardised digital context for every child.

3.5.1.1 Covid-19 Context
It is important to acknowledge that this research was undertaken during a global pandemic,
whereby participants suffered unprecedented economic, social, civil, and cultural disruption
(Covid-19). Digital technology use increased drastically due to online learning, and new uses
emerged for devices in both education and home contexts. The degree of impact of Covid-19
varied across cases, and even participants within the research.

Within the WA context, Covid-19 heavily influenced the operational running of early

years centres from March 2020 until post data collection. Centres were mandated to stay open
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during the state lock downs to continue providing care for children despite most adults
working from home. Not all centres employed the same strategies, policies or pandemic
guidelines. Of the four participating centres in this study, all remained open but with
restrictions placed on entry. For example, outside visitors were not allowed in for a period
(early 2021), while two centres barred parents entirely from the premises. In these cases,
educators allowed the children in and out through one gate on the property border as parents
arrived. Importantly however, while data collection took longer, it did not significantly
disrupt the study overall. Each centre allowed data collection to continue, and observations
were still possible, in and around mandated restrictions.

In the broader context, schools across Australia quickly developed guidelines for home
learning incorporating digital technologies in both communication with parents and their
children, and in learning and teaching activities. The various education departments and the
Office of the eSafety Commissioner provided schools with basic advice on using digital
technologies in the interim and unpredictable period of Covid-19. Adults also did not escape
the impact of the pandemic in their individual learning and reliance on digital technologies.
With adults potentially using digital technologies more than previously, their attitudes

towards their children’s usage may have altered across this time.

3.6 Participants

3.6.1 Case studies: early years centres

Four early years centres were included in this multiple case study to investigate potential
patterns of theoretical replications (Figure 3.2). This number of cases was deemed sufficient
for adequate evidence gathering of mediation strategies, children’s digital experiences and
discussion around available digital technologies (Rowley, 2002). Within each of the four
early years centres, the centre director, two educators and three families were invited to
participate in interviews. Observations were undertaken in each centre, with specific focus on
the three selected children of participating families. These children ranged between three and
four years old, and represented a range of socioeconomic status, gender, family composition
and ethnicity.
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Figure 3.2. Early years centre participants

Type 1 Centre Director

Type 2 Educator Educator

Type 3 Parent 1 Parent 2 Parent 3
Type 4 Child 1 Child 2 Child 3

The four centres were identified through purposeful convenience sampling, and represented a
range of different governance structures and socio-economic positioning. A key criterion for
selection was that each centre had been awarded a minimum Meeting Quality rating by the
Education and Care Regulatory Unit. Each centre met the requirements of quality practice
and pedagogy, as described within the NQF (ACECQA, 2018). The four participating early

years centres represented:

1. University Centre

2. Not for profit

3. Faith-based

4. For profit - public listed company.

As illustrated in Figure 3.2, participants included each centre director, two educators who
taught the focus children, three parents and their three respective children. The recruitment

process relied heavily on each director and is set out in 3.6.1.1.

3.6.1.1 Recruitment process

Centre directors were initially sent an invitation email which was then followed up by an
offer to meet in person to discuss the study in greater depth. At the recruitment stage, Covid-
19 restrictions were not in place and face to face meetings were undertaken. Each director
was emailed the Director Participant Information Statement (Appendix A) and the Director
Consent Form (Appendix B) to enable them to make an informed decision about
participation. Once each director had returned the necessary documentation, | worked with
each to recruit centres educators, parents, and children. Specifically, each director was asked

to contact their educators with the Educator Participant Information Statement (Appendix C)
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and the Educator Consent Form (Appendix D) to solicit educator volunteers. Once at least
one educator per centre had agreed to participate, the director was requested to send an
invitational email to all centres' parents. This included a Parent Information Statement
(Appendix E) and a Parent Consent Form (Appendix F), and parents were invited to respond

directly to myself. In addition to the email, hard copies were provided upon request.

3.7 Data collection

Data was collected using a range of methods including a desktop audit, interviews,
observations, memos, and document review. Interviews and observations took place with all
four early years centres over a nine-month period from November 2020 to July 2021. All data
was de-identified, and pseudonyms given to each centre and all participants. The centre’s
designated pseudonyms are: Centre A, Centre B, Centre C and Centre D.

The research involved in-depth interviews with educators and parents and lasted an
average of 22 minutes each. The interviews were accompanied by observations of the
participating children in their classrooms engaging with digital technologies when possible.
Observations of children’s digital experiences ranged from approximately 15 minutes to 3
hours, depending on the activities and children’s willingness to participate. Both the
interviews and observations explored what digital technologies children were engaging with,
the features of those technologies, and how parents and educators guided online safety while

encouraging online opportunities.

3.7.1 Desktop audit

Prior to observations and interviews, a desktop audit was conducted to determine the main
ways by which each centre incorporated digital technologies. This was performed remotely
through each centre’s website and supporting documentation. The primary purpose of the
audits was to ascertain any public facing information regarding the use of digital technologies
in the centre, and whether there were any policies pertaining to use and management. Audits
included examination of each centre’s website for any references to digital technologies, and
this included searching website text for any references to digital technologies. Additionally,
imagery, photos and graphic content was also searched for evidence of digital technology
usage. Finally, the audit sought evidence as to whether professional learning was provided to
staff around digital technologies. Detail pertaining to the desktop audit is presented in the

chapter four.
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3.7.2 Interviews

An initial part of the study involved one-to-one semi-structured confidential interviews with

each participating child, their parent, educator, and centre director. Thirty-six interviews were

undertaken and the breakdown of interview participants is shown in Table 3.1 below.

Table 3.1. Number of interviews per centre

Centre A Centre B Centre C Centre D Total Number
Directors 1 1 1 1 4
Educators 2 2 2 2 8
Parents 3 3 3 3 12
Children 3 3 3 3 12
The interviews were carried out on the following dates indicated in Table 3.2.
Table 3.2. Interview date per participant
Centre A Centre B Centre C Centre D
Director 03/11/2020 06/11/2020 24/11/2020 4/12/2020
Educator One 01/12/2020 23/11/2020 24/11/2020 11/12/2020
Two 01/12/2020 23/11/2020 15/06/2021 11/12/2020
Parent One 25/02/2021 18/03/2021 26/02/2021 23/04/2021
Two 18/03/2021 19/03/2021 05/03/2021 23/04/2021
Three 23/03/2021 19/03/2021 19/03/2021 29/04/2021
Child One 23/03/2021 01/04/2021 25/03/2021 23/04/2021
Two 16/06/2021 01/04/2021 15/06/2021 23/04/2021
Three 23/03/2021 01/04/2021 15/06/2021 23/04/2021

Table 3.3 shows the length of each individual interview. Adult interviews took between 10

and 40 minutes and the children’s interviews were all under 10 minutes. On average, directors

spoke for 21 minutes, educators for 22 minutes and parents for 24 minutes. Children spoke

for an average of four minutes.

Table 3.3. Interview lengths (minutes:seconds) per participant

Centre A Centre B Centre C Centre D Average

Director 25:52 15:01 22:02 20:50 20:56
Educator One 10:38 28:29 30:19 19:04

Two 28:46 24:03 13:36 22:11 22:08
Parent One 28:01 26:30 21:23 11:01

Two 22:15 20:10 21:17 16:25

Three 29:16 20:26 32:52 37:14 23:54
Child One 09:30 04:39 03:09 02:17

Two 06:36 01:54 05:26 01:16

Three 00:32 03:09 02:51 02:56 3:41

The depth of the interviews was dependent upon each participants' ability to recollect and

reflect on past experiences (Vasudevan & Riina-Ferrie, 2019). All interviews took place at
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the early years centre or in a neutral setting, whichever best suited the participant. Most were
undertaken in a classroom, a centre office, or the centre foyer, and if elsewhere in a café or
location of convenience. Notes were taken where necessary and were backed up online.
Interviews were recorded using an Olympus digital voice recorder for later transcription.
Each interview audio recording was backed up immediately for data protection.

The semi-structured interviews were conducted using principles framed by Chaudron
etal., 2015, Jago et al., 2012, Livingstone et al., 2014, and Livingstone et al., 2015. During
some interviews, | took the opportunity to expand or introduce new questions to test, draw
out, better understand or confirm data and/or analysis. However, overall, key guestions were
set to allow for comparable data to be collected.

The set interview questions related directly to the study’s research questions.
However, to further engage interviewees and ensure questions were relevant to their situation,
a small number of customised questions were included. For example, each centre director
was asked specifically about digital technology policy and potential staff tensions in respect
to utilising digital technologies. Each educator was asked about the digital technology used in
their classrooms, and children’s reactions to them. Parents were asked in greater detail about
mediation strategies, what and how digital technologies were used in the home, what types of
content children accessed and the positives and negatives associated with their use.
Participating children were asked general questions to elicit what they knew about digital
technologies and their usage. The semi-structured interview questions are included in Tables
3.4,3.5and 3.6.

Prior to each interview, all participants were provided with information (additional to
the Participant Information Statement) as to the general purpose of the study, what happens
to the interview data and how it would be treated, who was involved, why participant
cooperation was important, the aims of the interview and expected duration, and a reminder
of the importance and value to the research to hear everyone’s honest ideas, opinions, and
experiences (both positive and negative). Each participant’s consent to participate was
recorded, and the position and functioning of the recording device checked prior to each
interview commencing. Participants were also invited to voice any questions in relation to the

study and every participant was thanked at the end of their interview.

3.7.2.1 Director interviews

Four centre directors were interviewed. Their purpose was to ascertain to what degree each

director was involved in shaping the type and number of digital technologies used in their
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centre and any rules surrounding their use. A purpose was to gain an understanding of general
digital technology use and whether director’s observed any problems or opportunities, or
reasons to change or develop digital technology policies. The director interview schedule
included six categories of questions: 1) personal, 2) centre-based, 3) digital technology
policy, 4) limitations, 5) communication and 6) staff. Interviews took place either in the
directors private office, or in a shared space with other educators present. Table 3.4 below
shows example questions in each category. The full set of semi-structured interview

questions can be found in Appendix G.

Table 3.4. Sample Director interview questions

Category Example

Personal What is your personal view on young children’s use of digital technologies?
Do you have any concerns or worries around their use of digital technologies?

Centre based What digital technologies do you use/ allow the use of in your Centre?

Do you value the availability of digital technology learning experiences for the
children in your Centre?

Digital technology Does your Centre hold a digital technology policy? What does it cover?

policy In the past year, have you conducted a review into your Centres use of digital
technology? What was the catalyst for this review?

Limitations Equity issues around access, affordability, and the need for computer literacy of

early childhood teachers and faculty are sometime barriers for early childhood
programs and professionals. What limitations, if any, has your Centre faced for
implementing or providing access to digital technologies?

Communication Does your Centre utilise digital technologies for communication between your
Educators and parents?
Staff Acre there any obvious conflicts or tension within your staff around their belief of

what digital technologies should be used for?

Are you aware of any staff concerns around the expectation of using digital
technologies to implement the curriculum, or for using digital technologies as a
teaching medium?

3.7.2.2 Educator interviews
The educator interview schedule was more comprehensive as questions also sought to explore

what digital technologies children were using in their classrooms and how they were used.
Educators were asked questions categorised as: 1) general, 2) children’s skills, 3) types of
digital technologies, 4) concerns and worries, 5) experience with digital technologies in the
classroom, 6) parents and digital technologies, and 7) early years centre. Questions were
designed to elicit detailed answers about digital technology usage in each context. Interviews
took place in a shared office space, sometimes with another educator present.

Table 3.5 below shows example questions from each category and the full set of interview

questions can be found in Appendix H.
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Table 3.5. Categories of Educator interview questions, and examples

Category Example
General How would you define digital technologies?
What do you personally use digital technologies for?
What is your personal view on young children’s use of digital technologies?
Children’s skills How would you define children’s digital literacy?
What digital literacies do you observe the children demonstrating whilst
engaging with the technologies?
Types of digital Do the children have access to digital technologies in their classroom room?
technologies What digital technologies do they have access to?
Which of the available digital technologies require online access?
Concerns and worries Do you have any concerns or worries around young children’s use of digital
technologies?
Has it ever occurred that a child is exposed to inappropriate or harmful content
while accessing digital technologies in the Centre? What happened and how was
the situation dealt with?

Your experience with Have you used digital technologies as a research tool with children?

digital technologies in Have you incorporated your learner’s ability to engage with digital literacy as a
the classroom resource, as an expectation for children to be ‘school ready’?

Parents and digital Does the Centre report the children’s digital technology use to parents? If so, in
technologies what way?

Does the Centre use digital technologies to communicate with parents?

Your early years centre | Do you believe that new and innovative digital technologies should be brought
into the learning environment so educators and children can learn how to use
them?

In your opinion, could your Centre utilise further digital technologies for the
children’s use? What could you recommend?

3.7.2.3 Parent interviews

The parent interview schedule was the most comprehensive, as parents reflected on both their
own digital skills, their child’s digital skills, and how digital technologies might be used in
the home. The parent interview schedule included five broad categories: 1) general, 2) social
interaction, 3) parent concerns, 4) parent mediation and 5) personal experience with online
safety. While the interview schedule contained over 40 questions, not all were asked at each
interview. For example, if the child did not engage with online games, questions pertaining to
online games were not asked. Parent interviews took place in either the child’s classroom, a
common space (centre foyer) or in a neutral setting such as a café. Table 3.6 below shows

example questions in each category and the full set of questions can be found in Appendix I.
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Table 3.6. Categories of Parent interview questions, and examples

Category Example

General Does your child have access to digital technologies at home?
At what age could the child operate a device on their own (e.g., iPad, smartphone,
tablet)? What digital technology did they utilise/ learn first?
Do the available digital technologies require online access?
In which device does he/she usually use the internet?
Do you use any digital technology to encourage, stimulate, and/or educate your
child?
Social interaction Does your child interact with anyone else online? Eg. multiplayer games, YouTube
commenting, social media.
In what ways can they, or do they interact with others using digital technologies?
Parent concerns Do you think any technologies are particularly “positive” or “negative” for your
children? Which ones? Why?
Do you have any worries or concerns about your child using these technologies? Or
about the use of digital technologies at home? If you do, what do you do about it?
Parent mediation Does your child use all device(s) everywhere (at home, at school, at restaurants,
etc.)? Do you say how long, when or where your child can use their device/s or play
games? If so, why?
Are you currently employing any methods to reduce your child’s time engaging with
digital technologies? Eg. search history or software installed on the device/s your
child uses to block inappropriate content.
Personal experience | How many hours per day do you use digital technologies?
with online safety Have you yourself ever been confronted with something inappropriate? What did
you do?

3.7.2.4 Children interviews

Lastly, each participating child was asked a set of simpler questions pertaining to their digital
skills, the digital technologies available in their home, and whether they had to abide by any
rules in their home or early years centre. Talking about these devices in conjunction with
observations provided evidence of children’s perceptions of digital technologies. Questions
were largely determined by the activity the child was engaging with. Examples of questions
were as follows: What can you show me? What are you watching? What can you do? Does
mummy or daddy ever tell you have to stop doing something? Does your teacher help you?
For each question, | observed and listened to what the child was able to do on different
devices, and sometimes, this required a prompt for the child to show what they could do on
the device. All children’s interviews took place in their classroom while regular activities
continued around them.

As the children’s interviews were conducted in their early years centre, it was
important to monitor for disruption to the classroom activities. If required, the plan was to
pause and return to the research at a later stage. Actions that could have been taken included:
1) ensuring that the children had agency and that they could choose to not participate, and 2)
if children became disrupted or disturbed in any way, | would intentionally create distance

and re-engage with the child at a later stage. While these options were available, they were
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ultimately not required. The set of semi-structured interview questions can be found in

Appendix J.

3.7.3 Observations

Observations allowed for the documentation of perspectives of classroom practice and
children’s interactions with digital technologies. Ten structured observations of practice,
pedagogy, and children’s digital interactions were undertaken and documented. Observations
allowed first-hand data to be collected where digital play occurred naturally, rather than
relying on second-hand accounts obtained in the interviews (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The
length of each observation was determined by each early years centre and was dependent on
the activities planned and classroom environment. No attempt was made to alter existing
programs. Each director gave permission to come on to the premises as a visitor and made the
introduction to individual classroom educators on the day of observations. In some cases, the
director determined the best time and day for observations when children were likely to be
engaged in digital play, and in other cases, the observation times were randomly selected at
times of convenience. The length of each observation was determined by educators and
children exercising agency over digital activities and experiences. In most cases, this was for
an hour at a time. In some cases, multiple visits to the same classroom were required to
observe the focus children if they had been absent during the first observation, or were not
participating in a digital activity. Table 3.7 below lists the participating children (allocated

pseudonyms) present in the specific classrooms of each centre.

Table 3.7. Observation by centre, classroom, and focus child

Centres Classroom Focus Child/ren
Centre A Classroom One Violet and Matthew
Classroom Two Hope
Centre B Classroom One Elliott
Classroom Two Moses and Faith
Centre C Classroom One George
Classroom Two Raine
Classroom Three Harry
Centre D Classroom One John, Millie, and Leyah

Real time reflections in a research journal, as well as an observation checklist were
completed. This process led to the generation of research journals based on individual
observations providing a detailed description of what occurred in each centre. Journal

observations included information about the environment, activities and children’s
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interactions and reactions towards digital technologies. During observations, a checklist was
kept of children’s behaviours and actions when relevant to digital technology use. This
observation schedule included possible types of behaviours from children and educators in
their education context. Each of the possible behaviours was gleaned from examples from
prior research such as Chaudron et al., 2015, Jago et al., 2012, Livingstone et al., 2014, and
Livingstone et al., 2015. It was created as an original schedule of all expected behaviours that
could be analysed. Child behaviours included physical movement, fine motor skills, posture,
emotions, and interactions with peers and others. Educators’ behaviours included the
facilitation of children’s agency when engaging with digital technologies and outlining time
remaining on devices for children. Each schedule was paper based and completed live, with
the written data converted to electronic versions and backed up online after each observation.
The observation schedule can be found in Appendix K.

Lastly, photos were taken on a smartphone during observations to capture the children
using digital technologies as well as evidence of their behaviour for later analysis. Each photo
was taken to maximise anonymity and focused specifically on the child's hands and activities.
This was included in the initial consent process, and each child was able to say whether they

preferred no photo. Evidence of the observations are included in chapter four.

3.7.4 Memos

Punch and Oancea (2014) note that memos can record the ideas formed throughout the
analysis process. Memos may be substantive, theoretical, methodological, or personal. For
example, memos may be created when something unique is observed in the classroom or to
later substantiate a comment from a participant. Memos point toward new patterns and a
higher level of pattern coding, often allowing for more conceptual levels of thinking. For
example, when a repetitive theme emerges among participants answering specific questions,
memos can provide further context. Additional memos, notes, and preliminary analysis in this
study were always kept electronically and backed up online. While not all memos were

evidenced in the analysis, they did collectively contribute to the research journals.
3.7.5 Digital technology policy review

A review was conducted of digital technology policies and procedures documentation held by

each centre, however none existed in any of the participating centres. Directors and educators
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were asked about their knowledge of any documentation as part of their interview, as well as

in a follow up email if they had been unsure at the time of answering.

3.8 Data analysis

Qualitative analysis tools were used for data collection in this study. Data analysis was
multifaceted, and included the audit content, interview data, observation data and memo
notes, all requiring specific methods of qualitative analysis. All were analysed for common
themes in relation to the research questions as well as any additional related information the
participants offered. Exploratory analysis was initially conducted to identify common or
contrasting themes, and any underlying theoretical notions. This was followed by descriptive
coding, then thematic and analytic coding guided by the research questions.

Thematic analysis demands an active role in constructing and interpreting realities
from meanings (Xu & Zammit, 2020). Vaismoradi et al., (2013) states that the premise of this
method involves finding repeated meanings across a data set. Each theme, according to Braun
and Clarke (2006), represents a specific pattern that captures crucial information about the
data in relation to the research questions. Themes are generated inductively from the raw data
(Nowell et al., 2017). Accordingly, thematic analysis was employed in this study as it
allowed for accessible and flexible data analysis which aligned with the constructivist
epistemology.

The process of thematic analysis first required familiarisation with the data before the
generation of initial codes. This included conducting and transcribing the interviews and
observations, as well as reviewing memos and notes to document any reflections on
classroom practices and interesting anecdotes. A code is a word or short phrase that is
informed by grounded theory (Xu & Zammit, 2020). The codes were identified initially
through a descriptive coding process. In this research, the codes were generated using an
inductive process, where the codes came directly from the data set itself (DeCuir-Gunby et
al., 2011). Similarities and differences across data sets (observation notes and interview
transcripts) were easily identified, and unanticipated insights were explored further (Braun &
Clarke, 2006).

Following the generation of codes, emerging themes were generated. This included
identifying broader patterns of shared meaning (Xu & Zammit, 2020). Some codes and
themes were discarded in the process (Clarke & Braun, 2014), especially when they did not
contribute to the aims and purposes of the research. The reviewing stage included checking

whether the themes captured the essence of the coded data, and that the themes worked in the
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data set as a whole (Clarke & Braun, 2014). The coding process was ever-changing and
iterative, with new themes identified as further data was collected (Clarke & Braun, 2014).
As new themes were identified, previous transcripts were again reviewed for content that
might support them. The final step involved defining each theme by assigning informative
names to each theme for the reporting phase. Overall, thematic analysis was valuable for
summarising key features of the data, and the themes are presented throughout the following
chapter with specific examples presented as evidence. The discussion chapter delves further
into derived themes, where in addition to specific excerpts from participants, literature is used
to confirm and contrast evidence when determining the answers to the research questions
(Tuckett, 2005).

Overall, an iterative process was used to develop explanations and examine them in
conjunction with the literature (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The identified emerging issues were
then presented as a series of tentative assertions, of which some became more solidified in a
cross-case comparison. All data was inductively categorised through a combination of the
language used, images captured, repeated examinations of field notes, audio recordings,
interview transcripts and documentation to organise the data effectively and report the
findings (Abell & Roth, 1992). Inductive analysis enabled the data to be analysed, tested, and
refined from the identified assertions into their final form. Overall, inductive approaches aid
an understanding of meaning in complex data through the development of summary themes
or categories from the raw data (Thomas, 2003). Further, findings are shaped by the
assumptions and experiences of those conducting the research and analysing the data
(Thomas, 2003).

3.8.1 Desktop audit

A desktop audit of all four centres was undertaken to examine published evidence of how
each centre incorporated digital technologies and whether they each had a formal digital
technology policy available to the public. This included an examination of each centre’s
website for references to digital technologies, in written or image form. Centre websites were
searched for keywords, themes, or graphical representation relating to digital technologies,
and the audit also sought evidence of educator professional learning around digital

technology. Each reference was noted in memos and used in the overall data analysis.
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3.8.2 Interviews
Thematic analysis of interview data was undertaken as it allowed flexibility in interpreting
large data sets by sorting them into broad themes. All 36 interviews (four directors, eight
educators, 12 parents and 12 children) were transcribed in full. Transcriptions were
undertaken through Otter.ai, and then checked and corrected for accuracy. Otter.ai is an
online service that allows real-time transcription of uploaded audio files. The data is stored
for as long as the user requires and can be withdrawn at any time. According to their privacy
policy, Otter.ai “maintains and implements physical, administrative, and technical safeguards
to protect the confidentiality, integrity, and availability of personal information” (Otter.ali,
Item 10). The free version was utilised as it sufficed the needs of the research. Initial coding
of the interview data extracted the key themes and important distinguishing information (Xu
& Zammit, 2020; Clarke & Braun, 2014; Vaismoradi et al., 2013). At the first stage, each
interview was examined, and initial codes noted. Once codes were identified from each
interview, with direct quotes as evidence, they were imported into a table that included
frequencies of recurring codes. Similar words, phrases, or events were grouped into the same
category (Clarke & Braun, 2014), and categories were gradually modified or replaced during
subsequent stages of analysis. Finally, the categorised data was analysed for themes and sub-
themes which were then used to interrogate the data sets from each case.

For each centre, the data were categorised into major significant themes, sub-themes
and minor themes. The emergent significant themes across all centres coalesced around: 1)
digital technologies (centre and home), 2) attitudes, 3) mediation strategies, 4) children
centred themes, and finally 5) children’s perspectives. Themes within each centre offered rich
data but not all were presented in all centres. A list of emergent themes, sub-themes and
minor themes in relation to adults (directors, educators, parents) and children is presented
below in Table 3.8.
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Table 3.8. Summary of themes, sub-themes and minor themes

Participants | Theme

Sub-theme

Minor theme

Adults Digital technologies: Presence and

use

Attitudes: Towards young children
using digital technologies

Mediation strategies

Children: Effects of digital
technologies

Children Children’s perspective

Digital technologies in
the centre

Intersection between the
centre and the home

Digital technologies in
the home

Positive aspects
Negative aspects
Concerns

Limitations and
guidelines

Classroom management
Software and filters
Control of online access
Control of in-app
purchases

Control of exposure to
inappropriate content
Digital skills

Digital literacy
Attention span

Social interaction
Behaviour

Digital games

Digital technologies in
the centre

Digital technologies in
the home

Digital skills

Other skills

Digital technologies with
online access

Desired digital
technologies for the
centre

Parent communication
Parent awareness of
digital technologies in
the centre

While centre presented slightly differently, all data collection methods contributed to the

overall themes that emerged, including observations of how the children and educators

interacted with digital technologies in their classrooms.

3.8.3 Observations

Observation data was analysed in two ways. Firstly, the listed behaviours on the checklists

were qualitatively analysed. Each behaviour was recorded as either present (tick), emerging
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(dot), or absent (dash). However, observation data was limited as the frequencies of
behaviours were not demonstrated by children or educators in any consistent manner.
Secondly, additional observational notes taken at the time were analysed by coding actions,
anomalies in interactions and other noteworthy activities to identify themes. As previously
mentioned, this included analysis of photos capturing the children using digital technologies

and as evidence of their behaviours.

3.8.4 Memos

For more in-depth analysis, journals with memos were kept. In conjunction with the
interview and observation coding process, memos included information about the learning
environment, activities, and children’s interactions and reactions towards digital technologies.
Patterns were evident in memo analysis, which shed further light into the use of digital
technologies and contributed to the overall identification of themes. Memos were revisited
for evidence to support key emerging themes or scoured for confirming or related material

when themes were identified through the coding / categorisation process.

3.8.5 Digital technology policy review

A document review was conducted to determine existing policies and procedures in each
centres in relation to digital technology use. Although no specific digital technology policies
were evident in any of the four centres, the implications will be discussed in the following
chapter. Importantly, some participants shared their beliefs regarding the lack of policies or

guidelines surrounding digital technologies with young children.

3.9 Measures of research quality
According to Guba and Lincoln (1994), research is trustworthy if it has credibility (internal
validity), transferability (external validity) and dependability (reliability). One method of
promoting credibility is through triangulation (Stahl & King, 2020). Triangulation uses
multiple sources of evidence, in this case observation, interview and journal/memo/notes
data, to corroborate findings. This allowed a comparison of first-hand observations of
children’s skills against directors, educators and parents assessments of each child’s
capabilities. Triangulation helped to establish rigour and establish validity and
trustworthiness (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007).

Qualitative researchers maintain that patterns and descriptions from one context may

be applicable to another (Stahl & King, 2020), however by design, qualitative methodology
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does not aim for replicability. Therefore, the aim is for the transferability, whereby the
research provides a rich description for application in others settings (Stahl & King, 2020).
For example, parent views presented throughout the findings of this study, while only derived
from four cases, may be representative of a wider group of parents.

Dependability relates to the trustworthiness of a study (Stahl & King, 2020). A key
aspect of dependability is the anticipation of peer review and a commitment to fair and just
research practices. This includes separating fact from the interpretation of facts. It was
important to be vigilant and to recognise the extent to which the subjective nature of my
values and passions influence the presentation of results. The combination of each aspect

produces credible and trustworthy results, ensuring high-quality research.

3.10 Ethical considerations
This study was conducted in accordance with the Curtin University regulations for ethical
research. All participants were provided with information for a third-party contact to raise
concerns if required. The Curtin research office assessed that there were no significant risks
for participating directors, educators, parents, or children. No personal or sensitive
information was collected, and all information collected was de-identified.

Children exercised agency with digital tasks, and interactions with children occurred
at their request. | was mindful of the need to be emotionally supportive and not disturb the
children in their normal activities especially in relation to a potential power imbalance when

undertaking interviews.

3.10.1 Informed consent
As outlined in 3.6.1.1., all participants were sent a letter of invitation to participate with an
attached consent form. The invitation outlined the research purpose and aims, as well as
participant involvement. At each data collection stage, participants were asked if they
understood all aspects of the research and reminded that participation was voluntary and that
they withdraw at any point. Parents were asked to give consent on behalf of their children.
Several extra measures were taken to ensure children’s ongoing safety and comfort.
Ongoing consent was sought as to their continued participation and willingness to engage. To
protect the right of the child, children were not forced into talking and were able to talk in
between their activities if they so choose. The child consent plan acknowledged that if a child
declined to play or to talk, it would be interpreted as their right to withdraw consent and stop
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participating in that observation period. However, his did not occur and all participating

children were observed and interviewed largely as scheduled.

3.10.2 Confidentiality and privacy
Throughout the thesis, pseudonyms have been used for all participants and centres, and
photos do not show children’s faces, to maintain anonymity. Confidentiality was always

maintained with the data only accessed by myself and my supervisors.

3.10.3 Researcher reflexivity

In this type of study, it is important to recognise that the experiences and knowledge a
researcher brings are integral aspects of the research (Robson, 2011). In qualitative research,
reflexivity assumes that researchers are an instrument of the research, and therefore must
identify biases, feelings or thoughts that might inadvertently influence the data collection and
analysis process (Watt, 2007). While consideration was given to keeping personal influence
to a minimum, | acknowledge that there may have been times when | unintentionally affected
or influenced the participants and therefore the data obtained.

The relationship with early years centre staff was professional at all times. While
rapport with parents became personal, | was always aware of their position of trust, and
interviews were organised through centre directors. The content of the parent interviews
contained information about the child’s home life which required each parent to be honest
about digital technology use within the home. Lastly, developing a relationship with children
became essential in examining children’s skills children with devices and understanding their
digital literacy. Great care was taken to use best practice throughout the entire research

process.

3.10.4 Power imbalance

When conducting observations and interviews, it was from the premise of a perceived power
imbalance between myself and participants (Creswell, 2003). In this study, every attempt was
made to create a safe and comfortable environment during the data collection. This included
familiarising the children with the presence of someone new in their classroom. Some
educators explained that | was there to ‘see what we do in our classroom’, and others simply
said there was a visitor, and the novelty of having a visitor in the classroom quickly waned.

The information sent to participants highlighted that participation was voluntary, and no
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pressure was placed on any individual to participate. The Participant Information Statement
provided to each participant included statements such as “submitting a signed consent form
indicates your willingness to participate in the research, that you understand the requirements
of your involvement in the project and that you are happy to have your information used as
described”. Every attempt was made to listen to participants openly during interviews, so

they felt heard, and relaxed to share their valued opinions.

3.10.5 Risks to participants

There were no obvious risks to participant involved. Interviews occurred in an environment
deemed appropriate by the early years centre. Any questions or concerns that parents or
educators held were addressed prior to, or during interviews. Observational data was
collected during the normal running of classes which minimised disruption, and while there
may have been a slight chance of educator and/ or child anxiety resulting of knowing that
their actions and or responses were being closely observed, no-one expressed concern
throughout the data collection phases. If anxiety was to be an issue, planned mediation

strategies included:

e Ensuring that the children had agency and that they were aware they could choose to
not participate.

e If children within the classroom environment become disrupted or disturbed by my
presence in any way, distance would be created, and participants would be re-engaged
with the observations at a later stage.

e All participants were given ample opportunity to ask any questions they liked.

As mentioned, no participants needed to utilise any of the options above. Additionally, the
potential benefits of being provided with a deidentified report for each of the four centres,

seemed motivation enough for enthusiastic participation.

3.11 Limitations

Qualitative research can be both time consuming and labour intensive. In this study, 36
individual interviews were conducted to gather deep insight and understanding from many
perspectives as possible, including a granular view of the digital environment of young
children (multiple perspectives on the same issue). The consistency of the approach,

including the consistency of the interview questions, ensured more reliable results. However,
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the immersive and detailed nature of the multiple case study research was time consuming
and restricted the number of centres that could be included. With the ongoing evolution of the
digital environment, partly due to Covid-19, the time between interviews may have
influenced the way participants engaged with the interview questions, as well as their
understanding of digital skills and literacy. For example, if a centre expected parents to aid
the facilitation of online learning during a Covid-19 lock down, they may have been forced to
learn new, or advanced, digital skills. In each case, some interviews were conducted six
months before the next, and so digital technology use at that point of time was a snapshot of
evidence in time.

A further limitation was that implementing and progressing the research was
completely reliant on early years centre directors giving initial consent, and disseminating
information to their educators, and centre parents. Every effort was made to simplify the
process, and communication was maintained through regular emails, phone calls and site
visits. In one case, the director was having difficulty recruiting participants and resorted to
talking to parents at drop off and pick up times. This proved successful in recruiting the three
parents through a non-traditional channel.

Other limitations surrounding qualitative research include the potential for bias.
MacDonald and Walker (1976) stated that a lack of rules around case study research opens
possibilities for both real and imagined findings. Researcher bias is the tendency to prejudice
or unduly influence the process or results of the research (Schoch, 2020). In this study, |
remained intentionally open to data and evidence presented even when the scope of questions
was outside of the research, and remained conscious of my own interpretation of feelings,
opinions, experiences and possible prejudices. Case studies can unintentionally promote bias
due to their heavy reliance on human participants as the primary instrument of data collection
and analysis. To mitigate this, multiple data sources were used, which allowed for
triangulation of data.

Lastly, participant volunteers may have found the research topic appealing, have strong
opinions on digital technologies and children, or are already knowledgeable in this area. Due
to participation being voluntary, certain individuals may have automatically excluded
themselves, such as parents self-conscious about the extent of their child’s digital technology
use. Likewise, centre directors not proud of digital technology use in their centre may have
chosen not to participate. To the best of my knowledge, this limitation did not present itself in

the research.
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3.12 Chapter summary

In summary, a desktop audit, interviews, observations, memos, and a digital technology
policy review were chosen as the methods best suited to gather evidence to answer the
research questions which guided this study. A qualitative approach allowed for a detailed
examination and construction of themes within the aims of the research, and specifically, how
the themes were interpreted by different participants. The data collected has the potential to
add to existing knowledge and understanding in relation to children and digital technology,
and contributes additional information, specific to the early years age group in a WA context.
The premise is that similar responses would be obtained in other early years centres, and by
other parents. Overall, this chapter has described the methods used in this research, and the
following chapter presents the findings from all participants, organised by the early years
centre as discrete cases, and then the emergent themes. Each piece of data is ultimately used

to answer the research questions.
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4 Chapter 4 - Results

4.1 Introduction

As outlined in the previous chapter, five data types were collected using different methods: 1)
desktop audit, 2) interviews, 3) observations, 4) memos; and 5) digital technology policy
reviews. A desktop audit was initially performed, followed in succession by interviews and
observations in tandem. Memos were recorded throughout the interview and observation
collection period and there were no digital technology policies to be reviewed. The data were
collected and analysed under a constructivist paradigm, with a subjectivist epistemology to
allow for an assertion of constructed realities of what digital technologies meant, especially in
reference to young children interacting with digital technologies.

This results chapter provides an overview of the data collected from each centre. Each
case is further broken down by: 1) participants, 2) desktop audit and digital technology
policy, 3) observations by classroom, 4) interviews by theme, and finally, 5) a summary.
Observations are presented by classroom in each centre, and interviews presented under key
themes, namely: digital technologies, attitude, mediation strategies, and effects of digital
technologies on children as well as their perspective. The chapter summary informs the cross-

case analysis and following discussion chapter.

4.2 Centre A
Centre A catered for children five years and under and provided learning-focused play-based
programs. Demand for the centre was high as it was a part of a wider campus structure in an
inner-city suburb. At the time of data collection, Centre A had minimal integration of digital
technologies in most of its classrooms and were focused on nature play and wooden activities
such as block building. There was little evidence of embedded use of digital technologies,
except for iPads and Beebots used on occasion. The centre held no written digital technology
policies, nor implemented specific rules regarding digital technology use. As evidenced in the
interviews, educators were not required to pre-screen videos before they were shown to the
children, and educators sometimes brought their personal phones into the classrooms to play
music for the children.

This section reports on the data obtained from Centre A and includes a description of
participants, a desktop audit and digital technology policy, observations of the centre’s
practices, key themes presented in the interviews, and a case summary. The observations are

further organised into classroom one and two. The key themes are further segmented by
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section, namely, the presence and use of digital technologies, attitudes towards digital
technologies, mediation strategies to ensure safe and positive experiences for children using
digital technologies, the effects of digital technologies on children, and the children’s
perspectives of digital technologies and their digital skills.

The socio-economic indexes for areas (SEIFA) ranks areas in Australia according to
relative socio-economic advantage and disadvantage. A SEIFA score is created using
information about people and households in a particular area (ABS, 2016Db). The average
SEIFA score is 1000 and the middle two-thirds of SEIFA scores fall between 900 and 1100.
The distribution of scores is divided into ten equal groups. For example, the lowest scoring
10% of areas are given a decile number of 1, up to the highest 10% of areas which are given a
decile number of 10. Centre A is located in a low socio-economic area with relative social
disadvantage (Table 4.1). Notably, the score sat closer to average in terms of its index of

education and occupation.

Table 4.1. SEIFA rankings for Centre A’s suburb

SEIFA Indexes Score Decile
Index of Relative Socio-economic Disadvantage 898 1
Index of Relative Socio-economic Advantage and Disadvantage 932 2
Index of Economic Resources 838 1
Index of Education and Occupation 990 5

At the time of data collection, Centre A was approved to provide childcare by the
Government of Western Australia, Department of Communities. All staff were qualified in
children’s services or education. There were six classrooms total, two nurseries for under
two-year-olds, two groups for two- to three-year-old children and two groups for three- to
five-year-old children. The research primarily took place in the two preschool rooms for the
three- to five-year-old age range. The 2019 National Quality Standard accreditation saw this
centre achieve an exceeding rating in all seven quality areas, the highest rating an early years
centre could achieve. On their website, the centre stipulated that partnering with parents was

important and they encouraged the regular exchange of information about the children.

4.2.1 Participants
Centre A participants consisted of a director, two educators, three parents and three children.
The director and educators were generally aware of the range of digital technologies available

for use with children at three and four years of age but did not effectively utilise many in their

71



teaching practice. One educator was interested in increasing the integration of digital

technologies in the classroom. All parents interviewed had either a laptop or iPad, at

minimum, and were technologically competent. This cohort of educators, parents and

children were diverse, including varying ethnicity, background, and digital literacy skills.

Each participant of Centre A participant is summarised briefly in Table 4.2 below.

Table 4.2. Centre A participant descriptions, including interview dates and location

Role Pseudonym | Interview Date | Interview Location | Overview

Director | Margaret 3/11/2020 Margaret’s office Female director with many years of
experience in early years settings. Had
held the director position for two years
at the time of interviewing.

Educator | Stephanie 1/12/2020 Centre foyer Female educator, responsible for

One supervising children, preparing food and
cleaning. Involved at the centre for 10+
years.

Educator | Judy 1/12/2020 Educators  shared | Female. Age group leader. Involved in

Two office space the centre for many years. Very
interested in the integration of digital
technologies.

Parent River 25/2/2021 Educators  shared | Female. Worked in internet studies.

One office space Prefaced her interview by stating she had
thought about online digital technologies
a great deal. Lived in a shared home and
co-parented two children with another
couple.

Child Violet 23/3/2021 Centre  classroom | Female, three years of age. Confident

One and outdoor space and able to communicate what digital
technologies she interacted with, both in
the home and learning settings.

Parent Gemma 18/3/2021 Centre foyer Female. Two child family. Studying so

Two used the internet and digital devices a
lot. Specific interest in the effects of
social media.

Child Hope 16/6/2021 Classroom outdoor | Female, three years of age. Quiet child.

Two space Able to demonstrate basic understanding
of digital devices she interacted with.

Parent Vimon 23/3/2021 Empty classroom Female. Both parents aware of the risks

Three involved with their child accessing
inappropriate content. Explained her
husband was a teacher and used digital
technologies regularly. She had an
interest in classical music and only
allowed her child access content to that.

Child Matthew 23/3/2021 Classroom outdoor | Male, three years of age, only child. Did

Three space not provide much evidence of digital

4.2.2 Desktop audit and digital technology policy

capabilities. Played independently for
majority of observation.

A desktop audit, performed in March 2021, revealed no information on the digital

technologies used in the centre. For example, there were no images displaying digital
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technologies on the centre’s website. While the desktop audit did not reveal any
communication tools used, this subsequently emerged during the interviews. As there was
minimal information available on the centre’s website, interviews were used to obtain
information about the centre’s attitudes, and nature of digital technologies used.

The centre’s website was revisited in April 2022 to ascertain if any significant
changes had been made in relation to digital technology. The website had changed slightly,
with a new homepage and video introducing visitors to the centre. The director commentated
the video which included a montage of the centre’s activities, however, there was no spoken
reference to digital technologies. One scene showed a child playing an electronic keyboard, a
new centre resource since the visit the previous year. The video showed children’s faces and
their reactions to the activities, but no new images or information referenced digital
technologies in any form.

There was no formal or written digital technology policy at Centre A. When asked if
the centre held any form of digital technology policy, Margaret (the director) answered, “not
to my knowledge ”. When asked if she had thought about creating a digital technology policy,
she answered “no”. Finally, when questioned whether parents had asked about a digital
technology policy, she replied “nope ”. The educators talked about a few classroom rules but
noted there was no written policy to guide them, either for themselves, or for use with or by
the children. Centre parents did not query the lack of a digital technology policy and had not
enquired as to digital technology online accessibility given to their children in the centre

context.

4.2.3 Observations: Centre practices

Observations in Centre A comprised three visits to two different classrooms: classroom one
with two focus children (returned twice), and classroom two with one focus child (once).
While Centre A utilised a few digital technologies, it was the only one in this study to use

Beebots. The following relates to observations within each classroom.

4.2.3.1 Classroom one
The primary purpose of the observations was to observe the level of children’s engagement

with digital technologies in the centre. The first (Violet’s and Matthew’s classroom)
consisted of one and a half hours observing the children playing outdoors and there were 16
children present. During the outdoor play, there were no digital technologies available for the

children to independently engage with. Violet engaged in a large amount of talking, singing,
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and interacting with peers while Matthew displayed quite the opposite behaviour in terms of

involved social interaction.

While the children did not independently engage with devices during the observations, the
educators utilised digital devices. This included the use of a digital camera to take photos of
the children engaged in play (Figure 4.1). The educator asked the child almost every time if
they gave permission for their photo to be taken, for example by stating, “Do you want me to
take a photo or not? ” Each photo was later uploaded to Storypark and shared with the
parents. Storypark was the online platform used at the centre which that allowed users to
share photos, engage in discussion boards and share and read news and updates. Educators
also used the platform for curriculum planning. Its primary purpose was to allow users
(educators and parents) to connect and communicate in real time. A longer explanation of the

purposes of Storypark is addressed in the parent communication section of this case.

Figure 4.1. Digital camera use by an Educator

During this observation, both focus children sat with me on a bench beside an outdoor library
and asked to be read a story. The opportunity was taken to conduct their interviews at that
time while the two children willingly created conversation. Whilst the children did not
demonstrate any digital skills at this time, they were able to communicate what they believed
they could do when they interacted with digital devices. Their participation in the
conversation was considered their ongoing consent, as they were each asked if they would
like to answer some questions about technology and what they used at home and in the
centre. Violet enquired as to why a phone was then bought out (with a voice recorder to
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capture the conversation) and what would be done with their “voices” once they had been
captured. She specifically asked if her voice would be listened to again, or if it meant she
would be famous. She was reassured that it was so the important things she said would not be
forgotten. At no stage did either of the children seek to leave the conversation, and in fact
stayed engaged longer than anticipated.

On the third centre visit, the observation included some of the children of classroom
one engaged with Beebots. This included observing Violet, as shown in Figure 4.2 and Figure
4.3. The educator who facilitated the 30-minute session was specifically trained to lead the
Beebot sessions, and the priority of this observation was to observe this educator’s
pedagogical practice with Beebots. Firstly, the educator explained how to operate the digital
toy, demonstrating what each arrow did, and then explaining the basic functions, as shown in
Figure 4.2. The children were then supported to demonstrate agency in their Beebot
interactions. Figure 4.3 depicts Violet experimenting with the different buttons to operate the

Beebot independently.

Figure 4.2. Violet being taught how to move the Beebot by her Educator
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A recycled digital technology provocation station was also observed in classroom one. This
included technologies such as phones, keyboards, calculators, and varying other digital
artefacts, as pictured in Figure 4.4. The provocation station was available for free play when
the class schedule allowed for it. No children were observed with engaging this station during
the three visits, but the educators stated the children enjoyed playing with the artefacts on a
regular basis and it encouraged role play.

Figure 4.4. ‘Technology corner’ in classroom one

4.2.3.2 Classroom two
The second observation (of Hope’s classroom) consisted of 45 minutes watching the 24

children play outdoors. During the observation, Hope was primarily engaged in solitary
sandpit play. Hope interacted with her educator, sharing what she was doing but she did not
seek guided or directed play collaboration.

There were no online accessible digital technologies permanently present either
indoors or outdoors of classroom two. However, an educator used a centre laptop for the
children to play a 15-minute video between outside play time and lunchtime. The video
comprised an animation designed for children’s entertainment, and no attempt was made by
the educator interact whilst the video played. They explained that watching videos on the
laptop was not a common occurrence for this classroom. In Figure 4.5, Hope is situated close
(front row in pink hat) to the laptop and was engaged with the content for the duration of the
video.
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Figure 4.5. Children of classroom two

Similar to classroom one, there was a recycled digital technology provocation station set up
in classroom two which children could access autonomously. It included phones, keyboards,

and varying other digital artefacts, as shown in Figure 4.6.

Figure 4.6. ‘Technology corner’ in classroom two

5y TR T e

Overall, observations recorded the use of few integrated digital technologies within Centre A.
This centre had few digital technologies available and hence many digital skills were not
demonstrated by children or educators. Despite this, the children were able to share their
digital literacies and perspectives on how their educators and parents mediated the digital

technologies they accessed.
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4.2.4 Interviews: Themes

The data obtained from the observations was in addition to the interview data from directors,
educators, parents, and the children. The questions related directly to the research questions
and a wide range of themes emerged as follows: 1) presence and use of digital technologies,
2) educator and parent attitudes towards digital technologies, 3) mediation strategies to
ensure safe and positive experiences for children using digital technologies, 4) the effects of
digital technologies on children, and 5) the children’s perspectives of digital technologies and
their digital skills.

It is important to remember that the Covid-19 pandemic may have influenced some
themes in Centre A interviews. From March 2020, Covid-19 significantly affected the way in
which education was delivered. For this centre, Margaret acknowledged that the disruption to
normal life created opportunities for using digital technologies in ways that may not typically
occur. She said, “that's one thing that I can thank it [this past year] for because it's opened
up these opportunities...we wouldn't have even really given thought to or considered.” These
opportunities included online learning capabilities and increased digital communication
between the centre and the parents. For example, although the centre remained open during
multiple lockdowns throughout 2021, Centre A educators relied heavily on digital
communication rather than the face-to-face contact, as drop-off and pick-up of the children to
classrooms became limited. Given the risks associated with meeting in person, parents were
also more reluctant to spend time in the classrooms and so digital communication became
paramount to maintaining links between the centre and the child’s home.

Additionally, Margaret determined that digital technologies were “evolving all the
time” and that the needs of the centre changed over time. She stated *...we 've begun to look
at the centre and say okay, what does the centre need now?”” For example, as educators
increasingly utilised digital technologies in their personal lives, they became more adept at
using devices in the classrooms. During the pandemic when the educators could not take
children offsite or even outside their classrooms, they relied on devices such as the iPad, to
show children videos and images of the outside world. The types of digital technologies
present in the centre, and the attitudes of educators, parents and children over the data

collection period were therefore significantly impacted by the pandemic.

4.2.4.1 Digital technologies: Presence and use
This section outlines the digital technologies used in Centre A. It includes digital

technologies within the centre (including digital technologies with online access and desired
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digital technologies for the centre), the intersection between the centre and the home
(including parent communication and parent awareness of digital technologies), and finally,
digital technologies in the home. The types of digital technologies and their purposes differed
between contexts but similar digital technologies were evident across households as revealed

by parents and children.

4.2.4.1.1 Digital technologies in the centre
The director was aware of the devices used in centre classrooms. Margaret talked about

iPads, headphones, a projector and screen, and a light studio. She stated that “every room
does have an iPad and if the children have a question, we use the iPad to demonstrate
research with the children.” Educators additionally explained about the educator laptops
(used for programming and Storypark), digital cameras, Beebots (programmable bee robots)
and Cubettos (wooden coding robots).

Both the director and educators primarily referenced the iPads, and their use in
teaching and learning. The iPads were used for YouTube, interactive applications where the
children learned sequential patterns, Jolly Phonics, animated stories and songs, and were
sometimes used solely to relax the children. Margaret added, “we do try to use it for more
technical things rather than cartoons and stories.”” Stephanie, the first educator, stated that
she used the iPad as a small group research tool, and it encouraged social interactions through
discussion. The main advantage was its versatility, particularly the ability to instantly access
content in response to children’s interest. Stephanie pointed out that the children could
“...listen to a story, it might be something on YouTube based on their...interest. ” Judy,
Centre A’s second educator, added that the children used iPads to take photos. She said
“...the kids have a go when it's in its protective cover.” When not in use, the iPad was kept
on the educator’s bench, out of children’s reach as it charged in preparation for the next use,

as shown in Figure 4.7.
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Figure 4.7. Educator iPad in classroom two

iPads were also used as an administration tool for parents to sign their children in and out of
the centre. Margaret stated, “there’s two [iPads] just sitting there sitting up here on the
bench...we use Quick Kids for our signing and our signing out.” The two iPads were located
in the reception area of the centre.

While iPads were mentioned most frequently, other digital technologies were present
across the two Centre A classrooms. The director and educators commented on the CD player
with four headphones (Figure 4.8) and Bluetooth speakers (Figure 4.9) as teaching and
learning tools. Margaret said, “every room has headphones, and a connector box so we can
connect certain children to one form of musical storytelling.” The audio content available
through the headphones included several movie soundtrack CDs which often encouraged

children to dance, sing and dress up.

Figure 4.8. Stereo for use in classroom one
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On occasion, music in the classroom was played on an educator’s phone through Bluetooth
speakers. Judy explained that having the phone connected to the Bluetooth speaker was
beneficial as they did not always have the CDs children requested but could search and
download tracks on their phones instantly. Judy indicated that “if it's Indigenous music, or if
it's songs that the children have been interested in ... if someone downloads it, then they can
pair it up with [the Bluetooth speaker].” Margaret also pointed out that the centre had “a big
pulldown screen and we've got a projector, normally we plug the computer in, and the

children then have the big screen.”

Figure 4.9. Bluetooth speaker in classroom one

¢ V|

The educators in classroom one also talked about the use of Beebots and Cubetto, with one
commenting that the children were “very lucky here ” (to have access to such devices).
However, only one or two educators within the centre were specifically trained to use these
technologies. Judy explained that the centre had “specific educators who are like, really whiz
bang on those. So, like, in my room, [Name], see, she does the Beebots and the Cubetto with
the kids.” The educator would explain to the children what the buttons on devices did, and
then work alongside them. This was evidenced in the observations of children interacting
with Beebots, whereby the operational instructions were demonstrated before they were given
autonomy to operate the device. Stephanie highlighted the importance of the children
understanding the operational elements of devices ahead of independent use.

The centre had a digital camera that the educators used primarily to take photos of the
children engaged in activities. Lastly, Margaret explained that there was a light studio set up
for use on special occasions. She said, “we've set up a light studio downstairs, so it

[overhead projector] gets used in the light studio. ” While the digital technologies described
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were being used in this centre, few had online accessibility. The distinction between online
accessible digital devices and non-online was not a dominant theme, however, it is a critical

one when considering the risk of potentially harmful online interactions.

4.2.4.1.1.1 Digital technologies with online access
The director referred to online access for devices used within the centre multiple times

throughout her interview ( “they have access to online ). Margaret understood that the
devices needed online access to be used as research tools, however, she did not comment on
the children’s understanding of what being online meant. She said, “we use online access for
the children if we're researching with them. So, they themselves don't go online.” Margaret
clearly understood that the internet was required for certain research tasks that educators
engaged in with the children. Neither educators nor parents distinguished between online

accessible digital technologies from others when discussing children’s digital activity.

4.2.4.1.1.2 Desired digital technologies for the centre
At the time of interviewing, the affordability of digital technologies was not considered a

high priority by the director. Margaret explained that she had input into the centre’s budget,
saying “if it was something that | felt we really needed to look at and concentrate on, | would
have the opportunity to put that forward.” Margaret did not mention petitioning for more
digital devices for the centre. She did however talk of her desire for video conferencing with
classrooms in other countries using their existing technologies. She stated, “we want to
maybe connect with a school overseas and talk to some other children.” The centre also used
a projector and screen for storytelling which they planned to use more in the future by
holding virtual video calls with other classrooms, and parents as ‘mystery readers’ whereby
the children had to guess whose parent was reading a story.

Stephanie indicated that there might be benefits from utilising digital cameras if the
children themselves could learn how to use them independently. One of her desires for her
classroom would be “letting them access the camera...that would probably be the next step
for us in terms of digital technology.” The references to desired digital technologies

reinforced that digital technologies could be further integrated into the centres context.

4.2.4.1.2 Intersection between the centre and the home

The bridge between the centre and the family home is defined in this study as the digital
communication exchange between parties, and parent awareness of digital technology usage
in the centre. This included parental involvement in learning about what was being used with
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or by their children when in the centre. It was not clear whether children’s use of digital
technologies in the centre affected how they interacted with digital technologies in their
home, or vice versa. This section describes the communication tools that parents and centre
staff used to exchange information of what the children were doing in the centre, and how

aware parents were of the digital technologies were being used.

4.2.4.1.2.1 Parent communication
A key use of digital technologies was the communication of children’s development and care

to parents. Meaningful communication with parents was a key element of many early years
centres’ practice and was addressed in every Centre interview. Margaret stated that she would
have liked the centre to use digital technologies in ways that encouraged more parental
involvement. The centre’s chosen communication platform was Storypark, and all parents
were signed up to it upon enrolment at the centre. Storypark was used for disseminating the
newsletter, daily highlights and for curriculum sharing between staff. The key benefits
according to Margaret were that “educators put a bit of news and a few photos of things that
have happened during the day and parents can access that. And then that's where my
newsletter goes in the community section.” Parents therefore received updates on what their
child was doing throughout the day. Parents had expressed concern at not being given
individual updates on their child, but Margaret explained that updates were given according
to the activities at any given time, which may not always include every child. She stated,
“often parents will say to us, | didn't get anything about my child today or and we explain
that to them, that, you know, it's not today, but maybe tomorrow. ”

Margaret mentioned that the application was not fully utilised as educators did not use
the separate curriculum planning function. Despite this, Margaret explained that Storypark
performed well as a communication tool (“they [parents] feel included - it’s safe and
secure”). Judy commented specifically on the sharing of information by digital means. While
educators did not develop curriculum on the platform, they could upload documentation and
send it digitally to parents. For example, parents received the classroom lesson plans for the
upcoming fortnight. The educators were also mindful to explain to parents why devices were
being used when they appeared in Storypark updates. Judy stated, “we actually say what we
use it for you know, today we did still life paintings but what we did we looked on the iPad
for examples of it.” She also added that in addition to the centre disseminating information
via Storypark, parents could interact with and in response to the centre. She said “parents
will often write little messages...so that's another way parents interact and give us
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information digitally. ” This demonstrated that when an educator was made aware of what
occurs at home, it can potentially influence interactions within the centre. Despite all parents
being able to access Storypark, they were not always aware of the technologies or content
used with their children in the centre.

4.2.4.1.2.2 Parent awareness of digital technologies in the centre

As educators explained in their interviews, parents also admitted to not proactively enquiring
as to the digital technologies being used in the centre, or how they were used. River (parent
one) knew that the centre sometimes used iPads as her child had previously told her they had
watched Bluey, and Storypark had showed images of iPads being used as research tools (“I
know that they'll sometimes look up some information on the iPad or watch Bluey or
whatever ”). River commented on the use of Storypark to communicate the daily updates, and
how that fostered discussions with her child outside of the education context. Her view of
Storypark was that it was a “little surveillance app ”, but it allowed parents to see what the
children learnt during the day.

Gemma (parent two) acknowledged that the use of digital technologies in the centre
was not necessarily negative and children should be taught how to use them rather than
withdraw technologies altogether. She knew they had access to iPads at the centre A, and she
was “happy with that.” She added that “they've done other things too. I think it was called
Roblox [Beebots] or something ”, indicating her awareness of the few digital technologies
used in the centre. Overall, Centre A parents did not appear concerned nor attentive to the
digital technology aspects of the centre.

This assessment was shared and confirmed by the educators. Stephanie (classroom
one) responded that she had not received any correspondence from parents pertaining to
digital technologies. She did recall one parent expressing a concern in the previous year when
she came to pick up her child and saw them engaged with the iPad. She stated that when the
parent “...sees us doing something on the iPad, she doesn't like it, because she's concerned,
he's getting too much. ”” Judy reiterated that parents had not asked about the use of digital
technologies in her classroom, or about any software used. According to Judy, parents may
have been adequately informed as to the digital technologies utilised in the centre during their
orientation tour of the centre, and therefore may not have felt the need to specifically ask.
Overall, lack of parental awareness of digital technology use in the centre may manifest in
other ways. For example, it may influence the amount of time parents allow their child to

access devices in at home, and this will be further examined in chapter five.
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4.2.4.1.3 Digital technologies in the home

Parents and children were both able to describe the digital technologies found in the home in
detail. The number and type of digital technologies differed between households and children
were afforded access according to each parent’s management practices. The digital
technologies present in each home is now outlined.

The first household (River and Violet) included a children's iPad with pre-approved
apps, a television with Plex, parent mobile phones, speakers in every room, monitors in the
children’s bedrooms, motion centred lights, a studio with a big screen television and sound
system, and computers. River explained that her child Violet “...has her own iPad.” River
explained that she tried to utilise the educational possibilities of the digital technologies in her
household, for example, “...there's one little game thar teaches her a few Greek words... or
one that teaches her the alphabet. ” She explained that there was a speaker in all rooms and
that lights could be switched on and off differently using a central control. The children in the
household interacted with music by dancing, and the lights by changing colours on the
controller. River added that Violet had supervised access to her dad’s studio which enabled
her to watch movies and television on a theatre-type screen. Saturday mornings were
designated as studio time for Violet and her dad, where “they watch the big screen and | stay
in bed...sometimes that'll be like two or three hours of TV. Sometimes if she's tired, she'll
come home and say, | had a big day, | just want to watch some TV.” Violet spent up to five
hours some days engaging with technologies which included iPads, screens outside the home,
and their home television theatre.

The second household (Gemma and Hope) included an iPad with games and ABC
Kids, a PlayStation, a television with Netflix, Disney and ABC Kids and parent phones.
Gemma explained that her children were allowed access to ABC Kids each day for a
maximum of half an hour except for the occasional movie. She stated “with the iPad, I give
them generally... 30 minutes to do a bit of free play. They go on ABC apps.” She also stated
that she could complete housework chores when the children were occupied with digital
technologies.

The third household (Vimon and Matthew) intentionally limited digital technologies
to a parent phone, a work laptop (parent use only), a recycled laptop (child’s use) and a
camera. Vimon explained that her phone was used to play her child classical music each day
for a limited amount of time, and that they sometimes “play music through speakers.” Vimon

also commented on Matthew’s desire to take photos using her phone, stating “he loves taking
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photos. ” However, she explained that the primary focus of the phone was communication
with family. Together with his parents, Matthew used the phone to video chat with his
grandparents. Vimon reiterated the device was a communication or work-related tool only.
Overall, even after acknowledging the communication benefits, she stated “I wouldn't say we
value it a loz. ” Lastly, after noticing her child wanting to interact with her work laptop,
Vimon created ‘pretend play’ by providing a recycled laptop. She said she had “a spoiled
laptop at home for him. So, he just opens it up and just types it away without any screen or
whatever.” This allowed the child to roleplay and interact with digital technologies without
needing to understand the purpose and functionality of the device. Each three households
contained different digital technologies, strongly influenced by the parent’s personal attitudes

towards their use.

4.2.4.2 Attitude: Towards young children using digital technologies
The participants held a range of opinions about digital technologies and how they managed

digital technology interactions with their children. Opinions ranged from the importance of
maintaining balance between children spending time with digital technologies and other
activities, the necessity of knowing the purpose and function of digital technologies, the
importance of digital literacy for school readiness and being cautious of the addictiveness of
digital interaction for children. These positive and negative opinions were shared by

participants as follows.

4.2.4.2.1 Positive aspects
The positive aspects of digital technologies being used by, with and for young children

included the ability for instant research, independent use, the provision of educational content
and the practical application enabled by devices. Both educators praised digital technologies
for allowing meaningful educational experiences in their classroom. Stephanie stated that
digital technologies helped both educators and children research topics of interest. She
explained, “...what I like is that it's there for us to help research topics of their interest. ”
Centre director Margaret stated that although children were exposed to digital
technologies from an early age, they did not necessarily need or want much interaction with
devices, as “it's probably beyond their ability at this point.” She also stated, “I think that
[from ages] three to four, other than looking at the picture that's on an iPad or
something...there's not that much interest in technology or understanding. ” She did however
note that children interact with digital technologies from an extremely young age, stating,
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“from the time they're in the bassinet, they're given an iPhone. ” Judy referred to digital
technologies as a way of life. She argued that tablets and iPads were part of children’s
learning experiences, and that they needed to be better prepared for using them at school. She
stated, “it’s just the society that we live in...at home, school, work, social life, it's
everywhere.”

When discussing the use of digital technologies in the centre, Margaret addressed the
issue of balance, stating, “I think there's a balance between what are we giving the educators
to do that takes them away from the child.” Both educators similarly reflected on the
importance of a balanced approach to digital technologies in the classroom, stating that
children should be expected to competently operate them, but Stephanie stated that while
digital technologies are good, “you don't want to use them all the time. Like there should be a
specific, 15, 20 minutes, and then off you go and play. ”

Both educators highlighted the need for digital technologies in the classroom to build
children’s school readiness skills. Judy understood that children used digital technologies
from a young age and were expected to know digital technology operational basics when they
transitioned into school, noting that children have “their own iPads, smartphones, tablets. |
think it's a necessity. ” She reiterated that digital technologies were an instant teaching and
learning aid which allowed educators to follow up on children’s interests with research for
children ultimately to gain knowledge.

There were other positives according to Centre A parents. In line with the educators,
River recognised that digital technologies allow for a child to ‘look up’, research, or watch
videos on a concept or topic that piqued their interest (educational or otherwise). She said that
Violet could explore concepts she was interested in. Parents commented primarily on
children’s ability to be independent in choosing what to watch or do on their device, explore
concepts they were interested in, access alternative perspectives that parents couldn’t
necessarily supply, and access instant information and means of communication. For
example, River stated: “it gives her [Violet] a way of learning independently that’s really
lovely. We'll go to her Greek app, for example, and pick up little words there and explore it
herself and feel like she's having her own autonomous experience. ”

Gemma noted the benefit of her child having access to educational digital content,
such as Bluey. She enjoyed the aim of the show in seeking to teach children real-world
concepts. Aside from educational benefits, other digital content connected children to the

wider world in a positive way, such as the representation of minorities which provided a
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reason for Gemma allowing digital content in her household. She stated:

...it is sort of educational. And it has purpose. And it’s not just like senseless and
I find that's really good. I really like seeing lots of diversity now, which | think is
really good to be inclusive... [my] daughters...need to see themselves
represented in media.

Vimon also indicated the educational value of digital technologies. She was reluctant to allow

her child access to digital content without purpose, saying:

I think if they use it for educational purpose, so things like learning a language.
They decided to, you know, go onto YouTube and learn a language. | think that's
good. You know that that is a useful tool. Learning how to draw using YouTube
is also great. Learning coding, which is very common now. | think it's good.

A further positive aspect of digital technology home integration included the use of digital
content when cooking with their child. Vimon highlighted its practical application, stating
“he loves watching that, because he can tell, so mummy, what is he cooking? What are they
doing? And, you know, so he's kind of relating what they are doing to what we are doing. So,
it’s still a practical thing.”

Lastly, the immediacy of digital content was described as a positive in that it offers
instant answers and solutions. This had become normalised for children seeking information
via online devices, although Gemma highlighted that anxiety can be generated when
information cannot be immediately accessed. Overall, educators and parents outlined many
key positive aspects, but spoke more readily of the negative aspects and their concerns

surrounding young children’s access to digital technologies.

4.2.4.2.2 Negative aspects

Parents spoke at length of the negative aspects including the physical impact of too much
time spent engaging with digital technologies, inappropriate exposure and the disruption to a
child’s normal development and learning. Participants referred to inappropriate exposure, or
inappropriate content in different ways, according to their values and perspectives, perhaps in
terms of appropriateness in the classroom in mind and the compromised value and safety of
digital content was commonly addressed as a negative aspect of young children accessing
digital technologies. Of note, while this research references digital technologies including
devices with and without screens, most participants referred to devices with screens when

discussing the negatives. For example, no concern was expressed around the amount of time
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children spent playing music and dancing to changing lights, but issues surrounding the
amount of screen time was consistently raised.

Firstly, participants were cautious about the amount of time children spent on digital
technologies. Stephanie stated, ““So, you know, are we giving them too much screen time and
taking away from their, their normal play? ” Both educators stressed the need to use digital
technologies in moderation with other activities throughout the child's day; if not, the effects
could be detrimental to the child's development.

Participants also described the negative effect of digital technologies on children’s
behaviours, bedtime routines and getting to sleep. Judy was concerned about children being
exposed to content that they did not yet understand and its impact upon their behaviours and
attitudes surrounding play. She said she could, “...see it re-enacted in their play. And it's like,
‘Why did you say that?’ or ‘Why did you do that?’, Oh I saw that on the TV. I saw that when |
was on YouTube.” Vimon noted that her child’s behaviour was negatively affected if there
was too little moderation of digital technology engagement. She said, “if they get too
addicted, they will have meltdowns more often.” Vimon also stated that screen-based devices
could interrupt her child's sleep time.

A further emergent negative was exposure to inappropriate digital content. River
commented that it sometimes informed children of things outside of parent control. She was
not always in favour of “how it connects her [Violet] to the broader world outside of our
household ” and cited examples including racism, fat-phobia and sexism, the introduction of
gender roles, and how body shapes and sizes are perceived. River lamented that digital
content can “connect her [Violet] to this broader world full of problems beyond our
household in ways that, you know, we can't always control.” River was less concerned with
the physical digital device as she was with content. She commented on the amount of time
both she and her partner spent considering what digital technologies were present in their

home. She said,

...many of the platforms that we use today are for profit platforms, and they're
built to sell things. They're not built to be good at teaching the kinds of things
we want to teach our kids.

River further highlighted the centrality of content when she stated:

And so, | think that understanding the, the politics and the economics around
platforms and content production, does leave me a bit uneasy about a lot of the
stuff that our kids would be naturally what they would be exposed to, if we

89



weren't very careful about that.

Importantly, this suggests that some parents do discuss their child’s technology use and
mediate their exposure accordingly. The other two parents also expressed unease with the risk
of their children inadvertently accessing inappropriate content, including advertisements in
YouTube and the autoplay function which generates a constant roll of videos. Vimon added
that children are “learning really bad stuff” and blamed YouTube autoplay: “their
programming is very smart if you ever stumble across something, you click on it they will
show you similar content” for showing children “rubbish.” All the negatives above were
raised by participants, but there was a clear distinction between the negative aspects their

main concerns.

4.2.4.2.3 Concerns

The key concerns of parents intersected with some of the negatives mentioned above and
included issues surrounding the equity of access to digital technologies, the low value of
some digital content, and the addictive nature and over stimulation encouraged by digital
content. The main concerns of the educators included the limited number of devices per
classroom. Stephanie explained that having only one device limited its effectiveness,
“because everyone will want to be around the iPad. ” However, the provision of resources
was dependent on budget and the priority assigned by the director. Judy raised a concern that
children may be so intensely focused on digital technologies that they stop concentrating on
their own communication and language development. She speculated on impact in terms of
“Interaction, eye contact, socialisation... | sometimes worry [about their] verbal
communication and language. ”

Gemma acknowledged that children had different levels of access, and her concern
revolved around allowing her child access to digital technologies so that she was on par with
her peers when she reached school age. She asked herself, “when the kids are in school, how
will they compare to their peers? By having access to technology from a young age could this
be an advantage?” She also held concerns about her own digital technology usage and how
her boundaries may affect her child. She admitted to struggling with “boundaries with my
technology and how much I'm on it because they're obviously seeing how much I'm on it
too. ” This insight reinforced adult’s use of digital technologies, separate to children. A
concern for Vimon was the potential detrimental effect of limiting Matthew’s exposure to

digital technologies because he may miss out on certain information or content that children
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at this age may be accustomed to. She recognised that others may *“...think that we are
depriving him of learning opportunity, because he's not exposed to TV. But | think the kids
nowadays are getting too much information.”

Other parental concerns revolved around children mindlessly scrolling on their device,
the inappropriateness of some television shows deemed suitable for children, and the over
stimulation of engaging in too much screen time. Some of these concerns were future worries
for when their children may be exposed to cyberbullying, or the negativity involved with

social media. River stated:

I'm much more concerned about the way in which again, it grabs your
attention, and they'll just be like, endless unboxing videos or endless videos of
like, bits of playdough turning into other things that just doesn't, it feels like it's
just junk.... we, similarly we don't want Netflix on because again, there's just
like a lot of junk on there.

Violet clearly loved her iPad, and often requested it for self-regulation purposes. River said,
“sometimes she'll be crying. And I'll say, do you want a hug? Is there anything you want?
You know, is there a solution to this problem, she'll say the only solution is iPad, I need
iPad!” This was a concern for River as she explained that her child could watch shows
endlessly or request time playing games, instead of choosing other options. According to
River, Violet will “go through phases where she just wants to watch endless Octonauts or
endless Bluey or the same movie over and over again, and she'll even just go back and watch
the same section... over and over again.” Gemma expressed concern around digital
technologies affecting children’s futures and the negative potential of social media. Gemma
stated navigating social media can prove “very tricky because there's just so much
negativity. ”

Vimon described two main concerns, namely Matthew’s exposure to aggressive
games, and again, the over stimulation generated by digital technologies. She allowed content
that was educational but was aware that children sometimes played “quite aggressive games,
which is not very good for their brain development.” She also expressed concern around the
amount of stimulation imposed on children from prolonged engagement with devices and
digital content. She reiterated that her child should be spending more time outside for healthy
development and that “technology is quite draining. So, they get really tired. I think it's just
too much stimulation. ”

Lastly, Vimon feared the addictive nature of digital technologies as “they only want
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the technology and refuse to do anything else.” She stated that a lot of children, after being
exposed to digital content, became obsessed, and so had intentionally limited her child’s

access. In summary, each parent chose different ways of mitigating their concerns, and the
following section outlines the mediation strategies both educators and parents employed as

safeguards.

4.2.4.3 Mediation strategies
The combination of negative associations and concerns leads parents and educators to employ

various mediation strategies to ensure healthy, safe, and positive online interactions. Educator
and parent management strategies differed and were largely dependent on the individual
child. For Centre A, the main mediation strategies employed included: 1) limitations and
guidelines, 2) classroom management, 3) software and filters, 4) restriction of online access,
5) restriction of in-app purchases, and 6) restriction of exposure to inappropriate content.

Judy articulated the benefits of mediation strategies, as follows:

I think, like with everything I think it's in in moderation, and the supervision
and knowing what your child or the children in your care, what they're actually
doing, what they're accessing, and that it's within the boundaries of their
capabilities, and what they should be exposed to, at that time of their life and
what they can understand and what they can process.

The need to educate children about operating devices and accessing appropriate content
forefront for parents. Gemma stated, “...education and technology are really great. Instead of
just like, pulling them away from it, show them how to use it appropriately.” While this
centre’s mediation strategies were applied to all children, each household imposed their own

mediation strategies, according to what worked best for them.

4.2.4.3.1 Limitations and guidelines

With no articulated digital technology policy in place, it was initially difficult to ascertain if
and what rules existed in respect to digital technology use in the centre. Despite this, the
educators explained that there was an expectation to ensure safe and educational practice. The
first guideline was that only specific applications were loaded onto the devices for both
educator and children access. The centre had a central informational technologies support
person and Margaret stated that “IT are very specific about locking the iPads down ”. The
other two guidelines were that educator’s personal devices were not allowed in the

classrooms, and children’s interaction with digital technologies was always supervised.
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However, the educators stated that personal phones were sometimes used if needed to play
music for the children. The children did not use devices unattended. Margaret stated, “we
don 't tend to let the kids use them just go without an adult”’, and educators reiterated that they
managed any digital devices used in classrooms themselves. Lastly, the educators were
encouraged to give preference to YouTube Kids over YouTube to minimise inappropriate
content or content unintentionally aimed at adults.

In the home contexts, all parents imposed time limitations on digital technology use
by their children, especially during mealtimes. River added that there was no digital time
before bed. She said, “I try to get her [Violet] to stop watching TV by six o clock so she can
play a bit before dinner ... After dinner there’s no iPad time ever.” Vimon also imposed time
limits (“not longer than 10 minutes, and it’s not every day”) so her child “does not get
addicted. ” She added that a “timer works well.”” She noted however that if her child was at a
friend’s home or in a different environment, they did not enforce the ten-minute quota. In
addition to the time limit, Vimon explained that her child did not have free access to the
digital technologies in the home. Access was always dictated by one or both parents. Limiting
the time children spent with digital technologies meant that they were pursuing other

activities as part of a balanced lifestyle.

4.2.4.3.2 Classroom management
The way in which educators manage children’s behaviour around digital technologies can

have a major impact on the device’s usefulness and value in the classroom. Digital
technologies can be used to calm children down, and the way the informal rules and
regulations are implemented may (or may not) encourage healthy expectations and
consistency of use. Stephanie commented that digital technologies could help educators get
children to sit still in the classroom. She said, “we have used at times when the group can be
quite loud and boisterous ... You just want to give them some time where they can calm down
and relax.” Judy added that when the rules are set from the beginning, digital technologies
can be used in a controlled and managed way in the classroom. The need for a unified
approach to management was key for the educators. However, it relied upon educators
knowing how to operate the digital devices and having prepared content so that children

remained engaged.

4.2.4.3.3 Software and filters
Educators did not comment on any software or filters on devices in their classrooms. Centre
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A parents commented on software, but neither River or Gemma had installed any safety-
related software or filters at the time of interviewing as their children did not yet use
browsers. River stated that Violet did not use a browser because she could not write or type
but referred to a whitelist, whereby parents load acceptable digital content for the child to
view. When asked if they had any filters or safety-related software installed, Gemma
answered “I don't really at the moment, because | feel like | don't need to.” While not voiced
by the other Centre A parents, this was important as it highlighted a potential lost opportunity
for early mediation. Even before children can type or ‘search’ online, they still can access
content accidentally via voice activation, or by clicking links unknowingly. Therefore,

parents must be vigilant of this possibility.

4.2.4.3.4 Control of online access
Judy talked to the importance of adults knowing what the children were being exposed to

while River talked around the iPad’s online capabilities and how either parent sat with their
child while the device was being used to access anything online, creating interactive
opportunities between parents and children. River said, “sometimes she'll ask us to attend
more like, she'll be like, what’s happening here? Or tell me about that. What did he say?”
Lastly, River was the only parent to comment on any tension caused by devices in
their household and related to the way device mediation was managed. In their home, a server
acted as a filter for what could be accessed, with digital content uploaded by either parent for
the child to ‘choose’ from. This allowed the child to demonstrate agency in choosing what to
engage with, but from a safe, pre-loaded list of options. For River, “that system gives us a lot
more control over what she can and can't see” and it meant that “at least we know, ok, you've
got Bluey on there. You've got this. Youve got that...We download that to our household
server, which then streams to various devices.” River stated that it was “not the approach

that | would probably have taken myself”, but it worked for their household.

4.2.4.3.5 Control of in-app purchases
Another mediation strategy was to monitor the financial spend on in-app purchases, both by

the child or by the parent on behalf of the child. River commented on her child’s ability to
convince her partner into installing new applications that sometimes cost money. She added
that both parents worked together to determine what types of digital applications to install on
their household devices and an appropriate amount to spend on them. River stated that Violet

“doesn't spend any money by herself. But she is good at being like, I want you to get it for
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me. | need it/ ” The applications chosen for Violet did not allow for a spend of real money
once operational so that there were no accidental downloads. No other participants

commented on in-app purchases.

4.2.4.3.6 Control of exposure to inappropriate content
Participants referred to inappropriate content exposure in ways which aligned with their

values and perspectives, and according to the curriculum requirements in the classroom. One
educator stated that the children have never been exposed to anything inappropriate in their
classrooms. For the parents, while inappropriate content was a concern, most claimed that
their children have so far been protected from inappropriate digital content. River reiterated
that content required mediation and explained her horror at YouTube Kids, whereby her child
could access inappropriate content even when engaged with children’s shows. She also
commented on the advertisements that popped up which showed Violet aggressive
behaviours, or movie previews she would not be watching. Hence the need to control what
her child viewed. She further explained they combated inappropriate exposure by
“downloading shows and videos on the tablet ” and “pre-screening things ” which is not
“100% effective.” Having control over what children engaged with allowed parents to limit
their children’s exposure to potentially harmful content by choosing particular shows, and
using applications such as ABC Kids.

Both Gemma and Vimon were aware that some YouTube advertisements were
inappropriate for their child. Gemma added that while sometimes content may be not age
appropriate, it did not necessarily negatively impact their child. For example, in relation to
Barbie, she said “...some things that are a little bit more grown up. So, for example, | feel
like Barbie is not really a great influence.” Gemma added that she sometime skipped parts of
movies or shows being shown to her girls. She added “I think a lot of old Disney shows are
highly inappropriate...and I'm just looking at them like, no, no, I'm going to like skip this.”

Inappropriate exposure was not perfectly managed in either the home or education
contexts, and all participants made a conscious effort to monitor content appropriately. While
participants highlighted the difficulty of guiding children’s access to inappropriate digital
content, all these mediation strategies did appear to protect children from unsavoury digital

content and promote safe and positive online interactions.

95



4.2.4.4 Children: Effects of digital technologies
Children’s digital skills, digital literacy, attention span, social competencies and behaviour

form a key research component of this study. While educators and parents largely determined
what children’s access, children’s capabilities ultimately influenced by how they interact with

digital technologies. The following presents findings from the adult participants of Centre A.

4.2.4.4.1 Digital skills
Children’s digital skills included what they were able to do with digital technologies. The

director acknowledged that children learn digital skills efficiently, and when given the
opportunity, could operate devices autonomously. Margaret acknowledged that her educators
were “encouraging children to do it [operate the iPad]. ” She said children, “know that they
do know them, they know they press buttons, then they know that there's a consequence to
that pressing of a button, so that button will do this or that and they learn that very, very
quickly.”

From the parent perspective, all claimed that their child could scroll down and across,
zoom in and out, swipe, skip ads and take photos. River stated that Violet would “give us
directions like ‘search forward, search forward, I want that one, search more that way’” and
that she could “scroll down or scroll across or like make my picture bigger or smaller.”
Gemma explained that Hope could not yet select smaller things because she did not yet
possess the finer motor skills (e.g., to operate the phone), but could turn the television on
(“she knows how to put the TV on "), scroll through and select shows, and turn the
PlayStation on. She admitted that “when it comes to selecting, like a small thing, that would
be the thing that's still tricky ” but that it was “...just a matter of practising the fine motor
because she's happy to scroll and stuff.” Unsurprisingly, parents, more than educators, most
readily talked about children’s digital skills while educators spoke more to children’s digital

literacies.

4.2.4.4.2 Digital literacy

Digital literacy is defined as the child’s ability to find, evaluate, and communicate through
media (Twinkl, 2023). Children’s digital literacy and their digital skills are intermixed,
depending on how they interact with digital technologies. In centre A, all children possessed
different digital operating abilities. However, according to Stephanie, “I can tell you that
some three- and five-year-olds can use an iPad or an iPhone better than...adults.”

Judy noted that children at this age know how to use cameras and smartphones, can

call people overseas, have memorised songs from movies, know what Netflix is and know to
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‘type’ on a laptop. She said “...a lot of them know how to use cameras because like, you
know, they're looking at that big picture now [on the screen]” and “a lot of them know how
to use smartphones because I've seen them swiping. I've had a few parents say that their
children have called people overseas. ” Judy also stated that sometimes in the classroom she
will “...bring out the laptop to do stuff and they know the keys and the numbers, what things
do.”

If children have high levels of digital literacy, they are potentially afforded more
opportunity for in-depth learning. For example, educators googling an event can sometimes
trigger details a child may not have recalled earlier. Judy mentioned children “...might not be
able to remember everything. But when they see things [when an educator googles the event]
that can spot ‘Oh, yeah. And then we did. X, Y and Z as well. ” Children’s digital literacies

can be expanded if opportunities are provided in an age appropriate and safe way.

4.2.4.4.3 Attention span
One educator stated that digital technologies can build children’s attention spans while the

other conceded that it differed between individual children. Stephanie said, ““I think you can

maintain their focus longer ” while Judy noted:

...you've got some children that are just not interested yet at all, you've got
some children that'll come and have a look and then move off. And then those
that are just glued and will not move. Even if it's turned off. They're still staring
at it.

Vimon was the only parent to comment on the effect of digital technologies on their child's
attention span, noting her child was unable to passively watch a show without interacting
with others. She said, “...he will stay, he'll sit there for two, three minutes and he'll come to
me.” It became clear from interviews that individual children’s attention span when engaging

with digital technologies fluctuated greatly.

4.2.4.4.4 Social interaction
Educators observe children interacting socially in the classroom every day. Digital

technologies either encouraged or discouraged social interaction. Judy explained that devices

fostered social interaction when discussion was encouraged, and ideas shared:

... we discuss ok, what -what do we want to learn? What do we want to find
out? You know, what things do you want to know or what? So, you're talking to
them getting the ideas from them. So, then we’'ll write down things? That's like,
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okay, let's type in, you know, what shall we type in to look for in that specific,
you know, interest of this dinosaur? | want to know, you know, what does he
eat? Or, you know, what was his colours or things like that. So, then you're
getting, you're drawing out from the children what they want to learn.

River acknowledged that the content of age-appropriate shows can provide frameworks that
allow them to operate socially. She acknowledged, “[Bluey] gives them these frameworks
and packages for how to interact with other people that, you know, little kids don't actually
seem to naturally know.” She noted that it can be difficult to teach children how to share and
play, and what to do if someone does not want to play. In this instance, some digital content
can be effective in encouraging appropriate child and parent interactions and collaboration
between siblings.

Vimon agreed that digital technologies encouraged social interaction between
children and parents. She stated that her son talked to her all the time when engaged with
digital content. For example, “he will say, mummy sing with me, or mummy, what is that
instrument? Or is this this, or is this that?” Social interaction and behaviour are not

dissimilar, as evidenced by the following.

4.2.4.45 Behaviour
Gemma’s mainly spoke around the behavioural effects of digital technology including the

difficulty of getting children off devices:

I think that it really depends on the type of day and time of day as well.
Because I do find if they had too much screen time, and all of a sudden there
was like an abrupt change, they’d definitely be a bit cranky.

Children’s behaviour and digital technologies influence each other across the home and
education contexts. Thus far, the effects of digital technologies have been discussed with the
adult participants of Centre A. In the following, the children of Centre A shared their

experiences relating to digital technologies in their lives.

4.2.45 Children’s perspective
Three Centre A children were interviewed to determine their understanding of digital

technologies and their digital capabilities. Each child engaged with digital technologies in
differing ways. This section presents the children’s perspective on digital technologies in
both the centre and home contexts and their own digital skills, and includes the degree of

agency afforded to autonomously practice their digital skills.
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4.2.45.1 Digital technologies in the centre

Violet was using Beebots on one of the centre observations. She described the elements of the
Beebots as, “they are arrows”, “it makes it go to the person” and “press it four times.” This
indicated that she understood the basics of Beebot programming. She experimented
repetitively with the Beebot and practiced how to move it in different directions. She
frequently made mistakes but did not show frustration and demonstrated a clear
understanding of forward, back, and left and right as evidenced in the following exchange

with her educator:

Educator: Wonderful! Now have a look at them at the top before you press any,
all right, so this arrow is, anybody know what direction that might make
Beebot go?

Violet: It makes it go to the person

...Educator: That way, so there’s an actual name for it, that’s left
Child: And that’s right

Educator: Oh! Look at you go! Right, what's that one?

Violet: That’s left.

...Educator: In front, this one is forward
Violet: And, and, that way is back.

...Educator: Do you think it's gonna go all the way to [Name]? Or do I need to
press it more times?
Violet: More times

While Violet engaged with the Beebot in the centre, she also described the digital
technologies she engaged with at her home. However, neither of the other two focus children
spoke about the digital technologies in the classrooms, perhaps illustrating little engagement

with devices in the centre.

4.2.45.2 Digital technologies in the home
Each child identified the digital technologies they used or had in their homes. Violet talked
about her own ‘kids iPad’ (“it’s a new iPad ") and that she had a studio at her home. When
asked what digital technologies she knew about, she explained that she had a studio at home
with a ‘big TV’ and an iPad for the kids, and that “...me and my sister watched Trolls.”

Hope successfully explained the digital technologies she engaged with at home. This
included a TV, PlayStation and watching ‘Elsa’ (from Frozen). She said that she watched TV,

and watched shows through her PlayStation:
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Researcher: Yeah, [Name], she told me that you get to play on the PlayStation.
Is that right?

Hope: Mmm

Researcher: Yeah. Do you get to watch your shows?

Hope: [Nods]

Lastly, when asked what digital technologies he engaged with, Matthew replied with ‘no’ to
questions such as “can you tell me what your favourite TV show is? Do you have a favourite
TV show? ” or “do you watch TV at home? ”, which aligned with his parents' answers.
Interviews demonstrated that the children could explain what digital technologies they

engaged with in their home, and the skills required to operate those which they had access to.

4.2.45.3 Digital skills
Hope was the only child to address digital skills. She shared (by nodding her head in response

to the questions) that she could turn the PlayStation and the television on:

Researcher: ...what else might we do on the PlayStation? Do you know how to
turn it on?

Hope: [Nods]

Researcher: ...And you can already turn it on? Can you turn the TV on?
Hope: [Nods]

Like Hope, each child indicated that they were able to operate digital technologies and were

able to explain what they used in both their home and education contexts.

425 Summary

Centre A was more traditional in terms of learning materials and resources and operated
without a large number of digital technologies. However, both the director and educators
agreed that digital technology use for this age group is a necessity, and children need to be
taught how to use devices to be ready for their schooling. This was highlighted for the
director by the Covid-19 pandemic. All Centre A staff emphasised the importance of
maintaining balance in relation to digital technology use given its potential impacts on
children’s learning and development. While the centre did not have a formal digital
technology policy in place, there was an appreciation amongst staff around basic rules of use

in the classroom.
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Centre A parents’ key considerations focused on concerns surrounding the digital
content children can access when using devices. Importantly however, these concerns were
confined to home use only. All three parents and children used digital technologies in some
capacity in their homes. The amount of time spent on devices (regardless of the value of the
content consumed) also dominated parents’ consideration of use. Parents did not draw links
between use at the centre and at home.

The digital literacy skills of staff, parents and children were varied, but mediation
strategies were broadly similar. Centre A children could vocalise and demonstrate their
digital skills when asked, and they were aware of some of mediation tactics imposed on them
in relation to digital content and devices. Importantly, the findings from Centre A offer a rich
source of information for recommendations to policy makers about digital technology use in
early years centres, especially in relation to post pandemic learning and teaching. Parents of
Centre A have also provided strong evidence for effective mediation strategies, and finally
Centre A children themselves have provided valuable insights into their understanding of

digital technologies, and the opportunities they provide for both education and entertainment.

4.3 CentreB

Centre B housed multiple digital technologies, and the educators were apt in operating them.
The centre had no official digital technology policy, so educators used their discretion when
using the devices with the children. Each classroom had a tablet for supervised use with the
children, and educators were provided with shared laptops for their professional work. The
centre itself had a strong and stable internet access, and devices were used daily in the
classrooms.

This section reports on the data obtained from Centre B and its participants. It
includes a description of participants, findings from the desktop audit and digital technology
policy, observations of the centre’s practices, key themes presented in the interviews, and a
case summary. The observations are divided by classroom one and two, and key themes are
segmented by section including the presence and use of digital technologies, educator and
parent attitudes towards digital technologies, mediation strategies to ensure safe and positive
experiences for children using digital technologies, the effects of digital technologies on
children, and the children’s perspectives of digital technologies and their digital skills.

The SEIFA ranking for Centre B indicated that it was in an area with a higher-than-

average score across SEIFA indexes, including economic resources and education and
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occupation. Table 4.3 shows the decile ratings were 8 and above, which indicated the centre

sat in the highest 30% of areas across Perth.

Table 4.3. SEIFA rankings for Centre B’s suburb

SEIFA Indexes Score Decile
Index of Relative Socio-economic Disadvantage 1087 10
Index of Relative Socio-economic Advantage and Disadvantage 1087 10
Index of Economic Resources 1113 10
Index of Education and Occupation 1041 8

Centre B included six play studios for zero to five-year-olds. The centre employed two full
time early childhood teachers, and its professional staff were working towards or had
completed their Diploma. The facility was new at the time of data collection and came under
the banner of a not-for-profit company. Nature Play Australia facilitated the creation of the
outdoor environments, which were designed to encourage children to consider sustainable
practices. Overall, their early childhood curriculum development was guided by the EYLF
and Framework for School Aged Care. Data collection was carried out across two play

studios which included the oldest children in the centre.

4.3.1 Participants

Nine interviews were conducted in Centre B and included the director, two educators and
three parents and their children. The three children were observed in their learning
environment for any interaction with digital technologies. Participants represented a broad
cross-section of backgrounds and ethnicities and held a range of opinions around digital
technologies in both the home and education contexts. The staff were all highly experienced
educators, and participating parents all fluent technology users. A summary of each

participant is shown in Table 4.4 below.

Table 4.4. Centre B participant descriptions, including interview dates and location

Role Pseudonym Interview Date | Interview Location | Overview

Director

Kahurangi

6/11/2020

Kahurangi’s office

Female director in a new position. She
was involved from the conception of the
centre and had been its only Director.
Lived locally and involved in the
surrounding community.

Educator | Rachel 23/11/2020 Resource room with | Female. Highly experienced educator.
One interviews chairs set | Lead Educator of her play studio (3- and
up 4-year-old age group). Grandmother and

highly skilled in operating digital devices.

Educator | Chelsea 23/11/2020 Resource room with | Female. Highly experienced educator.
Two interviews chairs set | Lead Educator of her play studio (4- and

up
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benefits of using digital devices in an
educational space.

Parent Adi 18/03/2021 Resource room with | Female. Parent of an only child. Active
One interviews chairs set | and involved parenting style. Allowed
up child to watch unlimited content, but with
awareness of what the content was.
Child Elliott 01/04/2021 Lunchroom Three-year-old boy. High energy and
One always active. Watched shows that
included his favourite superheros.
Parent Penny 19/03/2021 Resource room with | Female, mum of two boys. Used digital
Two interviews chairs set | technologies fluently. Allowed the
up television on in the home at any time.
Highly involved with social media.
Child Moses 01/04/2021 EYC classroom Four-year-old boy. Confident and able to
Two communicate well.
Parent Jessica 19/03/2021 Resource room with | Female, mum of two. Positive towards
Three interviews chairs set | digital technologies and incorporated
up them into daily life. Both parents of the
household worked with social media and
digital marketing.
Child Faith 01/04/2021 EYC classroom Four-year-old girl. Confident and
Three enthusiastic. Led her classmates in games

4.3.2 Desktop audit and digital technology policy

and free play.

A desktop audit conducted in March 2021 revealed no mention of what digital technologies

were used in the centre. No images on the website showed digital technologies being used by
educators or children in the centre. The website’s frequently asked questions section included
a sole statement that Centre B did not offer online enrolments. This was perhaps an indication
of the centres level of administrative digital skills and literacy. On a re-evaluation of the
website in April 2022, there was no further evidence of the inclusion or promotion of digital
technologies, a digital technology policy, or professional learning for staff pertaining to

digital upskilling.

4.3.3 Observations: Centre practices

The three focus children in the centre were observed on two separate occasions. One child
(Elliott) was in the first classroom, and two (Moses and Faith) in the other. Both observations
focussed primarily on the digital technology used within each classroom, by both the
educators and the children. Centre B observations were carried out on a single day, at

different times during the day and included the two classrooms, outside and the lunch room.

4.3.3.1 Classroom one

The first observation of Elliott’s classroom consisted of 20 minutes of watching the children

engaged in indoor mat time. All children (approximately 12 children) sat on the mat are were
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engaged in music time where they sang along with an interactive music cartoon, as shown in
Figure 4.10 below. The iPad, held by the educator, displayed an interactive music video, and
was connected to a Bluetooth speaker to amplify the sound.

Figure 4.10. Children of classroom one engaged in music time

The music video was running the children through letters, colours, and numbers, and required
their responses between segments. The educator prompted the children a number of times,
but they mostly interacted solely with the iPad and responded directly to the iPad
instructions. The educators also sang along with the children. Elliot is pictured on the front
row, furthest left, dressed in a red and blue shirt. He was an energetic child who was involved

with all classroom activities in the time he was observed.

4.3.3.2 Classroom two
The second Centre B observation was undertaken in Moses and Faith’s classroom. This

classroom was highly engaged with the digital technologies available to them. During the
observation period, the children and educator sat on the mat and an iPad was used for the roll
call, Jolly Phonics, and for checking the temperature. For example, the educator called out
each letter, prompted by the iPad imagery, and the children replied when their name started
with that letter. For example, when the educator asked, “Anyone start with a ‘m’ ‘m’ ‘m’?”,
Moses replied “me!”. When the educator was transitioning between activities, Faith stated,
“...my mum said that I could see Cinderella if I'm really good”. She had previously been
talking to her friend about her favourite movies. Furthermore, when starting the Jolly Phonics

video and an advertisement played through the iPad, the educator stated “...that's an ad, shall
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we skip it? ” This level of engagement allowed the children to be involved in the operation of
the iPad, albeit indirectly. Figure 4.11 shows the educator leading from the front with the
iPad. All children were engaged with the screen.

Figure 4.11. Children of classroom two engaged with the iPad during mat time
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The open dialogue between the educator and the children created a safe space for children to
ask questions around how the devices worked and how they can be used. The children asked
the educator which buttons to press as they navigated the weather app and whether the
educator could turn the volume up so they could better hear the sounds. Figure 4.12 shows
Moses and his educator checking the daily temperature in front of the class during mat time.
Moses was highly engaged during both activities. He was able to share his name with the
class and share the temperature using the iPad (supported by the educator).

Figure 4.12. Moses and his Educator checking the days temperature on the iPad
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Faith answered questions, volunteered for activities, and actively sought me out to find out
why | was in her classroom. When asked about her digital use she shared that she watched
shows with her friend, “I watch something with her ”. Next, the educator took a photo (using
the iPad) of all children with their Easter bunny ears on and stated, “...now that photo is on
Seesaw, so you can tell your mummies and daddies to check it and see what we did today. ”
Seesaw was used by the centre as a communicative tool between the centre and the home,
and its use was discussed in the interviews. Overall, both observations demonstrated the use
of digital technologies in both classrooms, and provided information prior to the interviews.
The themes that emerged from the interviews aligned with the observation data and offered
rich insights into how digital technologies were used, both in Centre B and in the homes of

participating centre children.

4.3.4 Interviews: Themes

The observation data provided an overview of the digital technologies present in the
classrooms, but not necessarily how educators or parents valued them, or mediated their use.
The key themes that emerged from the interviews included: 1) presence and use of digital
technologies, 2) educator and parent attitudes towards digital technologies, 3) mediation
strategies to ensure safe and positive experiences for children using digital technologies, 4)
the effects of digital technologies on children, and 5) the children’s perspectives of digital
technologies and their digital skills. Each theme contributes to a greater understanding of
what and how digital technologies are used in both education and home contexts.

The broader societal context, in terms of the Covid-19 restrictions at the time of data
collection, was critical to how participants presented their views on digital technologies. Like
the previous case, Covid-19 has significantly affected education delivery which Centre B
director, Kahurangi, acknowledged. She talked to the implementation of a school readiness
program, namely, “it’s still a project we're working on and developing. Corona slowed it
down a lot, obviously, with this year kind of being wiped out.”

Digital technology usage in the centre had increased rapidly due to the need to keep
parents offsite as much as possible. Educators were required to keep parents informed via
digital means, and Centre B was looking to the future. Kahurangi understood that digital
technologies were changing the learning landscape, including in the early years context. She
stated, “I think the future in early childhood will look very different within 10 years, you

know, look at schools now they 're using technology a lot more heavily.” She noted that most
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children were digitally literate earlier in their lives, adding, “two-year olds can use our
smartphone better than some older people | know.”

Kahurangi also noted the need to better educate directors of early years centres on the
meaningful and purposeful use of digital technologies to better integrate them into their
centres. She said, “I'll just be interested to see what research shows and definitely see how it
can be used here in our sector, but in a really meaningful and purposeful way ...hopefully we
can just hold that balance. ” It was evident that the way the director viewed digital
technologies influenced the way centre participants talked about digital technologies, online
safety and its influence on children’s learning and development.

Equity of provision of digital technologies to children of this age was important to
Kahurangi. Being a new centre, affordability was another key aspect, and Kahurangi happily
noted during her interview that Centre B had the digital technologies it needed to operate,
specifically, “...until we've got everything fully up and running as to the level it should be,

technology would definitely take probably a backseat for a wee while.”

4.3.4.1 Digital technologies: Presence and use
This section outlines the digital technologies used by Centre B participants and includes: 1)

digital technologies in the centre (including desired digital technologies for the centre), 2) the
intersection between the centre and the home (including parent communication and parent
awareness of digital technologies), and finally, 3) digital technologies in the home. Each
participant held differing views as to the appropriateness of digital technology for young

children, as demonstrated in the following.

4.3.4.1.1 Digital technologies in the centre

Being new, Centre B did not yet utilise a large range of digital technologies. However, they
integrated selected technologies including the iPad, laptops, stereos, headphones, Bluetooth
speakers, printer, and a recycled digital technologies provocation station into their
classrooms. There was an iPad with Xplor installed in each classroom for the parents to sign
their children in and out of the centre daily, and these had only recently been purchased.
Therefore, these iPads possessed bigger screens which the educators stated were more helpful
with groups of children, especially as they sometimes had up to 27 children crowded around
one iPad. Rachel said this was “really cool. Because it's bigger.” Between uses, the iPads
were stored out of the children’s reach, and left on charge, as in Figure 4.13 below. The iPads

were also being used for accessing YouTube, interactive videos, phonics, photos, and
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programming. Specifically, educators talked about showing the children an educational series
(three 12-minute videos weekly) on topics such as recycling. Rachel also talked about
ChuChu TV on YouTube, stating it was “quite informative and educational.” She reiterated
the effectiveness of the iPad as a tool for presenting content to the children because they

enjoyed it. She said, “they are drawn to it actually.”

Figure 4.13. iPad on charge in classroom two
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The iPads were also used by the children themselves, in tandem with an educator. For

example, at mat time the educator chose a child to come and help look up the UV index for
the day using a weather app. During mat time, Chelsea and children would research “what
the UV is today. And write it on a poster. So that's something children will start to look up to
see what it is.” She reiterated that short snippets of digital technology use like this were
becoming more common in classroom over time.

Digital devices, namely the iPads, Bluetooth speaker, stereo and headphones, were
used at Centre B to encourage children’s exposure to music. The iPads connected directly to
Bluetooth speakers to play music everyday as part of mat time. The screen was hidden so as
to encourage dancing and singing, rather than simply watching the screen. The music was
pre-approved by the educators and, as Rachel explained, there was a small number of songs
used on rotation. She said, “they can sing along, and you can all do the actions and stuff.”
The stereo in classroom one (Figure 4.14) was at educator height and out of reach of the
children, and ready to play CD’s when the children asked, or as part of a structured lesson.
The headphones “can be just plugged into the stereo...and then they just listen to whatever

CD they choose.”
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Figure 4.14. Stereo in classroom one

The purpose of the laptops sometimes mirrored that of the iPads. For example, the iPads and
laptops were both used to play videos to the children with a specific focus, for example,
NAIDOC (National Aborigines and Islanders Day Observance Committee) week. However,
the laptops were reserved for educator use only and educators used them for their planning
and programming, as well as for communicating with parents. Rachel noted that the laptops
were “shared across the service but not for like each individual staff member.”

Chelsea acknowledged that the printer was helpful for children to display their
learnings by converting the digital to tangible. She said she would work with the children to
print content and “stick it back up and like, put it up on the on the wall...so it goes from being
on the iPad, we’ve printed it, and then it goes up.” This was an example of a digital tool
being used in the classroom for moving from play based activities to technology and back
again. Lastly, the children had a section of their classroom set up with recycled keyboards,
phones, and screens for pretend play (Figure 4.15). Set up for free play time, Chelsea said the
technology corner consisted of “...just old keyboards that we brought in, and we did have a
laptop at one point. And then we've had old telephones ... And we have had this like fake
mobiles.” The technology corner was designed to promote imaginative play and to engage
children in thinking and role play using digital technologies. Rachel stressed the importance

of children using their imagination.
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Figure 4.15. ‘Technology corner’ in classroom two

4.3.4.1.1.1 Desired technologies for the centre

The introduction of new digital technologies was not a priority of the centre at the time of
interviewing. The director and educators talked about further utilising the iPads capacity for
educational apps which they had not yet incorporated into their curriculum. Kahurangi
mentioned that children are not yet interacting and engaging with the iPads on their own and
that might be an opportunity for the future, and the educators indicated that an increased
numbers of iPads would be useful.

As an educational tool, the interactive SMART board was described as a highly
sought-after device. Kahurangi cited lack of budget as the reason for not yet acquiring them,
saying, “those big smart screens in terms of that interactive engaging style... but probably
budget wise not so budget friendly right now.” Rachel added that a larger screen might aid
children’s engagement compared with the classroom iPad while Chelsea explained that it
would enable the children to sit in a larger group, and undertake more than simple research.
She had raised the issue of SMART boards previously in staff meetings and that the main
benefit would be using it for research.

The director, educators, and parents all commented on the increasing use of digital
technologies both in centre and at home. One educator, Rachel, commented on the need to be
upskilled around digital technology use, noting, “ifit’s going to be introduced then I reckon
that some of us might need a bit of training.” The upskilling of educator’s digital skills is
essential for the introduction of new digital technologies.

4.3.4.1.2 Intersection between the centre and the home
Both educators claimed that they had no awareness of digital activities occurring in centre

family homes and that this was not something they discussed with parents. Rachel assumed
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that children with high levels of digital interaction at home would be competent in the
classroom. She noted, “...when you bring out your iPad...you can see the children that do
use it, they will be the ones that come.”

Rachel commented on children’s behaviours as evidence of the impact of watching
television at home. For example, they talked about, dressed up as, and acted out shows such
as Bluey, Spiderman, Batman, and fairy princesses. Chelsea commented on children's
awareness of the rules that governed their use of digital technologies at home. For example,
when children explained that they were not allowed on their iPad just before bedtime.
Chelsea said that children, “tell us, ‘we've got an iPad at home’... and then you will hear
some children say, ‘Oh, no, I'm not allowed my iPad until bedtime’... But you'll see some of

them coming still holding as they're walking down the corridor.”

4.3.4.1.2.1 Parent communication
The platform chosen by Centre B to digitally communicate with parents was Seesaw. Seesaw

was used to document the children’s learning and development. Kahurangi said it’s “...what
families can access very easily via their phone throughout the day, they get notifications
about what the child's doing, and what's happening.” She added that every parent was given
“automatic access ” upon enrolment. Automatic access was granted so parents were aware of
what was going on in the centre. Rachel stated that parents could also message them
throughout the day via Seesaw if they desired. She described the most challenging aspect of
parents sending messages was “... having time to actually look at it.”

Parent communication in Centre B was also enabled through Facebook and online
messages. Rachel stated that the educators did not message through Facebook (this was
managed solely by the director), and that there were “some parents that don't want to go on
Facebook.” Seesaw and Facebook both allowed efficient communication but Chelsea stated
that parents preferred to have the Seesaw application, as “their preference.” The use of
Seesaw, Facebook and online messaging was evidence of efficient digital communication

between the centre and parents.

4.3.4.1.2.2 Parent awareness of digital technologies in the centre
When asked if parents had expressed concern around digital technologies being used in

centre, Kahurangi answered “nope.” Parents had not asked what the centre used, and in turn,
there was no conflict relating to digital technologies between home and the centre. Rachel

noted that when a parent had previously asked about what digital technologies were used in
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the classroom, another parent had answered, “rot at all. ” Chelsea added that she had never
been asked about the digital technologies used in her classroom.

In relation to digital technology, Centre B parents appeared unawareness of what was
utilised in the centre. Adi was aware that iPads were used but had never enquired about why,
how, or what devices were used. She knew that the iPads were used to play music for the
children, and she left the centre to use digital technologies at their discretion. She had not had
any conversation with the educators about the digital technologies used; she had just “kinda
just left them to it.” Neither Penny and Jessica were aware of what was used in the centre.
Penny acknowledged that technology could be good in a learning setting, but did not know
“how they did that [used digital technologies]. ” Finally, Jessica was happy for the centre to
use digital technologies as they desired. She was aware that the children, “...watch
interactive videos.... | didn't think it was too much.”

Communication between parents and Centre B was bidirectional and was aided by the
centre’s use of Seesaw as a communication tool. It was also evident that the children’s
aptitude for digital technologies in the centre was influenced by their use of digital

technologies in the home. These are outlined as follows.

4.3.4.1.3 Digital technologies in the home
Overall, there were a larger number of digital technologies present in Centre B parent

households. Adi talked about television, iPad, mum’s phone and YouTube. She explained
that her child watched shows while eating meals, and sometimes when out and about away
from the home (“if we are out and about and we want him to just sit still. We'll say here
watch ). To Adi, allowing her child to watch cartoons during meals was a bad habit they had
formed, “so that he watches, and he eats. ”

Penny stated their household engaged most of the time accessing Netflix Kids through
television. She said that Moses “doesn't really play on anything, no iPads or no iPhones...
it's mainly TV...just the kids Netflix.” She added that on occasion her children might have
access to ABC Kids on the phone and, occasionally, the children with their mum, used the
phone to FaceTime relatives (“they talk to their Nana and Grandad over the phone ). Penny
added that her child “hasn't shown any interest”” in using the camera on the phone.

Jessica, the third parent, commented on a high prevalence of digital technologies in
their home, including a kids iPad (for shows and games), parent phone, a wireless speaker,
and “we also use a lot of streaming services and things like that. And our smart TV.” She
added that her child, Faith, had an “iPad that’s solely for her, which she just uses to watch
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shows that she likes and plays games that she likes to play.” Their home also had a “wireless
speaker that we put outside when we 're playing outside” to play music, and when inside,
they “sometimes put music on through the TV.” Jessica said she attempted to keep her
personal phone off limits, only allowing Faith access in certain circumstances. She reasoned
that if she were to allow Faith on her phone regularly, she would ask for it all the time.
However, if the iPads batteries died or they needed Faith to sit still, they allowed her access if
“we want to keep her busy for a little while.” The prevalence of digital technologies in the
three children’s homes far outnumbered the digital technologies available in the centre. The
parents heavily relied upon digital technologies in their homes and made a concerted effort to

ensure the safe interaction of their children with the digital technologies.

4.3.4.2 Attitude: Towards digital technologies
Centre B’s participants held a range of positive and negative attitudes and concerns which

affected how digital technologies were implemented with young children. Among the main
positives for Centre B educators were that the digital technologies provided visual stimulation
that educators cannot provide on their own, and that when used in moderation, the
technologies could be used as a research tool to encourage children's interests instantly. The
main negatives included the excessive time children spent engaging with digital technologies,
the physical effects of too much screen time, unhealthy patterns that forms when technologies

are used as bribery, and behavioural ramifications once a child becomes attached to a device.

4.3.4.2.1 Positive aspects
Overall, participants of Centre B mainly agreed that digital technologies were beneficial

when used appropriately and in moderation. Rachel indicated that digital technologies should
only be used for 20 minutes a day in the classroom and be educational in nature. Chelsea
added that “if the children have an interest in something we’ll encourage ‘let's get an iPad’,
‘Let's have a look.” For example, if a child expressed interest in a specific animal, the
educators could use the iPad to search up further information, pictures, or videos to
encourage deeper learning. Chelsea added, “if' we didn't have that iPad, then that interest may
just stop then.”

Most participants talked about the importance of using digital technologies in a
balanced and healthy way. Kahurangi noted the need for a balance when using digital
technologies with children, especially as children were introduced to them from a very early

age, and stated, “the balance between the technology definitely has its bonuses around
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supporting children's learning and development.”” Adi reiterated Kahurangi’s message and
the benefits of digital technologies when used in moderation. She also commented on digital
technology’s ability to enhance children’s learning, saying, “it’s crazy how they learn so
quickly.” She specifically noted that digital technologies encouraged Elliott’s concentration
as they often provided visual content and that this was “exciting for him.” However, she
cautioned against overusing digital technologies, especially at a young age as children
“...still need their active time.” If a balance is maintained, the collective concerns and
worries may be kept to a minimum.

Another key attitude expressed by many was the expectation that children had basic
competency to interact with digital technologies, important for the transition to school.
Chelsea responded positively overall to the use of digital technologies by young children,
saying, “way the world is going” and they “should be using it”. She noted the need for
children to be taught how to use devices, included educating them on online safety, saying,
“...obviously, not all the time, but just introducing it, basics and showing them how to use
it...we can educate on how to use it safely and start introducing that whole safe online and
all this sort of stuff.” She also commented on children needing to be exposed to a greater
number of devices in their early years centre (“I am an agreement of them having access to at
this age group ”) so that they are school ready. She noted that “...in the majority of schools
each child has their own iPad now and their own laptop and need to know how to use it.”
While not applicable in the immediate transition to school, Chelsea was still aware of the
reality of children using digital technologies as a part of their everyday lives, starting at age
three or even younger.

Digital technologies were credited with keeping children occupied for set periods of
time. Penny stated, “it's the only time where they'll just sit down, and | can actually get stuff
done.” Jessica also expressed her appreciation for the benefits of digital technologies
including parents being able to take a break from entertaining the children. She said she could
not keep Faith entertained the whole time, so they had digital technologies to “give ourselves
a break.” Her overall view on digital technologies was positive, and she commended their
help in the parenting journey. She said “we love it — I love technology. I couldn't do
parenting without it...but I do understand like the good and the bad - there’s reasons people
don't use it at all and that's great for them but for us it works. ”

Alongside keeping the children occupied, digital technologies could also be used to

encourage behaviours. Adi stated that devices could be an effective teacher of content,

114



because children could more readily concentrate for longer periods of time. Penny believed
digital technology could be used as a reward and incentive to control her children’s
behaviours, noting, “if they've got like that reward, they're more inclined to do what is I’'ve
asked.” This thinking may have influenced parents to view digital technologies more
favourably.

Only one parent talked about the different skills required to operate different types of
devices. Adi stated that their child was too young for online games and that he spent most of
the time watching content rather than interacting with it. She said, “ke’s too small for video
games and all that. ” This may be more of a reflection on the parents’ digital skills and an
inability to develop his digital skills to operate different technologies. The attitudes of the
parents were often affected by the way they engaged with digital technologies. Adi admitted
to being “useless”, saying, “I guess, because /’m from the older generation IT, I think to
myself, it's a waste of time.” Penny used the computers at TAFE when she studied and used
her mobile phone to access digital apps. She stated that she had never been exposed to
anything inappropriate which perhaps influenced her thoughts surrounding digital content.
Jessica was a highly engaged digital learner. She was the manager of a business run through
Facebook, was savvy with her smartphone and declared she was very competent in operating
digital devices. For this group, parents digital skills aligned with their attitudes towards
digital technologies; for example, those who viewed digital technologies more favourably
tended to learn the skills necessary to operate digital devices and their online capacities
safely.

The capacity for educational digital content was acknowledged by all three Centre B
parents. Penny suggested that Netflix Kids provided age-appropriate entertainment and that,
“I think they do learn like some things.” Jessica stated that digital content increased
imagination, vocabulary and potentially exposed her child to more diverse ideas. She added
the benefits of a “variety of races on there and she’s really started to notice this person has
brown skin... I like the fact that she's starting to notice that already and notice that in what
she’s watching.”

The interactive nature of digital technologies was another positive aspect for Centre B
participants. Jessica acknowledged that interactive elements encouraged children to use their
memory to do things such as remembering which pictures, words or icons perform certain
actions. Digital technologies were highly regarded in Penny’s household. Moses loved

television (Moses will “sometimes say that he loves TV") but each positive aspects was

115



countered negatives associated with digital technology use and the dangers of online safety.

4.3.4.2.2 Negative aspects

The main negative aspect of digital technology for these participants was the excessive time
children spent on them. Rachel stated that while she did not view digital devices negatively in
her classroom, “...if you're going to use it every day all the time that is a negative.”
Similarly, Chelsea said that digital device use becomes negative when children are on it for
too long, or “...they start to rely on it for keeping them occupied. ”

All three parents described negatives associated with technology use. Adi questioned
whether digital technologies were appropriate for young children, and highlighted the
importance of content that children engage with. She said, “...we find it when we watch those
kind of like action cartoons and just before bed, he has a bad night, restless...he carries on
and dreams and doesn't close off or shut off his mind. ” Jessica added that digital technologies
distracted from the everyday household chores or activities, in much the same way that they
distracted from bedtime routines. For example, when on a family camping trip and Faith was
allowed to watch a movie in the middle of the day, she did not want to then disengage to go
outside and play. Jessica’s main concern revolved around the interruption digital technologies
caused and the addictive nature of devices. She said, “we worry about getting her too
attached.”

A further negative was the conflict that arose when adults applied mediation
strategies, or when children’s behavioural issues arose. Adi stated that her husband always
questioned whether they were on their phones too much, and as parents, they had
disagreements over their own personal digital technology use. She said “my husband always
fights with us... And I feel like he's saying to me. But | think to myself, you're on your phone
too. ” Jessica agreed that sometimes both parents did not share the same perspective, and
arguments could occur when the child spent too much time on devices. While her partner
tried to get the children to put devices away, Jessica admitted she was a bit more lenient, “S0
that might be where it gets a bit fuzzy” and this caused tension. Finally, she stated that
arguments occurred when the child persisted with asking for the device after the parents had
stipulated there was to be no more interaction at that time. She said Faith would “keep asking
for it. Whereas if we just take it away completely, she forgets to ask for... we just find
ourselves arguing over it she wants to watch it and we want her to get ready for bed.”

While arguments in Jessica’s home around appropriate mediation strategies were

common, Jessica purposefully encouraged conversations about managing digital technologies
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in safe and positive ways. She claimed, “...if we find that it’s causing a problem” they had a
conversation to ‘“reset the attitude around it.” Overall, these parents agreed that digital
technologies were good tools to use, so tension or conflict over the devices were worth
resolving. In attempts to limit the negatives, participants shared their concerns that lead them

to implement mediation strategies, and their concerns are outlined as follows.

4.3.4.2.3 Concerns
The main concerns held by the director around young children using digital technologies in

Centre B was the obstacle they had become for educators during their workdays. Kahurangi
said that while educators used the Seesaw application, she didn’t want it to become a
requirement for her staff to fill out unnecessary documentation. She feared it may cause
educators to “forget half of the things that you're meant to actually be doing, because you're
just quickly doing it rather than having to really be thinking about what you're writing.”

Both educators expressed concerns as to the amount of time children used devices.
Rachel said “... if they're watching TV and iPad throughout the day, that's probably too
much...not at this age. ” Penny added that she didn’t “...think it's a very, like healthy thing to
have. ” Chelsea also said she encouraged children to not “become addicted to it, because that
some children need to have that iPad in the hand all the time, or they need to be watching
something. ” Another concern revolved around cyber-safety; Chelsea was specifically
concerned about the “the whole cyber safety thing.”

Parents communicated genuine concern around balance between active time and
exposure to digital content that was too advanced because, in Adi’s opinion, children learned
by simply watching. She said that her son Elliott “wants to re-enact things that he watches ”,
The concern for all participants was primarily about children spending too much time
engaging with digital technologies and becoming addicted to devices and digital content.
Most commented that children needed to be active and outside where possible at such a
young age. Their concerns influenced the types of mediation strategies chosen by the centre,

and by each parent.

4.3.4.3 Mediation strategies
The main mediation strategies included: 1) limitations and guidelines, 2) classroom

management, 3 ) restriction of online access, and 4) restriction of inappropriate content.
These strategies were applied in different ways, depending on the context and situation. Older

siblings in the households also affected the types of mediation parents chose. Not all
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mediation strategies were successful, and children sometimes responded unpredictably to the

same methods.

4.3.4.3.1 Limitations and guidelines
Centre B guidelines were not formalised in written policy, as revealed by the

Desktop audit and digital technology policy review. The first indication of digital guidelines
came from the centre director, Kahurangi when stated that educators could not to take
personal phones into the classroom, but there was no further guidance on devices or digital
content use. Kahurangi later admitted that educators sometimes use personal phones in the
classrooms, but that they were not to have any photos stored on their personal devices due to
“confidentiality rules and stuff.” This was an example of an existing rule being flexibly
applied.

The second unwritten guideline was that children were to be supervised when
engaged with devices. Although the iPads were not password protected, activities were
always educator led. When discussing the iPads and whether any filters or software installed
on them, Kahurangi admitted that they did not have any meaningful security. She said, “...we
just lock it from certain signed apps.” Chelsea reiterated that when the iPads were in use, the
children were always supervised. She said, “if they're on the iPad we are there watching
their every move. ” Rachel was aware that the children may have been able to access online
platforms using the iPad, but felt it was not an issue. She acknowledged that the children
could potentially access search engines if they were skilled enough to do so, or even
unintentionally. However, according to both educators, no children had accessed a search
engine via the iPad.

Guidelines and time limits around the use of digital technologies differed between
households. Adi explained that in their household, there was no digital technology time
before bedtime, and Elliott was allowed to spend up to an hour and a half per day on devices.
She had to be particularly mindful of time limits when Elliott was watching content on the
phone. Adi said, “I don't like it because he's sitting like this [motions as if phone is really
close to the face].” Adi and her husband sometimes resorted to trickery to apply time limits.
She simply stated that they “lie and say the battery is flat or something” if the time spent on
devices was becoming an issue. Penny explained that the television was turned off during
dinnertime and they were allowed up to two hours per evening, up to one hour in the
morning, and most of the weekend. Jessica’s household also had a rule that there was to be no
iPad before bedtime or during the week (“we don't use it during the week ). She admitted
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that “it’s not set rules, like | said we're sort of a manage it as we go sort of family anyway if
an issue pops up then we just manage it” and that they “don’'t impose like a time limit or
anything like that. It's usually just like, your movies finished. Let's do something else. We're
not, we're not very like, you can only do it for 10 minutes or whatever. ” Jessica’s household
was the most liberal of the three in terms of flexible time limits.

Another mediation strategy was that devices were limited to special occasions or big
trips and were sometimes used as a reward system. Jessica said they saved digital devices for
“special occasions... Or if she's being really good, we might use it as a reward as well.” This
strategy is discussed further in the section on children’s behaviour.

The final rule in all homes was that parents were aware of the digital content children
engaged with. Penny explained that she was aware of what the children watched and that
when choosing a show on Netflix, she would “...sit with him and then he chooses. So, |
always know what they're watching.” Penny also recognised the need to monitor content,
arguing “I don't think technology is a bad thing. But I think it has to be like monitored.” Her
main concern was making sure Moses selected the right profile on Netflix. These limitations
and guidelines were just some of the mediation strategies employed to manage children’s use

of digital technologies.

4.3.4.3.2 Classroom management

Centre B educators commented that digital technologies could assist in classroom
management as they helped children collectively focus in a calm manner. For example, when
engaged with a screen, the children would often sit quietly to engage with the content.
Chelsea noted that music also acted as a mediation strategy for behaviour management “as a
calm down tool as well...where they calmly just sit down and just listen to some music.”

Mediation strategies curbed many of the negatives shared by participants, and inevitably

digital technologies had varying effects on children themselves.

4.3.4.3.3 Control of online access
All three parents were aware that the apps their children were using required online

accessibility. Adi stated they were always aware of what their child was watching, Penny that
Netflix required online access to work and Jessica said that all devices utilised the internet,
but they did not engage with YouTube or YouTube Kids. The awareness of the need for some
form of parental control over online access was reassuring to parents.

Two out of three parents stated that they did not allow their child to play online
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games, mainly due to them being age inappropriate, or requiring advanced digital skills. Adi
maintained that her son was “too small for video games ” and therefore she does not “let him
play games. ” Penny similarly stated, “I have thought about it but like I don't know some of
the games they 're either like not age appropriate, or they re just like too babyish, or they
can’t do it.” The importance of parental awareness of their children’s online activities was

paramount to the parents of Centre B.

4.3.4.3.4 Control of exposure to inappropriate content
No educators commented on children being exposed to anything inappropriate in the

classroom, citing effective classroom management strategies. Two of three parents however,
discussed inappropriate content and the strategies they employed to pre-empt exposure. Adi
stated that although she was unaware of her child accessing anything inappropriate, she
admitted that “...he has gone into, not inappropriate things, but just like scary.” For example,
Elliott sometimes watched Spiderman, which she thought may be “a bit too advanced for
him " and therefore “sometimes we feel is not a good idea.” Adi additionally stated that the
auto-play function on YouTube allowed videos to pop up that were not originally selected.
She understood that children “learn how to search them, do this and then the next thing I can
be like, what are you watching? ”

The screening of apps on the iPad was a mediation tactic employed by one parent.
Jessica stated that while “we don't put a lock on it, we just hide it...it's a sole iPad for her. So,
we've deleted everything and it just has Disney Plus, which has the M rating filter on it
anyway. And ABC kids on there she can watch. ” She added that this was enough to disallow

her child from stumbling upon anything inappropriate.

4.3.4.4 Children: Effects of digital technologies
The influence of digital technologies on children was manifold according to Centre B

participants. This section now addresses the interconnection between digital technologies and
children’s digital skills, digital literacy, attention span, social interaction, behaviour, and

digital games as described by the adult participants of Centre B.

4.3.4.4.1 Digital skills
Discussion surrounding children’s abilities to navigate on digital devices was common

throughout the interviews. All three parents described their children’s digital skills. Adi
explained that Elliott knew how to skip advertisements, swipe, and scroll on the phone, but
had not yet learned how to turn the television on or off. Penny stated that their child was not
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yet able to navigate the phone except for scrolling. She said, in relation to Netflix, “/e needs
like a little bit of help, but he knows. He knows how to like scroll through them. ” Jessica said
that Faith was “...really into taking photos at the moment. And making videos and stuff like
that”. Jessica noted that Faith was demonstrating increased hand eye coordination, increased
vocabulary, and an increased imagination as a result of her digital engagement. Faith engaged

in imaginative play, using characters from shows as her inspiration. Her mum stated:

you'll find even when she's playing on her own now, the things that she watches or has
been listening to. She brings that into her play. Her imaginations really gone wild at
the moment, so, | feel like that's a big contributor.

Each of these emerging skills contributed to children building up their digital literacy

to more deeply understand how to operate digital devices.

4.3.4.4.2 Digital literacy
Educators were aware of the children’s increasing digital literacy. They commented on

children “clearly having devices at home ”, and that “they can work it out for sure.” Rachel
stated that children knew what technology was by the time they commenced at the centre, and
both stated that children knew what iPads were and had a good knowledge of what and how
they were used. Specifically, Rachel said, “they know what a digital, iPad, technology is.”
Chelsea added that children were confident to interact with the centre devices when given the
opportunity. She said that when she engaged with the iPad in front of the children, they

would make comments such as, “oh, I've got that on my iPad’, or ‘I know that.”

Children’s digital literacy builds when they are exposed to and given opportunity to interact
with digital technologies. Children understood the digital skills they possessed and could hold
conversations with adults about the content they wanted to engage with, or the type of device
they desired. Furthermore, their digital literacies were also be affected by their educators or
parent’s digital literacies, as they watched, modelled, and learned digital behaviours from
them.

4.3.4.4.3 Attention span
One educator commented on the effectiveness of digital technologies in maintaining

children’s attention span, in comparison to more traditional methods of teaching. Rachel said
if you read a book in the classroom, “...they sort of start losing interest...but if you put a TV

on” they remained engaged for longer. The parents however suggested that digital devices
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did not significantly lengthen their children’s attention span. Adi stated that Elliott could not
necessarily sit for any length of time when engaging with digital content. For example, if he
was watching a show with a character he liked in it, he wanted to act and dress like the
character and immediately be up and about doing so. She said “...he's not one that's just
glued to the TV.” Jessica stated that Faith’s attention span was similar on devices to when
they read books, and the attention span on digital technologies depended on parent

involvement.

4.3.4.4.4 Social interaction
Social interaction was encouraged through imaginative play facilitated by digital

technologies. For example, educators commented on children using recycled keyboards and
pretending to write their name or using a wooden block as a phone. Rachel said, “...you
might see a kid walking, pacing, talking, pacing ... So, role play is a really big thing to use
technology. ” Penny also said that digital technologies encouraged role play, and the children
would often ask for time to interact with digital technologies.

Parents commented both positively and negatively that digital technologies affected
children’s social interaction. Adi exclaimed that Elliott always wanted his parent involved,
and digital technologies occasionally acted as a conversation starter. Elliott “wants us to be
involved, whatever he's watching.” Adi also said that they had tried to explain to him the
danger of too much time with digital technologies, but Elliott did not yet understand the
concept.

Social interaction can also be hindered by digital technologies in that children often
chose to engage with a screen over peers or teachers. Chelsea stated that children could
become insular (“they would rather do that than go and interact with anyone else ), and that
educators and parents need to be purposeful in making sure children learned face to face
human interaction as well as screen interactivity. The mediation of digital technology time in
the centre was in effect to “make sure they have a little bit of normal interaction with humans
rather than just on the screen.” Jessica also stated that digital technologies hindered parent to
child interactions, and that it could be more difficult to interact when the child was spending
time online. She added that it became hard to talk to her whilst she was engaged with digital
technologies and you have, “...to call her name a couple times or wave your hand in front of
the iPad. ” Lastly, Moses had learnt to sit down when the television was on, which according

to his mum, was rare. Penny said occasionally Moses will “zone out completely.” Social
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interaction was often intertwined with children’s behaviours, and each type of behaviour

required different mediation strategies.

4.3.44.5 Behaviour
Educators did not specifically comment on children’s behaviours in relation to digital

technologies. This may be due to the limited exposure that children had while in the
classroom. Parents however noticed a behavioural shift when their child engaged with digital
technologies. Most unacceptable behaviour occurred when digital technologies were switched
off. Adi said that when her child got upset, they would have to try “and do something else
and distract him.” Penny also stated that Moses became unreasonable when the television
was turned off but he better managed his behaviour when allowed to turn the television off
himself. Behaviour both affected digital technology use and was affected by digital

technology use.

4.3.4.4.6 Digital games
Jessica allowed Faith access to four games on the iPad purposefully upload as educational

apps only. She said the four games involved “puzzles and problem solving... so they're all
just matching the shapes or matching the colours together, and just like counting and letters

and stuff.” No other parents or educators commented on digital games.

4.3.4.5 Children’s perspective

The children were able to share information relating to the digital technologies in their
homes, and two of three children were able to demonstrate their digital skills. However,
overall, the children of Centre B shared a limited perspective, and their understandings may

not be represented fully by the following.

4.3.45.1 Digital technologies in the home
Each child identified the main digital technologies they engaged with. Elliott watched
Spiderman on both the television and the iPad, and sometimes on his parents’ phone. Elliott
loved Spiderman, as evidenced by answering “yep!” to each of the three questions, “do you
watch Spider Man in the morning? Do you watch Spider Man in the afternoon? And do you
watch Spider Man at night time?” There were multiple children in the conversation, but
Elliott maintained his interest in the topic and answered the questions.

Moses, the second child, both watched shows and played games. Moses explained

that he enjoyed the “doggy cartoor ” and that he watched it with his brother. He said, in
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response to the question, “do you play any games on mummy's phone? ”, “yes! A big boat”
and “it’s easy”. Faith, the third child, talked about the “TV” and playing games on the iPad.
When asked “what’s on your iPad?”, she said “everything . She also talked about watching
things on the iPad with a friend when they came to visit their house.

In at least in two households, digital technologies were engaged by more than one
person at a time which may indicate that some devices or content encourage social
interaction. Each of the three children enjoyed access to digital technologies in both their

home and education contexts. They however only commented on their in-home use.

4.3.45.2 Digital skills
Elliott communicated that he knew how to turn the iPad on, but that he did need his parents

help “cause it’s a big iPad”. Both Moses and Faith demonstrated their digital skills during
the observation of their classroom, however, neither spoke about their digital skills in any
capacity. The digital skills that children addressed was not assumed to be indicative of the

digital skills they possessed.

435 Summary

In summary, Centre B was and had a restricted budget for expanding digital technologies.
They did however make daily use of the devices they had. The observations revealed digital
technologies being utilised in both classrooms. For example, iPads were used in both
classrooms for different purposes and were always educator facilitated and demonstrated that
educators could operate the minimal devices effectively, using digital content to their
advantage as a teaching tool. Overall, Centre B used iPads, stereos, headphones, and
Bluetooth speakers, which were all managed in a safe way by the educators. Online safety
was not an obvious priority for the director and educators, perhaps because the centre had yet
to increase the number of devices used with children directly.

In the context of this study, Centre B was most logistically affected by the pandemic
whereby more restrictions were imposed on what visitors and parents could do at the centre,
and all extra-curricular activities for the children were stopped. The director also mentioned
that while they desired to gain insights from local primary schools in how to better transition
the children, the development of the program had been on hold during the pandemic. There
was a general acknowledgement that the centre educators needed and wanted to be upskilled
in their digital literacies. Additionally, the director was interested in undertaking research into
how other centres were using digital technologies.
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The three Centre B parents were fluent in the use of digital technologies and an array
of mediation strategies were being utilised. The three Centre B children were able to identify
the digital technologies they engaged with, and this was largely confined to mostly watching
digital content. It is possible that if the centre possessed a digital technology policy and a
greater range of digital technologies, children could engage with greater independence, and

more consideration given to safe and positive online interactions.

44 CentreC

Centre C was the only case to be connected directly to a primary school and was located on
the same site. The school was a co-educational, interdenominational Christian primary school
catering for students from kindergarten to year 6. There were three early years learning
studios which included children three to five years of age. The walls between the classrooms
were retractable, therefore each educator moved across classrooms as necessary. The director,
Rebecca, moved freely to provide supervision to her staff, as well as for face-to-face time
with the children. There was a designated shared educator office, which was connected to the
resource room and a private kitchen and dining space. Accordingly, there was no physical
division between educators when they used the space for planning, resource development,
communicating with parents or having a break. The kindergarten was under the leadership of
the primary school with policies and procedures imposed from above, and the kindergarten
staff were included in the full school staff meetings.

The classrooms were modern and large, and offered a variety of activities for the
children including digital technologies as well as non-digital options. The school was
privately run and consisted of children from mainly affluent households with a high
proportion of international students. Each classroom was at maximum capacity and there was
a waitlist for enrolment, indicating its high demand.

The SEIFA rankings for Centre C are presented in Table 4.5 below, which indicate
that it was in a higher-than-average socio-economic area with relative social advantage.
Notably, the score sat below average in terms of economic resources, but, higher than
average with its education and occupation index, and sat in the top 20% for decile rating.
Table 4.5. SEIFA rankings for Centre C’s suburb

SEIFA Indexes Score Decile
Index of Relative Socio-economic Disadvantage 1038 7
Index of Relative Socio-economic Advantage and Disadvantage 1050 9
Index of Economic Resources 948 2
Index of Education and Occupation 1077 9
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The centre focussed on creativity, achievement, respect, and compassion for others. The early
learning studios had play spaces with a focus on water play which encouraged children to
engage in imaginative play. The kindergarten and pre-primary classrooms incorporated
elements of digital technologies for both staff use, and for staff to use with children to
develop their skills and understanding of devices, and digital content knowledge. The
classrooms relevant to this research included the use of SMART interactive whiteboards,

iPads, laptops, iPhones, Bluetooth speakers and a projector with screen.

4.4.1 Participants

There were nine participants in the Centre C centre: one director, two educators and three
parents and their children. All adult participants were middle aged and female, and each had a
specific interest in digital technologies. All three educators were eager to upskill in the area
of digital technologies, and two out of three parents were liberal with their digital technology

use. All parents implemented strict mediation of digital technologies with their children. Two

out of three children demonstrated their digital skills in the classroom when they interacted

with iPads, while the third child was able to explain what they understood about interacting

with digital technologies. Table 4.6 provides a brief overview of each participant.

Table 4.6. Centre C participant descriptions, including interview dates and location

Role Pseudonym | Interview Date Interview Location | Overview
Director | Rebecca 24/11/2020 Resource room with | Female. Educator with over 10 years of
interview chairs set | experience. Director for two years. She
up herself was a mother and valued digital
technologies for both in centre use as well as
in the household. She appreciated her
educators understanding how to operate
devices in the classroom and had a goal to
introduce more into the centre.
Educator | Kim 24/11/2020 Resource room with | Female. Highly experienced educator who
One interview chairs set | had had a few years off prior to interviewing
up due to having children of her own. She held
the capabilities of digital technologies in
high esteem and looked to use them with the
children as often as appropriate. She
researched heavily to understand how to use
devices in a healthy and balanced way.
Educator | Laura 15/06/2021 Resource room with | Female. Room leader who had recently
Two interview chairs set | returned to the workforce. She was eager to

up
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learn how to operate devices effectively and
admitted that sometimes the children helped
her with the interactive SMART screen and
iPads. She provided a wealth of knowledge
in the classroom, and desired to expand her
digital literacy for the children’s sake. She



Parent
One

Child
One

Parent
Two

Child
Two

Parent
Three

Child
Three

Tanisha

George

Christina

Raine

Wanda

Harry

26/02/2021

25/03/2021

05/03/2021

15/06/2021

19/03/2021

15/06/2021

Primary school
classroom / parent
workplace

Classroom one

Resource room with
interview chairs set

up

Classroom two

Offsite café

Classroom three

4.4.2 Desktop audit and digital technology policy

also understood the need to communicate
digitally with parents due to the pandemic.
Female. School teacher, and a parent of
seven children. She promoted the use of
digital technologies in a managed way, and
with the age of children in mind when
choosing digital content. She promoted
other activities over digital technologies
when possible. She herself used digital
technologies regularly. Lastly, she was not
aware of what digital technologies her child
interacted with in his classroom.

Male, four years of age. Youngest of seven
siblings. He was allowed access to the iPad,
sometimes  watched television, and
explained that his older siblings sometimes
let him do whatever he wanted on devices.
He was able to demonstrate his competency
on the iPad during observations.

Female. Was an early years educator herself
and did not think that digital technologies
should be used by children of three and four
years of age. She allowed few digital
technologies in her home.

Female. Only child. Confident four-year-old
girl who knew what digital technologies
were but wasn’t allowed to use them much
at home. She was able to explain her
favourite shows, and a few of her household
rules of what she wasn’t allowed to watch.
Female. Passionate about the merits of
digital technologies. Mother of two who
used digital technologies a lot herself and
accepting of them being used in her son’s
classroom. She did however manage the
devices closely and protected her children
from accessing digital content freely.
Four-year-old boy. Youngest of two
children. He competently explained his
digital skills and what digital technologies
were present in his life.

The desktop audit undertaken in March 2020 revealed no images of digital technologies

across the centre’s website. There was also no mention of digital technologies being used in

the classrooms as a learning tool, or any other reference. The website allowed anyone to

submit online queries, and an administration contact email address was provided but there

was no reference to a digital technology policy or initiatives evident.

A second desktop audit was carried out in April 2022 to determine if any new

information pertaining to digital technologies, digital content, digital technology policies, or

imagery had been added to the website. Significant changes were noted with the inclusion of

multiple pages and information to parents and community about online learning, a virtual
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walk through of the school site, support links, a Privacy Policy, an Early Learning Parent
Handbook, and a Covid-19 response page.

The website provided links for parents including: 1) a Common Sense Media guide,
2) an eSafety online safety guide for parents and carers 3) an eSafety guide mobile apps, 4) a
Seesaw link and 5) a link to eSmart Schools. The website emphasised that the centre used
many different apps and platforms to support learning and for communication between the
centre and families. Specifically, Centre C promoted the use of Seesaw which was stated to
offer powerful learning loop between students, teachers, and families. The eSmart Schools
link was prefaced by the statement that it supports schools in developing a culture that
promotes smart, safe, and responsible use of technology. Centre parents could access these
links through the school website, as Centre C did not have its own site.

The website also included a Privacy Policy, which had been last updated in February
2019 but published online between March 2021 and April 2022. It included material on how
the school used personal information, a clause on photos, images and video, management and
security of personal information and data breaches. However, the policy did not reference the
types of digital technologies used onsite, or for what purposes. Lastly, an Early Learning
Parent Handbook had been published for 2021 and 2022. The handbook included the
following information in relation to digital technologies:

an image of a child using a light table,

e a Code of Ethics referencing the security of information about children, particularly
when shared on digital platforms,

e reference to methods of assessment including digital portfolios,

e information on parent communication stating that in addition to whole school
communication, the Early Learning Centre provided area specific information via
email or through Seesaw,

e general information on preparing for kindergarten, which advised parents to keep
television viewing to a minimum during the week and exclude viewing before school,
and

e ashort summary stating that when children used technologies or computers, they were

learning about how machines work, practicing hand eye coordination using the

mouse, learning the processes necessary to use technology and learning how to

express ideas through technology and share ideas with others.
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These inclusions demonstrate the growing use of digital technologies, especially in terms of
the centre using them for operational and information sharing purposes. A digital technology
policy was still lacking, and there was no mention of digital professional development for
educators in a list of PD opportunities for staff. When asked if one existed, centre director
Rebecca replied, “we don’t have one at this stage.” Instead, informal and unwritten centre

guidelines dictated the use of digital technologies in the classrooms.

4.4.3 Observations: Centre practices

A number of observations of the three Centre C classrooms were undertaken, each including
one of the focus children from the centre. Observations were carried out with the objective of
observing the children interacting with digital technologies of any kind, and in some cases,
the educators were also observed interacting with digital technologies. Each classroom had a
specific combination of permanent digital technologies, with the older children (four- and
five-year-olds) having access to the largest number of devices. The observation findings are

as follows.

4.4.3.1 Classroom one

Classroom one included the interactive SMART board, and multiple iPads accessed by the
children during supervised periods, and educator laptops and iPhones. In addition, educators
explained they had access to Beebots which they used occasionally depending on the
children’s digital skills and abilities at any point throughout the school year. At the time of
observation, the interactive SMART board was being used to play background music while
the children moved between activities. Another educator explained that the SMART board
was sometimes used to watch videos and to assist with research. During the observation,
children were completing an art session followed by a facilitated mat time that included a
story (Figure 4.16), and then a session where they could choose to use the iPads if they
wished. There were eight iPads set out as a provocation station which were used on rotation

until the lunch break. George, focus child one, was present in this classroom.
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Figure 4.16. Children in classroom one engaged in mat time activities
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George was an active and conversational child who was able to explain how he played the
iPad game (Figure 4.17), and what he could do with the device. He demonstrated skills such
as dragging and dropping, counting ( “give teddy nine Easter Eggs ), talking and interacting
with the iPad and then with the educator when he was asked questions. He encountered a
couple of challenges while using the online counting game, stating, “I can 't read the
numbers ”, and urged me to help him read the instructions. He repeatedly failed but persisted
without appearing frustrated at each attempt. Lastly, when the educator asked all the children
to put their devices away, George knew how to close the app, switch the device off and put

the iPad away with its cover closed without being prompted.

Figure 4.17. George playing a counting game on the iPad
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4.4.3.2 Classroom two
Classroom two included the same digital technologies as classroom one, as well as an

overhead projector (Figure 4.18), and a recycled digital technologies corner for children to
role play with (Figure 4.19). This classroom had more space for additional provocation
stations, and the children were of four and five years of age.

Figure 4.18. Projector for educator use in classroom two
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During the observation of the second classroom, there was a provocation station set up with
six iPads (other stations included robot making, jelly and play dough). Each iPad was loaded
with pre-approved apps including Writing Wizard, Book Creator, PicCollage, Stop Motion,
codeSpark, Kodable, ScratchJr, Tickle and Box Island. Children were allocated 30 minutes
on the iPads and were allowed to choose apps independently. When asked, the children at the
station answered questions about their favourite television shows as Bluey and Rainbow
Sparkles. They all said they used mummy’s phone for reading and learning, Reading Eggs

and to watch cartoons. Raine, focus child two, used Book Creator throughout the observation.
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Raine came from a household that did not engage readily with digital technologies,
and this was evident through her interview. She was not able to explain, in any detail, what
digital skills she held, or the capabilities devices offered. She was, however, eager to use the
iPads when they were offered in the classroom and explore the apps before deciding on a

creative application. Figure 4.20 shows Raine engaging with Book Creator on the iPad.

Figure 4.20. Raine engaged with the application Book Creator on the iPad

4.4.3.3 Classroom three
Classroom three included a limited number of iPads, educator laptop (Figure 4.21), Bluetooth

speaker (Figure 4.22), and an interactive SMART board.

Figure 4.21. Educator’s laptop and phone in classroom three

132



Figure 4.22. Bluetooth speaker in classroom three

On the first day of observation, the children watched a 25-minute episode through the ABC
Kids application on the SMART board (Figure 4.23). To achieve this, the classroom dividing

wall was pulled back and two kindergarten classes combined to watch the digital content.

Figure 4.23. Children watching the ABC app on the SMART board in classroom three

During the second observation at the centre, the children of classroom three attended their
music lesson (one of two per week) in a different classroom. The music classroom included
an amplifier (speaker), an educator laptop to play the music (connected to the speaker), an
interactive SMART board and a classroom phone. During their lesson, the educator told a
story about two best friends and when she asked the children ‘what do you think the two
friends talk about?’, they stated (without prompts) “Mario Kart” (classroom child),

“Nintendo Switch ” (classroom child) and “Mario World’ (Harry, child three).
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Harry, the focus child in this classroom, was a confident, involved and technically
literate child. He asked many questions during the class and was engaged in all the different
activities across the day. He was able to explain that his house had a television, a Nintendo
Switch, and an iPad. He also talked about the shows he watched, such as Play School and
Andy. While the observation did not include Harry interacting with devices, his interview

provided detail of Harry’s perspective on digital technologies.

4.4.4 Interviews: Themes

The key themes that emerged from the interviews are as follows: 1) presence and use of
digital technologies, 2) educator and parent attitudes towards digital technologies, 3)
mediation strategies to ensure safe and positive experiences for children using digital
technologies, 4) the effects of digital technologies on children, and 5) the children’s
perspectives of digital technologies and their digital skills. The data was collected during
Covid-19, as with each other of the three centres.

Centre C participants were sensitive to the effects of the pandemic They understood
that it had affected the way the centre operated, and the way the director and her educators
utilised digital technologies. Interactions with parents through their online platform had
increased significantly, and face to face contact was limited over the course of data
collection. The director, Rebecca, acknowledged that parent interaction through Seesaw had
increased over the past year due largely to Covid-19. For example, the director was having to
provide more detailed updates to parents over email. She specifically mentioned that, “...it
takes time using digital, having to email parents at the end of the day, it takes longer than just
a face-to-face conversation about something that's happened. I've got to think about my
wording...” She reiterated the uniqueness of the Covid-19 context and commented on not
seeing parents as much face to face due to parents not being able to come into the classrooms.
She added, “...this year’s been, like I said before, unusual. I don't see a lot of parents this
year.... Because We had quite strict rules with like coming on campus up until this term.”

Both focus educators mentioned the impact of the pandemic in terms of digital
technologies usage in the centre, and that communicating with parents was made easier
through digital means. Laura stated “...when we were in lockdown, and we were doing
everything through Seesaw, I was inundated...with questions... How do I do that? I'm like, oh,
I'll just find that out and then I'll tell you!” This underlined the rapid changes faced by
educators having to learn how to operate digital technologies so that digital communication
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with parents would be most effective. Kim said that the children also learnt how to
communicate digitally, sometimes sending videos of themselves. She said that with Covid,
they moved to online teaching and for six weeks, “we recorded ourselves, and then posted it
on Seesaw.”

Tanisha, the first focus parent, was the only parent to raise the issue of Covid-19
encouraging the use of the internet, especially to access to online books. She said, in relation
to a book app called Epic, “towards the end of the year because of COVID, | didn't see many
reading books so the Epic is good because then you get a whole range of books.” She
reiterated the notion of digital technologies changing constantly and said children “...really
do need to know [about the internet] by about year five and six. But they also need to learn to
adapt and to change because everything's changing all the time ”. While she acknowledged
that digital technologies have become more prevalent now, largely due to Covid-19, she
explained that digital technologies should not necessarily be used at this age. Christina,
parent two, suggested that limiting digital technology use for her child was no different to
what she grew up with, and that unless her child was going into an information technologies
role, it was not something she needed to know. Lastly, Wanda acknowledged the changing
modern world, saying, “when I look at the way that the technology is used, people being
really savvy on computers, it is the way of the future. ” With all participants commenting on
the nature of the changing times, not only because of the pandemic but with constantly
evolving digital technologies, it adds weight to the need to undertake an audit of digital
technologies in early years centres. The following outlines Centre C participants digital

engagement at the time of data collection.

4.4.4.1 Digital technologies: Presence and use
This section outlines the digital technologies used by the participants of Centre C. It includes:

1) digital technologies in the centre (including digital technologies with online access and
desired digital technologies for the centre), 2) the intersection between the centre and the
home (including parent communication, parent involvement and parent expectation), and, 3)

digital technologies in the home.

4.4.4.1.1 Digital technologies in the centre
Each Centre C classrooms had equal access to the digital technologies available within the

centres digital technology resource base. For example, if an educator decided to use the

interactive SMART board, they could request it for their classroom. Digital technologies
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available across the three classrooms included educator iPhones, educator MacBooks, iPads,
interactive SMART boards, Beebots, digital cameras, a light table, Bluetooth speakers, and a
recycled digital technologies corner. Both the director and educators stated they like to
encourage children to interact both with devices, each other and with the educator. Kim,
stated that they had previously used a light table, saying they had used it to “look at x rays
and things like that.”

Educators were provided with iPhones, MacBooks, and iPads for their own
independent use, as well as for use with the children. The iPhones were used to take photos to
be added to Seesaw, and to connect to the Bose Bluetooth speakers to play music. Kim said,
“...we've got iPhones that we actually use in the class to take photos to connect with Seesaw
which...is like digital e- portfolios and things like that.” She said, “previously, we had iPads,
but the quality of the photos and things like that was not as good. And even the recording
kind of had lags. And it wasn't as clear.” Rebecca stated that the digital technologies used in
classrooms dictated the room layout and consequently where the educators situated
themselves in the classroom. For example, educators previously had desktop computers, but
the move to MacBooks warranted the removal of permanent desks in the classrooms. The
MacBooks were used by educators for programming, communicating with parents through
Seesaw, and personal research.

The iPads were used to capture and magnify images, watch videos, listen to songs
whilst watching the actions, interactive games, educational apps such as Kodable, and watch
Play School episodes on ABC Kids. In most cases, videos were selected to reinforce the
curriculum focus at that point in time. For example, allowing the children to watch ABC Kids
helped reinforce their understanding of the topic. Laura stated, “a playschool episode that
does talk about where I belong, | belong in my family, I belong in my community, and it talks
about how culture and all that sort of thing, influences you know, where we belong. ”

The interactive SMART board was used for several purposes like the iPads. In
addition, it offered a larger screen so more children could gather around to watch shows, as
well as interactive applications such as counting and phonics games. Kim stated that the
children often labelled it as a television. She also used the interactive SMART board with the
children in her classroom for research. She noted that the SMART board could be
“integrated with things like math activities and doing things that are more interactive games,
of researching things like showing photos of different, things for art projects, or, trying to get

real life examples of things. ” Laura reiterated the value of education shows and sometimes
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used the interactive SMART board to play it through. She admitted that she only “discovered
partway through the term [ABC] has a brilliant series on there.”

Both educators also commented on the Beebots available to the children, however
they had not yet used them at the time of interviewing. The Beebots were made available
only to classroom one and two, which included the eldest children before they transitioned to
primary school. Importantly, the Beebots required skilled educators to facilitate children’s
learning, and Laura said, “the ICT teacher in the school actually came into the classroom and
taught me and taught the children...how to use the Beebots.”

Lastly, Centre C also had a recycled technologies station. Kim talked to the stations,
saying they included, “computers that no longer work to give exposure to that role play. And
they roleplay with different things that are maybe antiquated, phones and cameras, all that
sort of stuff.” The aim of these stations was to make children aware and exposure them to
different types of digital technologies. The combination of all the digital technologies at
Centre C gave the children a range of choices and opportunities to practice of their digital
skills. Importantly, the centre had room (spatially and within the educator’s ambitions) for

more advanced digital technologies, beyond what was currently in use.

4.4.4.1.1.1 Digital technologies with online access

Rebecca was aware that the devices they used required online access including the laptops,
iPhones, and SMART board. She was aware that with online access, children could
potentially navigate out of a supervised activity or application, into another. She however
reiterated that children would usually ask for her assistance, saying the digital screens, “are
connected to the internet. But they generally, if they click out of something, they'll just be like,
‘oh, Mrs. [Name], this is gone funny.” The educators relied on online access and supervised

any use of online connectivity capabilities with the children.

4.4.4.1.1.2 Desired digital technologies for the centre
While Centre C extensively incorporated digital technologies in the teaching and learning

context, Kim mentioned that the next step would be the incorporation of technologies usually
used with much older children, such as 3D printers. Laura highlighted the different
expectations of various age groups. As she was new to teaching younger children this year,
she needed to utilise more age-appropriate content, and to find more digital technologies that
three and four years olds could also operate. She also noted her desire for upskilling her

digital technology skills through professional development, stating “we haven't done PD
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within school.” She noted the need to source training outside of the centre and cited her

participation in Apple courses which focussed on the ‘how’ to operate their technology.

4.4.4.1.2 Intersection between the centre and the home

Rebecca made every effort to communicate with parents and understand their home context.
She was able to ascertain information on children’s digital technology use and literacy when
children explained how they spend their free time, and when role playing characters of shows
or games. She acknowledged that sometimes during an orientation meeting with parents and
she asked about the child’s interest, parents would say, “the iPad, or a game that’s on the
iPad or something...without saying too much that kind of tells me maybe how much time the
children spend on technology. ”

Rebecca stated that conversations with the children sometimes revealed the digital
content children interacted with at home. She noted “certainly, like | have had one of the
girls in my class say, ‘oh, I was allowed to watch that, and I'm not allowed to watch that
now” and ‘when I get home from school, my mum sets a timer, and I can have 10 minutes.”
Kim also acknowledged that some children used more digital technologies at home than
others. Although hard to measure, she stated that often when a child engaged with digital
technologies, it was to the detriment of other learning opportunities. Knowing the types of
digital technologies children interacted with at home may have informed decisions
surrounding the content shown in the centre. Conversations with provided insights into how
long or what devices they engaged with at home, and therefore, educators were informed as

to the nature of children’s digital literacies at the intersection between the centre and home.

4.4.4.1.2.1 Parent communication
Kim acknowledged that conversations with parents were important but that sometimes it was
difficult to offer advice. Kim acknowledged that educators needed to be “a lot more
deliberate and focused on how we use it [digital technologies]” and that “...sometimes it's
hard to know what to say to people because there’s so, like so much division among. I'm
wanting to make sure | say the right thing. ” She noted that most communication with parents
came from the centres leadership, or school-wide communication when parents inquired as to
what appropriate digital exposure might be.

Digital communication with parents, both inside and outside working hours, were
mentioned several times during the director interview. Rebecca used Seesaw and Outlook as

the main methods of communication with parents, aside from face-to-face communication.
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She said, “...we use Seesaw to like take pictures, stories, videos, whatever, of certain topics
or things that we're doing throughout the week, achievements of the children.” She added
that as well as parents being able to message educator through Seesaw, they also emailed so
educators needed to check both regularly. However, educators agreed that, “Seesaw has
become a communication tool.”

Laura said she had little to no personal communication about digital technology with
centre parents, except once when she was asked if she had an opinion on screen time limits.
She responded to the parent that there were “...recommended guidelines, you can go online,
it depends where you look, the less the better. Some say no screen time until they start school,

but I don't think that's very practical because their parents are on screens all the time.”

4.4.4.1.2.2 Parent involvement

According to both educators, centre parents rarely asked about digital technology use and
were unaware of what was being used in centre, except for one minor example. Laura
explained that the interactive SMART board had been noticed by one parent and she was
once quizzed on how often the device was used in the classroom. Laura stated that the device
was rarely used, and that she “did not have access to it all the time.”

Kim stated that perhaps parents thought digital content was just a digital version of
what was traditionally used. For example, when asked, “...so parents, do they ask you about
what is being used in the classroom? ”, she answered, “not really.” Laura answered
similarly, “no, | probably have to say no to that.”

Two Centre C parents commented on the digital technology used in the centre, both
admitting to having no knowledge of what was used in the classrooms. Tanisha admitted, “I
wouldn't have a clue what they're doing! ” and “no, | never ask! ” She hoped that they did not
use digital technologies, saying, “no, | don't know if they do [use technology] ...I don’t think
they even do...l hope they don’t!”” She noted that Seesaw updates did not show children using
devices and said, “...I don't think that they are on technology, we get pictures of what they're
doing throughout the day and they're on Seesaw, so it doesn't look like they're on technology
and if they were then I'd be like asking why.” Christina also did not think that children used

technologies in the centre but admitted it would become more prevalent as they got older.

4.4.4.1.2.3 Parent expectation
Rebecca revealed feeling pressured by the centre parents’ expectations, amongst all the other

requirements of being a director. Parents expected constant updates of what their child was
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engaging with throughout the day, which required the educators’ taking photos, uploading
them, and providing an accompanying explanation. Rebecca stated, “I don't have time to
upload pictures of the kids and write a story about everything they're doing every day.” The
unrealistic expectation of constant communication possibly connects with the view that

digital technology usage needs to be balanced and appropriate in the education context.

4.4.4.1.3 Digital technologies in the home
Each household included differing levels of digital technologies. The first parent, Tanisha,

identified an iPad (with ABC Kids and games such as Reading Eggs, Mathletics and Epic),
phones, and a TV (pre-downloaded movies and Foxtel) in her home. She stated that her son
George had, “the ABC kids or he’s got some games online, or downloaded movies.”
Sometimes George accessed YouTube. Tanisha said, “sometimes he'll go on YouTube, if they
[older siblings] put it on and I'm around and I'm watching” and the siblings also usually
watched a movie together on Friday nights. She stated that George did not watch mainstream
television, “generally they're just watching a DVD.”

Christina stated that Raine watched television (STAN, Netflix, Disney) and used a
parent’s phone. She stated that Raine will, “watch a little bit of TV mainly on the weekend.
Sometimes as a treat she might have 20 minutes on my phone playing like Reading Eggs or
something educational. ” Raine did not play games, and mostly watched Paw Patrol, Doc
McStuffin or Barbie movies. Christina was “not a massive fan of them but you know, like,
there’s only so much Paw Patrol you can watch!”’ She also commented on a tablet they had
in the home that was not being used. She added that she was “not very good with technology
so | locked myself out of it.” Lastly, Christina noted that Raine had a camera with a digital
game installed on it. The camera “does have a couple of games on there that she does play
like a little fish and she's not quite figured it out yet. ”

Lastly, Wanda stated, “in terms of digital technology, it's the TV, the Switch and
iPad.” Wanda’s child Harry used the iPad, where everything was pre-approved and mirrored
her phone (shared between siblings). The iPad included access to Disney and other iPad
games (playschool app) which included advertisements and popups, so the parents bought a
Nintendo Switch to circumnavigate advertisements. They also had a television (Disney Plus,

Netflix, ABC Kids) and the children sometimes accessed the parent’s phone.

140



4.4.4.2 Attitude: Towards young children using digital technologies
Centre C participants attitudes towards young children using digital technologies revealed

positive and negatives. The number of positives slightly outweighed the negatives, however,
concerns were expressed as an extension of the negatives. Importantly, adults looked upon

digital technologies favourably, provided they were mediated successfully.

4.4.4.2.1 Positive aspects
Rebecca mentioned that digital technology use in the centre was usually additional to the

home context. Furthermore, she was aware of the different access children had to
technologies in their homes. She acknowledged “...at our school we do have families that
have quite strong beliefs in around technology use and are definitely monitoring the use of
children on technology.” She explained she was aware that some children were not allowed
to watch anything on the television after school while there were other children who “can do
whatever they like... and some parents are quite strict about it.” She reiterated the
importance of the centre knowing what was going on in the home context when she said,
“I'm mindful of using too much technology time in the classroom because I'm not sure how
much technology time they might have had before school or after school as well.” Rebecca
commented that the availability of digital technologies in the centre may influence parents.
For example, parents who do not widely use digital technologies in their homes may
appreciate digital technologies featuring less prominently in their child’s education setting.
She said that digital technologies were introduced progressively across the year as a “good
stepping stone, especially for those parents who aren't particularly keen on a lot of
technology use.”

In terms of digital skills, Kim acknowledged that a lot of the children in her class held
more knowledge than adults when it came to operating digital devices, and the increased use
of devices in the classroom was mainly enabled by educators’ skill and preparedness. Kim
allowed children access to digital technologies with supervision. Laura understood that
children knew how to use digital technologies, and that educators had to keep upskilling to be
useful in helping children engage with devices. She said “I know the minute you turn it on
they know so much more than you! And you 're constantly behind the eight ball!”’ Laura
added, “they re digital natives, it comes easily to them. I think, why not encourage it?

Centre C educators stated that children should be allowed access to digital
technologies as part of their education but stipulated that online digital technologies always

required supervision. Centre director Rebecca said the presence of digital technologies could
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be beneficial to children, while Rebecca said, “I think it has its place in the classroom, it
definitely can get children who are not really interested in learning like numbers and things.”
Laura added, “I think there's definitely a place for it. And I think it's important, and I think we
should probably use it. ” Rebecca and Kim both spoke of balance when using digital
technologies. Kim said, “I guess that by exposing them from a young age with guidance, 1
feel that it becomes something that they're more familiar with and more fluent with.”

While Kim recognised that online communication was an effective way to connect,
she stated that she was more confident using devices in the classroom that were not
connected to the internet. During lockdown, children and educators connected via Zoom and
represents an example of the rapid shift to digital technology. She maintained a positive
attitude toward digital technologies for connecting with others and used Zoom for parent
teacher interviews. Kim added that digital technology, “should be used for purposes that
aren't already met.” In this case, online communication platforms performed well in the
absence of face-to-face communication and represents the purposeful utilisation of digital
technologies.

Tied to their opinions, both Kim and Laura recognised the value of digital
technologies. Kim stated that they aided understanding, increased ability to do online
learning, allowed parents and children to send videos to teachers, children were already
familiar and fluent, and presented a good way of connecting and communicating. She noted
that children learned to utilise digital technologies like learning to speak, adding “I think they
become, native speakers of that language... that's what they grew up with, from the moment
they were born, there were people, with phones, taking photos of them, doing facetime and
other things. ” Laura stated that children needed to develop their digital skills, under the
supervision of their educators, as part of the curriculum. She added, “...we should probably
use it.” She also noted that because their parents were on screens, children were inevitably
exposed to digital content, therefore making it impossible to avoid.

Another positive was that digital technologies occupied children when parents
required extra sleep, time to do chores, or relax. Christina’s main positive was for extra sleep
(“I'just want to have a little sleep ). Tanisha said they, as parents, were aware and intentional
with digital technology use. Wanda said their child loved technology time, as evidenced by
him being highly engaged and sitting still when interacting with devices. Wanda said digital
technologies had a place in their home, “... on the weekends they 're just wanting it, or they

prefer it over anything else.” Her children enjoyed interacting with digital technologies, and
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when managed appropriately became an enjoyable family activity. Wanda added that they
used digital technologies to create weekly family nights, where they either watched a movie,

played Nintendo, looked at photos or watched home videos. She did caution, however:

...we try not to glorify it too much in our house. But nor is it, you know, we
don't demonise it either that they can’t enjoy it. It's something that we all enjoy,
really it’s the length of time and ['ve got lots of controls over what they're
watching.

Wanda stated that children ultimately needed to know how to use digital technologies and
that exposing them earlier took away some the mystery. For example, she allowed Harry to
use the camera so that he could learn how to take selfies. She added that parents who
understand the internet can use it to their advantage in parenting. All of these positives
indicated that educators and parents generally looked favourably upon young children using
digital technologies. However, they also recounted negatives and voiced concerns with young

children being exposed to digital content and devices so early in life.

4.4.4.2.2 Negative aspects
The negatives associated with children using digital technologies mainly revolved around the

time spent on devices versus time spent developing gross motor skills. Rebecca stated, “I
think the recommended amount of time is very limited for a three-year-old. ” Kim was
concerned about, “the safety aspects, particularly when it comes to things that might be
connected to the internet.” She also raised questions as to where digital technologies sit on
the hierarchy of skills children are expected to develop. Laura added that dedicated digital
technology time can potentially disrupt the amount of time available to other curriculum
areas. The challenge was “finding ways to integrate it.”

One challenge associated with online content in the classroom included the instability
of internet connections. For example, if an educator allocated a certain time to digital content
and the internet dropped out, learning was interrupted. Kim explained, “if you have like a 20-
minute window. Then there's all this stuff that could go wrong [with internet that sometimes
works].” A further negative was the cost of devices for educator and children’s use,
especially with the potential for devices to be damaged when regularly used by three and
four-year-olds. For this reason, each iPad used by the children in Centre C had a protective
case.

Another reported negative was the detrimental effect of digital technologies on

children’s behaviour. Tanisha said her child struggled to get to sleep after digital technology
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time. Christina also commented on Raine’s adverse behaviour when given too much
technology time. She lamented “too much screen time from her and it's scary... | end up
bitten and scratched and | mean, her sleep, she's a different child. ” She said that Raine
became fixated and could not be interrupted, so social interaction became challenging. She
said, “...she would absolutely lose her mind. And she now knows that if that's how she
behaves, she definitely doesn't get any more.” Wanda stated that her child became insular,
held the device too close to their face, was addicted, and turned into a black hole when
technology time was not balanced.

Tanisha feared that children were becoming addicted to digital technologies, and she
hoped they were not being used educationally. She commented that George, “if he gets hold
of it he'll just run off somewhere and you won’t, you won't find him. They re addicted.”
Tanisha was a primary school teacher which possibly influenced her thinking in relation to
the educational value of inappropriate digital technologies being use. She lamented digital
technologies being used as a babysitting tool and for entertainment, saying, “I think they use
them as a babysitting tool. I don't think educationally parents use them a lot for that... We go
out for coffee and it's easier to hand them a phone and they can sit there quietly.” She added
that she did not think that primary school aged children needed a lot of technology in schools
as “they get enough of it at home.”

A further negative aspect concerned the potential for conflict. Digital technologies
caused tension within and between educators, and they sometimes caused tension between
the centre and parents. Rebecca recalled an occasion when one educator read to children from
an e-book rather than a physical book, which another educator disagreed with. Tension had
also surfaced between the centre and a parent after a child was shown a video that affected
him in his home context. Rebecca explained, “/Talking about a video that had been shown in
class on the interactive SMART board] ...this parent was really unhappy about it....I guess
seeing things represented visually, can impact children. And she was just saying, like, her son
wasn't sleeping well.” Conflict could also occur within the household. Wanda mentioned that
the iPad caused tension between siblings, saying, “Oh, definitely [causes tension] ... there's
SO many options because they know it's not just the iPad, it’s the Switch, it’s the TV, it's
mummy and daddy's phone. ” Balancing the use of devices in the home and the education
context was a challenge for all Centre C participants.

Lastly, Tanisha addressed the future of digital technologies for George. In response to

the question “...so how much do you think it's going to be part of their future?”, she replied
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“technology? Very big”. | followed up with “so you think they should be learning it from this
age?” and she replied, “not from that age [pointing to her child sitting in the room], no.”
Similarly, Christina’s view on digital technology were informed by her beliefs that Raine
would not need to be readily able to operate technologies once she is grown.

4.4.4.2.3 Concerns
Rebecca’s main fears were around the dangers of children accessing inappropriate content

online. She shared the efforts of her research into cyber safety and her concern at the

potential exposure to inappropriate content that children of this age face. Her main concern
was ‘“cyber safety in general. | have been doing quite a lot of online learning about cyber
safety recently on the e safety commission's website. ” She was aware of the need for
limitations as to what children viewed and interacted with. She said, “the statistics scare
me...Of the age groups of children when children should be exposed to certain things online.”
A key concern for Rebecca was the potential for children to discover inappropriate content
while engaging with online games. This scared her, “they're like, playing with something that
they shouldn't be or even the ads that come up in games, and it’s just kind of a scary world.”

Rebecca additionally pointed out that she had seen evidence of children being
exposed to inappropriate content and being upset or distressed in response. She said, ... they
realised that the image they've seen is too inappropriate for them or the video they just
watched was way too inappropriate for anything they should be looking at.”” Kim was
worried about older siblings showing their younger sibling a TikTok video. Her concern was
“passiveness, and, and when they're at home, safety. A lot of them have got older siblings, for
example, who might access something that's not really appropriate. ” Her definition of
inappropriate was ‘“‘non educational stuff like tech, or TikTok or something like that on
phones and that, that kind of watching for entertainment. ” Rebecca also expressed concern
around YouTube, saying, “YouTube as well. Like although you have YouTube Kids, like, the
content that's on there, and what children can access and they're, like, obsessed with
watching people open things on YouTube.”

The other main worry was the time spent engaging with digital technologies to the
detriment of other things, for example, playing outside. Kim highlighted the potential long-
term effects on children who engaged with digital technologies more than with outdoor and
indoor play, developing talking skills and creating with others, and consolidating their
learning outside of digital play. She questioned, “are their brains ready to deal with deal
with that?”
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The centre’s parents shared other concerns. Tanisha’s concerns related to her child's
aggressive behaviour when first disconnected from digital technologies, saying that it could
take up to ten minutes for him to wind down. Her other concern was that devices were used
passively which was not good for the child. Christina’s main concern lay with inappropriate
language use in some children’s shows, particularly Disney movies, “it’s normally like, only
G rated ones. | find them a bit adult...They use the word I-D-I1-O-T.” Another concern was
that the language in many songs was not appropriate for young ears, and her daughter would
come home asking to watch things that her friends watched, such as Bluey or PJ Masks,
which were not allowed in her household. Wanda’s main concern surrounded the lack of
parent awareness of what children wanted to access online. Her priority to combat this was to
be informed and smarter than the kids. While she wanted to get better than her children at
operating digital technologies, she was “pretty sure she never will be.” Wanda added that she
didn’t know much about social media but acknowledged that she would need to care.

Each concern influenced the mediation strategies chosen by the centre, and
participating centre parents. While some expressed a range of concerns, others felt they had a
handle on children’s digital interactions and were therefore less concerned as to what they
might encounter. Importantly, the centre director was aware of potential negative effects and
the educators voiced their concerns in a more general sense, not specific to their education

context.

4.4.4.3 Mediation strategies
For Centre C, their main mediation methods and tools included: 1) limitations and guidelines,

2) software and filters, 3) control of in-app purchases, and 4) control of exposure to
inappropriate content. Each participant mitigated children’s interactions with digital

technologies in different ways, as set out below.

4.4.4.3.1 Limitations and guidelines
In the centre, while the actual guidelines were not disclosed, Rebecca explained that as far as

she was aware, no children had accessed or been exposed to any inappropriate content. She
said, “no, not really. Not in school, they re pretty good...they know the rules.” Kim stated
that the educators were not permitted to use technologies for relaxing the children in the
classroom, and prior to being provided educator phones, they were required to remove any
images of the children immediately from their personal phones by transferring them to their

work computers.
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Parents shared their household guidelines which included no technology before bed,
no devices in rooms, no or limited technology time on holidays, and conversations included
the amount of technology time allowed in the family home. Tanisha stated, “our rule in our
household is that there is no computers or iPads and that in the bedrooms. ” She added that
their iPad was password protected and therefore they knew when their child was using it.

Tanisha added that George, being one of many children in the family, was given
greater leniency in his allocated digital technology time but, “when we go home, he doesn't
have very much I try not to let him have an iPad” and “I'm conscious of that, that I don’t
want him on it too much.” The limits imposed on George included no use before bedtime and
on holidays. These limitations were put in place because in her opinion, “technology is not
good.”

Christina stated that her child was allowed just a little bit in the morning and the
afternoon on weekends. When she did spend time on digital technologies, Christina was
always aware of what Raine was accessing. She said, “if she's watched too much in the
morning, | don't let her go in the afternoon. ” Overall, Christina was highly selective with
what she allowed her child to watch and the limitations she enforced.

Wanda stated their child spent roughly four to five hours engaging with technologies
over a typical week, consisting of movie nights, Nintendo Switch, and iPad time. Their
household rule, however, was that the children had no access to screens Monday to Thursday.
Wanda added that they had controls in place and while they allowed Harry access, he was not
able to just use it whenever he wanted. She admitted that Harry, being the second child, had
fewer rules than his older sibling had at the same age, “I think being second, he's watched her
[the older sibling] and we've allowed him to do it”, but Harry was expected to explore
educational applications first (Reading Eggs for 20 minutes), before free choice on the iPad.
She said, “...we tried to instigate this rule. And it's going pretty well so far.” She added that
they maintained these guidelines by setting the expectation early, so that the children knew
they could be trusted and explore with agency. Wanda said that her guidelines were about
maintaining balance, and her goal was to “Aave as much control without being controlling ”,
“create a balance in our home ” and monitor Harry’s use of digital technologies in terms of

“what and how long.”

4.4.4.3.2 Software and filters
Kim said that safe browsers and filters had been installed on their classroom technologies,

and that educators were required to download videos beforehand to check pop ups and
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advertisements before showing them to the children. These measures had worked so far in
terms of inappropriate content. She added, “we're encouraged to use particular, safe,
browsers and things.”

Laura highlighted the children did not have free reign and that digital technology use
was always educator led. However, she did acknowledge that every now and again, “I'd have
kids that would scoot off into something like watching something on YouTube, but the
protection in the school is quite strong. | haven't yet had the experience that kids have ended
up looking at something they shouldn't be. ” She reiterated that educators viewed all content
first, and that she used primarily ABC Kids, as she trusted its content. She also noted that the
school’s software stopped inappropriate exposure if the children accidentally ventured into
other apps. She said with this age group, “you have so much more control.”

In the households, Christina did not have home internet so there was no need for
password protection or software at this stage. Tanisha and Wanda said their devices were
password protected but their children did access them without supervision. Wanda stated that

passwords were installed on the iPad and the television for everything she could think of:

Disney, | think has a password lock. As does Netflix. Obviously, ABC for kids is
that app, I'm not worried about that. Safari, they can't open on, and then I'm
just trying to think of the other stuff. We don't have the actual YouTube app, so
they don't have access to that, or kids, YouTube for kids as well. I don't have
that. So, | guess what we've had what we can put a password on. | have done.

She also mentioned that the iPad mirrored her iPhone, again limiting access to content or
apps that she allowed. With Apple ID, “they can't download stuff because I have to do it, it's
all through my phone, password protected, fingerprint protected. And if they want a new
game, | have to do it.” All of these approaches provided a level of protection, so the children
did not stumble into inappropriate digital content and were directed towards digital content

educators and parents alike were satisfied with.

4.4.4.3.3 Control of in-app purchases
Two parents mentioned that their children had not spent money on in-app purchases while

engaged with digital content. Wanda added that they are all blocked through the parents
Apple account, saying, “it’s all blocked... it’s never going to happen to me.” No other

participants commented on in-app purchases.
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4.4.4.3.4 Control of exposure to inappropriate content
Both the director and educators were confident that children had not been exposed to

inappropriate content in the centre. By contrast, Tanisha stated that George may have
encountered inappropriate content such as Haunted house, Naughty Kids, Mr Bean, Jenny
Jenny which were all videos on YouTube. She added that while the siblings monitored what
George accessed, it sometimes meant he was exposed to content better suited to the older
children. Christina stated that if something was scary, she talked to Raine and explained
things like monsters aren't real. Previously, Raine had viewed inappropriate content
(including shooting and killing), not in her home context. Christina explained that it was not
always possible to control the environment but to manage inappropriate exposure, she pre-
approved content she had previously watched or from reviews she had read. She stated that
she was not a huge fan of Bluey, that it was a “bit hit and miss sometimes, sometimes the
shows can be really good and other times they re just a bit, like toilet humour I find a bit
inappropriate.” Lastly, she commented on the language in songs on the radio, saying “l used
to put the radio on, and | just found like, most of the songs that have come on the radio were
just a bit too inappropriate for young ears and so | switched stations.”

In the third household, Harry accessed digital technologies on Friday and Saturday
nights when the family watched movies and played Nintendo Switch. Wanda stated that she
introduced Switch because, “... we noticed that some of the games on the iPad and stuff had
lots of adverts and pop ups. So, we wanted a way that they could play together without all
that other stuff.” She confirmed that her household did not use YouTube in case of exposure,
as “anything can happen.” However, she did confess that her child may have been exposed to
a scary movie preview or something aimed at someone older. Wanda had disallowed the
children access to an internet browser (Safari), so that they could not search for anything
without the parents help. Her main mediation strategy was to eliminate the digital
technologies that Harry might access.

Each of these mediation strategies employed by parents sought to protect children
from the risks associated with digital content and devices. Each child was given different
freedoms and agency according to the parents attitudes parents, the resources they had, and
the mediation strategies they chose to employ. This was also the case in Centre C where the
director and educators controlled the digital technology time and exposure. Each strategy

mitigated the effects on digital technologies on children, as follows.
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4.4.4.4 Children: Effects of digital technologies
This section now addresses the interaction between digital technologies and children’s digital

skills, digital literacy, social interaction, behaviour, and digital games. These themes were
identified through the adult participants of Centre C.

4.4.4.4.1 Digital skills
Children’s digital skills and literacy emerged as a theme across several interviews and

explained in a myriad of ways. Christina commented on her child's ability to take photos with
her phone camera, saying, “she always puts the camera on.” While the educators and parents
did not comment more specifically on children’s digital skills, the way they spoke about
children’s digital interactions evidenced digital skills. These included children being able to
turn devices on and off, skip advertisements on videos, and switch between applications on
the iPads.

4.4.4.4.2 Digital literacy
Kim stated that children's digital literacy was “really good ” at this age, and she said, “I've

had kids trying to explain to me how to solve my phone. Or when my internet doesn't work,
they suggest going outside to find a better connection.” She was mindful that the children in
her class may be ready for more advanced digital learning if given the chance. For example,
she stated that children had the capability to use coding programmes not currently integrated
into early learning curriculum.

She motioned that the children in her class could tell you how things worked, for
example, how to turn the phone on, call emergency services, knew what “facial recognition”

was, and said things like you can “download it from the app store ”, for example:

I've been talking to children about emergency services, and, telling them to
dial, you know, triple zero, and they're like, ‘No, you don't need to do that’.
‘You just press the two buttons on the side. And where it says emergency SOS’
you swipe to the right. They don't even know left and right but they know that
you swipe to the right.

Furthermore, Kim explained how children were able to instruct her on the use of a device and
were able to state what was occurring when she was using the device. They also used
language that demonstrated understanding of the language needed when interacting with
digital technologies. She inferred that the children had more digital literacy than the

educators. When Kim said to the children “we don’t have that on the iPad”, they simply
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responded “download it from the App Store” to which Kim added, “some of our other
teachers might even be like, what is an app store? ” Kim saw that the children had
considerable digital literacy at this young age, and she wanted to make sure they were given
opportunities to hone these skills and further develop their understanding.

Laura also talked to the children being digitally literate. She said, “I mean, some of
them are really savvy with things, so you 've gotta keep your eye on them.” Lastly, Christina
shared that her child understood that the internet equals data, showing that she had a good
grasp of the digital basics. She said, “I normally say have no data. So, she knows what data,
well, she knows, the word.” These examples provide evidence of young children’s

developing digital literacy.

4.4.4.4.3 Social interaction
Digital technologies fostered social interaction both in the classroom and in the home. Kim

stated that digital technologies helped children have greater awareness of the world around
them and it provided a different way of communicating. Christina stated that Reading Eggs
encouraged social interaction, saying, “we do we read the stories together sometimes.”
Wanda stated that her children shared the iPad for shows and movies, thereby encouraging
social interaction. She added that both parents and children loved Friday night family nights
as a social activity.

However, both Christina and Wanda noted that sometimes digital technologies
discouraged social interaction. Christina stated that when the screen was on, Raine would
become so engrossed that she became difficult to interact in a normal capacity. She said, she
sometimes had to “actually have to go over and turn the TV off” to have a conversation with
her. Wanda said that when Harry was engaged with the iPad, he could become very insular.
While she recognised that this happened sometimes, she did not mind because “we've got
controls around it and we understand that that's their time ”. She added that the “iPad is a bit
more insular. So, when you 're on it, you don't really want anyone to disturb you. S0, it
doesn't always foster obviously, the best interaction with our kids.” Social interaction and

social behaviours were interlinked in the participants examples, as follows.

4.4.4.4.4 Behaviour
Tanisha stated that time spent engaging with digital technologies sometimes had negative

effects on her child’s behaviour. For example, her child would get aggressive when asked to

come off a device, adding “it's very negative...on his behaviour...that's why I don't like it”
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and “I think that's why we do a lot away from technology because it does alter their
behaviour.” Tanisha also noted the impact of digital technology time on the bedtime routine.
Christina was not a huge fan of digital technologies, and she said the more Raine watched,
the more she struggled to regulate her emotions. Christina said, “I did notice that the more
she watches TV or does anything the more she struggles to control her emotions.” Wanda
admitted that her child reacted negatively when device time ended, and she could see the
neurological impact as children displayed greater hyperactivity following time spent on
digital technologies. She said, “they 're probably charged like that for about 15 or 20 minutes
where they actually need downtime, even though they've had downtime on the internet or
whatever they're doing, a show, they actually need downtime without a screen.” All three
parents identified negative behavioural patterns following digital technology interaction

which in turn justified the mediation strategies they employed.

44445 Digital games
Reading Eggs and Mathletics featured across many interviews as educational games that

children tended to play. Tanisha added, “...there's an app that has a whole pile of books,
Epic” which George sometimes accessed, but, “he’ll very rarely play games.” She added that
if George did play digital games, “they re usually just, not paid ones, just silly ones.”

Wanda commented on several iPad games available to her child, noting that when
they did play, they usually chose short interactive games such as, “where's my water. ... it's a
Disney game.” She acknowledged they had a lot of brain teaser type games such as Toca
Boca installed on the iPad which both her children played. This included a game, “where
you 've got all these chefs, and you've got to make food... I'm not saying that they're great.
But they are better than some of the games I’ve seen.” Wanda did not allow her children to
engage with Minecraft or any fighting games, but games on the ABC Kids and the Play
School apps that were quick and interactive, “five or ten minutes, and then they get bored of
it.” Each of the games allowed by Centre C parents were designed for the age group and

demonstrated children engaging with digital content semi-autonomously.

4.4.45 Children’s perspective
The children of Centre C were able to share their perspective on digital technologies in their

education and home contexts, and one was able to demonstrate that digital technologies
encouraged the facilitation of other skills. Furthermore, two children shared their favourite

thing to do with digital technologies.
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4.4.45.1 Digital technologies in the centre
Regarding the digital technologies available in Centre C, Harry and George were the only

children to speak about the iPads. George’s favourite game was a teddy bear game, which he
was playing at the time of his interview. He agreed that the iPad was his favourite when
asked.

Raine stated their favourite thing to do on digital technologies in the centre was to
draw on the iPad, because it used lots of colours. She said, “I just love doing this because |
love doing the lines. ” Each child stated their favourite was the iPad, perhaps due to its

versality, range of content, and easy access in their education contexts.

4.4.45.2 Digital technologies in the home
All three children described the digital technologies available to them in their homes. George

did not have his own iPad but said that he played on his brothers iPad. He said, “he lets me
play anything! He has all the games! ” Raine said that she had an iPad at home where she
could play Reading Learn (reading game), a TV where she could watch Bluey and Rainbow
Sparkles, and mummy’s phone that she could do Reading Eggs. Raine recognised that her
parent mediated her technology access, saying, “my mum doesn’t want me to watch it [Paw
Patrol]".

Harry said that he had a TV, an iPad (where he could play games on Play School and
watch Play School and Andy), and a Nintendo Switch. In relation to the iPad, he said, “I have
some Play School games”, and “we watch Play School. ” He went on to explain that he
watched Andy on the iPad also, and demonstrated a degree of digital literacy and
understanding when he suggested that he could not talk with Andy while watching him on the

iPad. Harry lastly talked about his Nintendo Switch when prompted:

Researcher: What about do you have a Nintendo Switch at home?
Harry: Yeah!

Researcher: Do you - as well?

Harry: We borrowed Mario from [Name]

Researcher: Oh, did you? Okay, and then you had to give it back?
Harry: Yep

Researcher: Cool, man.

Harry: We gave the chip back

Harry indicated that he interacted with numerous digital technologies at home and understood
somewhat about digital content and how devices worked. He knew that Nintendo Switch

games required a chip which he borrowed it from his friends and was expected to return it.
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Both his interview and observations indicated his interest in digital technologies, especially

trying new things on the devices.

4.4.45.3 Digital skills
The children disclosed some of their digital skills in their interviews. George knew how to

turn the iPad on and off and explained how the iPads were to be returned to the allocated area
in the classroom. He was able to both tell and show which button to press and close the case
before returning it to the shelf. Raine also knew how to turn the iPad off and was able to
explain how to zoom in and out. She attempted to define the internet (“turn it up and it's the
internet ) and Netflix (“type of show”) and added about the iPad that “you have to drag it
with your fingers.” Lastly, Harry was able to determine that he could not interact with digital
characters, that he understood what was happening in the shows he watched, and that content

(of the Nintendo game) was stored on a chip and could be used by different machines.

4.4.45.4 Other skills encouraged by digital engagement
During George’s interview, he was engaged with playing a game on the iPad. During his

interview, he talked about achieving levels in the game he was playing. He demonstrated that
he was able to count when engaged with the game and showed that he could communicate

simultaneously while playing. George displayed multiple skills while being interviewed.

445 Summary
As Centre C was attached to a private Christian primary school, it had sufficient financial
stability to purchase digital technologies as required and comprised large classrooms filled
with adequate toys, provocation stations, and space for the children. The parents were heavily
involved in their children’s learning, and all had strong opinions about how children engaged
with their educators, classrooms, and resources. Of the four centres, parents at this one were
the most involved with conversations about digital technology. Digital technologies were
central to the centre’s programs, and included daily digital technology time. While the wider
school leadership dictated policies and procedures, at the time of data collection, the website
contained no reference to digital technologies, or the management of digital technologies in
the centre.

Centre C observations recorded many instances of children engaging individually with
digital devices in the classroom, and they were given the autonomy to choose what app they
interacted with on the iPads. Centre C integrated the highest number of digital technologies

of all four centres in this study, and included the digital technologies that educators used with
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children in the classroom, and the digital technologies that children used under the
supervision of educator in the classroom. Children were able to engage with a recycled digital
technologies station, Beebots, a light table and iPads. Overall, this centre provided rich data

for later discussion.

45 CentreD
Centre D was an inner-city centre for babies to school aged children. The centre used a
limited number of digital technologies across their classrooms and held no digital technology
policy to guide their use. The centre promoted the digital technologies they did have, but with
supervision and for educational purposes only. The staff were primarily female with many
newly graduated early years practitioners. The centre was one amongst many under the
banner of a larger organisation across WA and therefore resources were allocated according
to the organisation. Centre D comprised many children with working parents who were
technologically skilled, and who employed a range of mediation strategies to manage their
children’s exposure to digital content.

The SEIFA ranking for Centre D revealed that it was in a higher-than-average socio-
economic area with a relative social advantage (Table 4.7). While the score sat well below

average in terms of economic resources, it was in the top decile for education and occupation.

Table 4.7. SEIFA rankings for Centre D’s suburb

SEIFA Indexes Score Decile
Index of Relative Socio-economic Disadvantage 1043 8
Index of Relative Socio-economic Advantage and Disadvantage 1080 10
Index of Economic Resources 918 1
Index of Education and Occupation 1118 10

Centre D had designed their space so that everything flowed into one another. It was evident
from the online information that multi-functional furniture was used, and elements of the
classrooms rotated so that children were exposed to different aspects and ways of learning.
Derived from the Reggio Emilia approach, the centre aimed to encourage children’s
creativity, choices, investigation, thinking and reflecting in the different spaces. The centre
included a baby room (0-16 months), toddler room (16 months — two and a half years) and a
kindy room (two and a half years — five years) and provided various facilities including swipe
card security, SMART interactive whiteboards and classroom technologies including
computers and iPads. All educators held qualifications from Certificate 111 and Diploma in
Children’s Services through to BA level Early Childhood Qualifications.
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45.1 Participants

All three focus children within a single classroom were observed on one day. However, |
returned to Centre D four times to undertake participant interviews. Overall, 9 interviews
were conducted in Centre D: one director, two educators, and three parents and their children.
All participants appeared to be generally digitally capable, and each had thought about their
perspectives on digital technologies prior to interview. Each parent specifically was aware of
and mediated their child’s digital environment, and the three children were from single child

homes. Each Centre D participant is summarised in Table 4.8 below.

Table 4.8. Centre D participant descriptions, including interview dates and location

Role Pseudonym | Interview Date | Interview Location | Overview

Director | Serena 04/12/2020 Centre foyer Female. Director who had been in the
position for two years. She had worked
in the childcare sector since 2005 and
held knowledge of staff management.
She had quite a positive view of digital
technologies if they were used in a
meaningful and supervised manner in the

centre.
Educator | Letti 11/12/2020 Centre foyer Female. Recently moved to Western
One Australia to work in the Early Years

sector. She had much knowledge of how
to use digital technologies with young
children, and felt the Centre lacked
enough variety of devices to expose the
children so they were school ready.
Worked across multiple classrooms.
Educator | Donna 11/12/2020 Centre foyer Female educator with international
Two experience in the sector. She was
interested in improving her personal
digital skills so that she could more
effectively utilise digital technologies as
a teaching tool. Strong digital technology

capabilities.
Parent Steven 23/04/2021 Classroom one A father of one, working as a delivery
One man who used the phone and digital

technologies for work. He was highly
involved in the parenting of the child and
limited digital technology exposure in
the home to half an hour per day.

Child John 23/04/2021 Classroom one A four-year-old boy who understood that

One his digital technology use was being
limited. He expressed that he was able to
choose the show he watched. He was
interested in the iPad when the educator
used it in the classroom to take photos of
his classwork.

Parent Maria and | 23/04/2021 Classroom one This mum and dad interviewed together

Two Jeff as they were observing their child in the
classroom. They each were interested in
digital technologies, used devices
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themselves and were keen to use more
educational applications for the child.
Child Millie 23/04/2021 Classroom one Female, only child, four years of age, and
Two had an awareness of what an iPad and
phone were. She was also interested in
the SMART board in the classroom. She
was bi-lingual and watched videos both
in Korean and English through

YouTube.
Parent Omar 29/04/2021 Offsite at a cafe Male, father of one. Understood and
Three communicated the risks and benefits of

allowing his child access to digital
technologies. He encouraged the safe
and supervised use of using digital
technologies educationally, and for
communication with family.
Child Leyah 23/04/2021 Classroom one Female, three years old, only child.
Three Shared how she used digital
technologies, however during her
interview she was more interested in
talking about the natural world.
4.5.2 Desktop audit and digital technology policy
The desktop audit, performed in March 2021, did not reveal any information pertaining to
digital technologies. The centre website did not include details about digital technology use in
the centre nor were there any images involving digital technologies.

A second desktop audit was performed in April 2022 to examine whether the centre
had progressed with incorporating digital technologies and whether a formal digital
technology policy was available to the public. Again, there was no evidence of any digital
technology policies or professional development provided to staff. There was however a
newly available Parent Handbook, Community Cubby and Parent Information tab that
provided some information about digital technologies and their use by young children. The
Handbook held information pertaining to Xplor, which the centres used for parent digital
communication. It summarised Xplor as providing information about the daily program, and
observations and stories about the children and their involvement in learning projects,
available to parents in real time via a smartphone app. The application was also used for
parents to sign their children in and out of the centre, through the Xplor parent app or in the
centre Xplor Hub. The Handbook included information for parents on digital portfolios used
to demonstrate children’s progress, which included photos and children’s work. Lastly, the
Handbook included childcare policies and procedures. While it did not detail digital
technology rules for use, it did address the confidentiality of centre records surrounding the

protection of data.
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The Community Cubby provided links to information on learning, nutrition, physical
activity, support and wellbeing. Articles for parents included: The best ways to explore
music with children’ (with a picture of a child and headphones), ‘Cooking is Learning: Our
free recipe eBook’, ‘The best online workouts to keep the whole family active’ and 12 of the
best virtual places to visit with your children’. Finally, the Parent Information tab provided
further information on the parent application Xplor. Each addition indicated that the centre
acknowledged the need to inform parents of the digital platforms used to house data,
communicate with parents, and provide further information for parents through digital means.

While Centre D did not offer a public digital technology policy, they did however
have a social media guide for the centre’s Facebook use. Serena, the Centre D director
acknowledged, “we don’t have one at this stage.” No educators were aware of a digital
technology policy; however, they did discuss expectations and guidelines for digital
technology use in their classrooms which is addressed later in this chapter. Lastly, parents
had not chosen Centre D based on their digital technology policy. In fact, no-one mentioned

even being aware of the centre’s digital engagement expectations in classrooms.

4.5.3 Observations: Centre practices

The three focus children, John, Millie and Leyah, were observed across a four-hour period on
a Friday. There were no special events happening on the day of observation, and as the
weather was too hot to allow the children outside, they were engaged with inside and under-
cover play. This included activities such as mat time, art and craft, morning tea and free play.
The most popular provocation stations included the Lego station, a block building station and

two iPads which children used with an educator to engage with a counting application.

45.3.1 Classroom one
Classroom one utilised multiple digital technologies, and the children appeared competent in

operating the iPads, the interactive SMART board, and knew the concept of plugging the
“teacher’s laptop into the screen so we can see our photos”. During the observation, a mat
time was facilitated by the educator whereby the SMART board was used as a teaching aid
(Figure 4.24). The educator connected her laptop to the SMART board, and showed photos of
the children that their parents had sent in. This became ‘news time’, as children stood up one
by one and shared what they were doing in their photo. None of the three focus children were

chosen to share during the observation.
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Figure 4.24. Mat time in classroom one

At no time during the observation did | observe the three children engaged with digital
technologies, except as part of wider classroom use. At separate points, the focus children
interacted with me while she sat on the classroom couch, and this created an opportunity for
interviews. John was highly engaged in all the educator led activities. He was very happy to
have the educator take a photo of his artwork with the iPad. John explained what he watched
on television, and when he was allowed to watch it. He could also use his parent’s phone to
watch videos of himself and see photos of when he was a baby. In conjunction with his
parents' interview, he explained that he only had a limited time to watch television per day.
Millie was timid in her approach to the activities and to her peers. It was her first day at the
centre, so she spent her morning exploring all areas of the classroom but did not engage with
technologies. Millie was not able to offer any indication of her digital skills, however she did
talk about her favourite show, saying, “I love Paw Patrol! . For context, her family had just
immigrated, and she did not yet have her normal digital environment set up. Lastly, Leyah
was the youngest of the three focus children. She spent her time building block towers on her
own. At mat time, Leyah responded appropriately to her educator when asked a question, and
she was highly engaged when the SMART board was used. When asked, she was able to
explain that her mummy and daddy’s phone was “just for calling ”, not for watching or

playing, and that she was allowed to watch cartoons and movies on the television.

45.4 Interviews: Themes
In addition to the classroom observations, the interviews provided detail on how participants
utilised digital technologies with and for the children. The key emergent themes included: 1)

the presence and use of digital technologies, 2) educator and parent attitudes towards digital
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technologies, 3) mediation strategies to ensure safe and positive experiences for children
using digital technologies, 4) the effects of digital technologies on children, and 5) the
children’s perspectives of digital technologies and their digital skills. Each themes
contributed to an overall understanding of what and how digital technologies were used in
both the education and home contexts of Centre D participants.

The key themes were affected by the then context in which the centre operated. The
Covid-19 pandemic significantly impacted the running of Centre D throughout the time of
data collection. While the centre limited outside visitor access (but never shut completely),
the pandemic forced it to communicate with parents in new ways, and educators became
more reliant on digital communication when parents were reluctant to attend or were limited
in their face-to-face contact time. Importantly however, Omar (the third parent) was the only
Centre D participant to highlight the impact of the pandemic on their child’s digital
technology use. He noted that the time spent with technologies had increased due to having to
communicate via video and social media. Omar explained to his child that the phone was
only to be used to communicate with grandparents, not to “watch movies ”. He said, “with the
pandemic situation, because she's not able to travel, she's not able to meet any of her
grandparents, we have to do it [give her screentime at bedtime]. ” This use of a device for
communication had caused the child to think deeply about what was happening in the world
to have caused this change in communication.

Omar added that the use of digital technologies had escalated due to pandemic. He
said, “...our usage has definitely gone up during the pandemic as well.... even the news and
stuff we’re trying to use the speaker to kind of get more like audio kind of thing without
seeing the screen all the time.” He acknowledged that the pandemic had caused an over
dependence on digital technologies, both for them as parents, and for their child, Leyah. He
said, “I think that's the most crucial bit like with the pandemic like this is the most critical
thing that's caused all the over dependence on technology.” This overdependence may have

led to an unprecedented increase in digital skills among children.

4.5.4.1 Digital technologies: Presence and use
This section outlines the digital technologies used by Centre D participants. It includes: 1)

digital technologies in the centre (including desired digital technologies for the centre), 2)
intersection between the centre and the home (including parent communication and parent
involvement), and finally, 3) digital technologies in the home. Each participant described the

digital technologies used, and their desired uses for digital technologies when managed well.
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4.5.4.1.1 Digital technologies in the centre
Centre D utilised a range of digital technologies. Those present in the kindergarten room

included an interactive SMART board, an iPad for parents to sign their children in and out,
several iPads in child friendly cases for use with the children, educator laptops, iPods, a
classroom phone, a recycled digital technologies station, and a digital clock. Each was used
for different purposes, which included playing music and showing videos to the children.
The most prominent digital technology was the interactive SMART board (Figure
4.25). Serena said that they used it for the facilitation of activities such as pilates or yoga “so
that they can see the people doing it and then... follow from there.” The SMART board was
set up permanently in the kindergarten room, and was used for similar purposes as the iPad,
but on a bigger scale. Letti added that the SMART board was also used to play songs, do
dancing and listen to stories. For example, she said, “we let them read over the over the
Smartboard when they want to know more about animals in the zoo or things like this... so
it’s a resource method.” Serena highlighted its capability to be used for the whole class as a

teaching aid for discussion and showing digital content.

Figure 4.25. Educator iPad, laptop, and SMART board in classroom one

The iPads were used for purposes such as a language application, drawing, photos, and as a
research tool for the educators who always led the activities when they were being used in the
classroom. Serena, director, mentioned several uses, including using “a programme called
ELLA, which is the Early Learning Languages Australia”, “children ask, ‘Well, how do I
draw this?’. So, we'll, we'll go into YouTube. And we'll watch someone, you know, do a
tutorial on how to draw something to give the children that opportunity to learn that as well”
and for “for most of the things. So, taking photos if the children are talking about something,
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and we quickly want to jump on and do some research and quickly follow up on that
straightaway. ” Donna said the iPads were also used for playing relaxing music when the
children were sleeping, but “they can't see it...it’s just the sound that comes out of it.”” Both
Serena and the educators agreed that the iPads were most useful for small group learning for
simple purposes. Letti said, “I like to use the iPad as well to, when it’s a small learning
group, or when they want to draw something, we look have a look on shapes.” The iPads
were also used to take photos of the children, or for sharing the children’s activities and

artwork with parents through Xplor as shown in Figure 4.26.

Figure 4.26. Educator using the iPad to take a photo of a child's artwork

The educators were provided with shared laptops for their programming, and for playing
videos, songs, dancing, listening to stories, and research when connected to the interactive
SMART board. Serena said that the educators “...play through the laptop through the TV
[interactive SMART board].” Donna stated that while there was only one laptop per room,
this was not an issue, “each room has their own laptop but it’s only one laptop per room...we
always have access [to a laptop when needed].”

Another digital technology available to the educators were iPods. Serena said, “we
use iPods for recording the children’s information.” Additionally, each classroom had a

classroom phone (Figure 4.27) to call either reception, or other rooms within the centre.
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Figure 4.27. Educator iPad and classroom phone in classroom one

Lastly, as with all centres across this research, Centre D had a recycled technologies corner
for children to play with. This, Letti stated, encouraged imaginative play and the children
liked it lot. She said, “they are very interested...they pretend to take pictures.” The
technology corner in classroom one was as pictured below in Figure 4.28. The combination of
digital technologies shaped the attitudes of those involved in Centre D, as well as the digital

skills and capabilities of the children.

Figure 4.28. ‘Technology corner’ in classroom one

4.5.4.1.1.1 Desired technologies for the centre
The desired technologies for Centre D included cameras, animation programmes and devices

for playing music. Letti expressed her desire for cameras and animations using computers.
Donna stated that she would like to have a radio or stereo available to play music (“to have

something else in the background”), or a Bluetooth speaker for music while the children
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engaged in outside play. She said that when the children hear music, they “get excited to start
dancing, they drop what they were doing, and then when the song is finished to go back to
what they were doing. I think it's calming having it in the background as well.”” At the stage
of interviewing, the centre played music through the iPad.

Letti acknowledged that educators need upskilling around digital technologies to
maximise benefit from devices such as SMART boards. She admitted to being “not really
skilled I have to say...it takes also so much time sometimes to figure it out until you know how
it works. ” She said also that the lack of educator skills in this area was proof that it was good
for children to learn digital skills early. Without the necessary skills, some educators found it
frustrating to use devices efficiently. She said, “I feel like sometimes | get frustrated.” More
advanced digital literacy could be promoted through technology centred professional

development.

4.5.4.1.2 Intersection between the centre and the home
Letti mentioned that children shared what they had been doing at home, which sometimes

included digital technologies. Donna was also aware that children interacted with digital
technologies at home. She explained that while digital technology use in the centre was
limited, conversations sometimes revolved around digital technologies regardless. She said,
“...sometimes when we ask the children like, oh, how was your weekend? What did you do?
Did you do something fun and stuff? Then occasionally, we get the response, oh | was
watching iPad.” She added that it felt like sometimes it was straight out of the learning
environment and “onto the screen until they get home. So, | feel like they're having a lot more
access to it at home than they have here definitely.” The link between home and centre
occurred largely through parent communication and parent involvement in the centre, as

detailed in the following.

45.4.1.2.1 Parent communication
Serena spoke about digital communication with parents via Xplor. She said that parents

signed up for the app when they enrolled their child and it was then used for signing children
in and out of the centre, and to “check on their children throughout the day if they don't want
to call so that they can just have updates straight away.” Donna, when discussing the amount
of communication between Centre D and parents, stated that only “some parents do. Not
necessarily a lot. ” Both educators discussed interactive parent communication through Xplor,

in that parents could upload photos from home which could then be incorporated into mat

164



time. Letti noted that communication increased around children’s birthdays, whereby the
educators would upload photos of the child, and parents commented on them. Donna also
said some parents, “when they're doing some really fun stuff on the weekend, then they
upload photos for us and then we can incorporate that through mat session and have a look
at it and then the children can share what they've done over the weekend.” Donna
acknowledged that parent communication through Xplor bridged a gap between the centre
and home, adding, “there's always a comments section on each report that we post so the
parents then can comment.”

Letti stated that Xplor made recording tasks a more efficient as educators could copy
and paste updates such as meals for parents. When asked about the efficiency of using the
app over handwritten updates, Letti said “...it makes it faster actually.” Omar was the only
parent to comment on the centre’s use of digital technologies. He said that his daughter had
imitated some behaviours she had seen on digital content that he was not happy with.
Consequently, he had conversations with the educators about curbing the behaviour and
making sure they were aware of its origin. He said the content had “left an impression on us
as well that we've got to be very careful of what she's seeing at this age.” Xplor provided an
opportunity to view the intersection between the home and education contexts, and parent

involvement.

4.5.4.1.2.2 Parent involvement
Serena stated that parents were not really involved or did not ask about the types of digital

technologies used in the centre. She said, “most families don't really ask. Like, in the kindy
room when | show them around, I tell them about the screen and why it's there, so that the
kids don’t go, ‘I sat down and watched TV today’.” Both educators stated that they too had
not been asked about the digital technologies used in the classroom by any centre parent.
Letti said “no, never ”, in response to the question, “have you ever had a parent ask you what
digital technologies you have been using the classroom?”, and again answered “no”” when
affirming that parents never enquired.

Letti said that parents were updated daily with posts. She said parents “know that we
are using the laptop for songs, dancing, music, learning videos and yoga and stuff like that,
but no one has ever asked specifically. ” Steven and Maria were not aware or concerned about
what their child accessed. Maria added “no, it’s not a concern, as long as it's safe for them
and it's beneficial for them!” Omar stated that digital technology use was paramount to their
choice of early years centre. He said, “one of the big factors for us continuing here for the
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last few years was because we get an update. We get the updates as well and all that kind of
stuff... We know what’s happening in the day.” While interviews indicated that parents were
interested in the centres’ digital technology use, the general sentiment was that parents trusted
the centre to manage it appropriately.

4.5.4.1.3 Digital technologies in the home
Households included iPads and televisions, and digital content was provided through Netflix,

Google Home, and audio books, and each participating household allowed their children
access to digital technologies. Steven said their child was allowed half an hour of television
every day when he first got home, and he usually chose to watch Morphle on Netflix. He
added, “there’s no iPads, there's nothing else. It's literally until we get things settled and
that's it for the day.” He stated the reason for this was practicality, as it allowed both parents
to prepare dinner. They also had a Bluetooth speaker that was not used, and they had tried
YouTube once but decided that Netflix was enough.

The second household comprised Maria and Jeff, and daughter Millie. Maria admitted
to being more liberal with technology use in their home. They allowed Millie access to
YouTube through the television and a phone in car and at restaurants, Netflix, and a tablet.
Maria stated that they did, “#ry not to use lots of devices for her now " but the devices she had
did access were utilised extensively.

Omar imposed time limits and restrictions on the content accessed by Leyah but
allowed her to watch Netflix, interact with Google Home, listen to audio books and engage in
virtual video calls with overseas family. Omar said “those are the ones that we actually use
for like, hey, let's play some music. Let's listen to a story in there as well.” They often
listened to stories, and Leyah was allowed to watch a movie on weekends. Omar added that
Leyah, “really loves hearing about those movies as well. So, your regular kind of Frozen,
Moana, that's something that she's really fascinated with.” The presence and use of digital
technologies in each household were influenced by parental attitudes towards digital

technology use by their children.

4.5.4.2 Attitude: Towards young children using digital technologies
Adult participants of Centre D described a range of positives and negatives in relation to

children’s digital technology use, as well as their main concerns. Educator’s main positives
were that digital technologies acted as an effective research tool, and devices could create a

positive learning environment through video and information sharing in differently ways to
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how an educator might do it. Parents acknowledged that digital technologies exposed
children to new content and languages and it allowed them time to get things done when the
children were occupied. Reported negatives included the risk of addiction or children viewing
inappropriate content, adults not possessing the skills necessary to provide the children
adequate learning opportunities, and physical ramifications. These concerns governed the

way digital technologies were then managed for children.

4.5.4.2.1 Positive aspects
A key positive in Centre D revolved around the online capabilities of devices as a

spontaneous research tool which Serena said, “can really foster that learning straightaway. ”
She highlighted the centre’s commitment to digital technologies as a research tool, whereby
educators used them to encourage investigation of specific topics, or extend learning when
children showed interest. She said, “if we don't know something, we can go ‘oh, look, I don't
know, how can we find that out?’, and we can teach them about research.” Letti also
believed in their value as research tools, but she had to impose time limits. She said, “itis a
good way of resource, we can research a lot of different things and questions children have.”

Letti agreed that digital technologies were especially good when the children used a
device to learn together. With reference to the SMART board, she said, “...the better
resource is actually with the biggest screen so | can sit on the mat and no-one is crammed. ”
Furthermore, Donna also stated that when learning videos content was pre-approved, children
were not at risk of exposure to anything inappropriate, and children were engaged for longer.
In addition, they learned to role play from watching digital content. Overall, Donna observed
the children, “sharing and engaging with friends, it's pretty good because they compare each
other to the characters, and they get into the right kind of behaviour.”

A further positive was children’s exposure to new language and content. Steven said,
“it's quite good to see that she's learning and she’s picking up, I hope for the better.” Maria
suggested that Millie learnt different things, such as new words from videos, which in turn,
expanded her vocabulary. For example, Millie often said things that did not necessarily
originate from her parents, such as “oh - that's cool!” Additionally, YouTube tested Millie’s
understanding of language when she played online games that delivered instructions in
Korean. Maria added, “she's picking up a lot in English. I think, it might be technology
helping...Mostly in English, but then you know YouTube sometimes randomly picks up other
language. ” Maria believed Millie’s access to digital technologies was acceptable, as long as
it was limited and monitored. She also approved of online games, “I think games are also
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very beneficial for them because they interact ” but she noted, “...the thing is the children
tend to follow what the parents are doing.” Omar agreed that digital content may have taught

Leyah new things:

I think positives are really, it helps broaden their thinking as well...we've
switched on shows that talk about dinosaurs or something of that sort, like
we've seen a genuine interest develop for...I1 want books on dinosaurs, | want to
see things about dinosaurs. And it really helps kind of broaden her horizons as
well. So, it does help...we've switched on shows where they have like a message
in it as well. I think she understands it, and she's able to appreciate it, she’s
able to pick up nuances. So that's something that's very, very good... when
she's watching something that's educational, it’s good.

Both Steven and Omar suggested that another positive was that they, the parents, got a break.
Omar said, “we do need that break sometimes. It's like...you've got to go watch something.”
For the Centre D children, digital technology time was part of their routines, and was valued
in each household.

Steven suggested that devices such as pedometers that tracked children’s activity
might be value, saying, “you [could] try to track how much they're walking, like a
pedometer.” Lastly, Omar valued digital technologies when used in moderation. While
recognising that they were a good enabler, he said, “kids should not know at this age what
YouTube is all about, like, what's the next video.” He concluded that “literally our lives

revolve around technology.”

4.5.4.2.2 Negative aspects
The most prominent negative was the risk of children’s addiction. Letti emphasised that free

and physical play, away from devices, was best as, “it's kind of an addiction what you see in
the children already, as soon as they see an iPad, even the first day here, they know exactly
what it is and how to use it. So, it's a bit scary.” She had noticed that children were talking in
the classroom about extensive digital technology use, such as “I’m going to watch this. I went
to the movies and watched this movie. I'm gonna play my Wii.” In her opinion, children had
too much access.

Serena acknowledged that digital technologies and their potential applications could
cause conflict within the centre. She cited the expectations for educators to log nappy
changes digitally, which according to some, was impractical and unfair to the child. She said,

“It doesn't really treat the children fairly. If they're having to sit there wait for us to log
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something for them. You know, we should be able to dress them appropriately. And then log
the nappy afterwards.” While the educators voiced their concern with the implementation of
this rule, they eventually “found a way that worked, that treated the children fairly, but we
also worked with what the company wanted.” Some educators experienced similar tensions
around the logging of mealtimes. While parents relied on the information, some educators
found it impossible to log the amount of food individual children had eaten. Importantly,
these negatives were confined to the centre as far as | was aware.

Another negative included educators not having the necessary skills to operate the
digital technologies, and devices not performing adequately. Letti stated that sometimes it
took persistence to understand the technology and use it to its full capacity. In relation to the
SMART boards, she said, “the way we could use it was only limited and it frustrated me a lot
because it didn't work. ” She stated that lack of digital skills was a challenge, and that it may
be more beneficial to the classroom when educators were more confident in their use. Both
Centre D educators said that another challenge was, “the internet wasn't great” and “our
internet connection sometimes it's not the best ”, which affected device use with the children.
Lastly, there was limited resources, and so educators and children had to share devices.

Steven stated his preference for his child to have no access to digital technology. He
said that John was “a bit young for it [iPad use] isn’t it?...Don’t get me wrong, [ want him to
be able to use, I want him to be have digital skills but that’ll happen later.” Yet another
negative involved the physical ramifications of interacting with devices. This included
concerns around the child’s eyes and posture, and the inability to get children outside when
they were engaged with screen time. Lastly was the potential risk of exposure to content
children were not yet ready for or was unacceptable to their parents. Omar said, “I think one
of the cons obviously is like unmoderated, unfiltered like that, that is something that's very
scary.” Exposure to inappropriate content was a recurring theme in this study. Many
mediation strategies were employed to combat inappropriate exposure but firstly, educators

and parents shared their main concerns in greater detail.

45.4.2.3 Concerns
Serena was not concerned with the digital technologies children used in Centre D, but she

was aware that children accessed digital content more freely at home. She commented on the
internet being limitless and that children potentially accessing anything, intentionally or
accidentally, saying, “you can't control what's being put on there. You just don't know what
kids are watching.”
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In agreement with the director, both Letti and Donna did not have any major concerns
about how digital technologies were used in the centre, as children's exposure was limited.
Donna raised concerns around children’s unhealthy home use in that they appeared to watch
too much, but she reasoned that this may be to keep them quiet and for convenience,
especially for city living households where outdoor spaces are limited.

Omar’s main concerns revolved around potential exposure to inappropriate content.
He said, “that's the real kind of scary thing for me as a parent is like, unrestricted access,
and especially things like smartphones, which are like an access to everything and anything.”
He added, “I just feel like there's very little that we can do to kind of protect the kids and just
make sure that they're getting access to the right information and not just seeing anything
and everything that's out there.”

Steven’s main concerns were that John was still a bit young for the iPad and that
screen time was passive, noting, “...probably doesn't promote his...imagination. ” He stated
that it was an effort to get John off technology and outside to play. Maria was also concerned
about the physical aspects, as well as the challenge to get her child outside into nature. She
had, “concern about her eyes”, “she’ll bend down...so that’s not good for growing” and “we
try to get her to go out to the nature as much as possible, but that depends on, I guess if you
have time or not, because we work five days a week. ” Unrestricted access was a primary

concern to most adults in Centre D and was managed through a range of mediation strategies.

4.5.4.3 Mediation strategies
For Centre D, the main mediation methods and tools employed were as follows: 1)

limitations and guidelines, 2) software and filters, 3) control of in-app purchases, and 4)
control of exposure to inappropriate content. These mediation strategies are detailed in the

following four sections.

4.5.4.3.1 Limitations and guidelines
Centre guidelines included no personal phones allowed in the classrooms, digital

technologies to be used for educational purposes only, and informal time limits imposed for
use with the children each day. Serena reinforced that digital technologies were to be used
solely for educational purposes and with strict supervision, saying, “...we don't really have at
any point of the day in this service where the children are exploring digital technologies by
themselves.” She liked her educators “to use technology to facilitate the children's learning.”

but stipulated that educators were to watch any videos prior to showing them to the children
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because “someone could label it [digital content] as safe and it's not safe for the children.”
Letti agreed about pre-screening content, saying, “we know for sure that there's no content in
it that we don't necessarily want.”

Letti said that educators adhered to having a “certain time limit during the day ”
although Donna stated that it depended to what extent and what they were doing on it. She
said, “I think it all depends on to what extent and what they actually watching on it or doing
with it. I think that they should spend more time away from it.” Overall, mediating the
content and the time spent were of primary importance to the educators.

In terms of households, the main mediation strategies included time limits, limited
access to devices, control over content, and degrees of imposed parental supervision. One
parent did not use their phone at home so that their child received his full attention. Steven
allowed John half an hour per day on the television, and he was given the choice as to when
this occurred. He said they had been trying, “to give him a choice as well, say look you can
watch your show now or you can watch it later.” He was reluctant to allow more access,
saying “‘some of those go for like an hour and we go no, no. That's enough. ”

Maria and Jeff allowed their child 15 hours access per week, of which their child
would be semi-engaged as she played with her toys. Omar imposed strict time limits, saying,
“an hour on a daily basis, like complete screen time and actual technology. At the moment,
she's at least acknowledging the boundaries, like she's not taking our mobile phones or
something like that. She's not playing anything there.” Similar to others, Omar did not allow
technologies before bedtime, saying, “...we've definitely made sure that probably an hour or
hour and a half before bedtime, we don't expose her to any screens.” Omar also disallowed
the phone at the table while the family was eating. Furthermore, the parents were the ones
who controlled when devices were turned on and off. He said, “even for switching off, we ask
her that, hey, you've got to tell us when things are done, or when you've seen three episodes
so that you can switch it off. And then we switch it off.” Omar added, “...we've kind of put a
lot of restrictions for Leyah, like she doesn't have her own device or anything like that. Like
it's very, very limited screen time as well.”

Omar noted that when content was not moderated, it became very hard to manage
Leyah’s time and behaviours This became problematic when outside of the home, “as soon
as she goes outside where she sees the screen, she just glued to it. So, if we go to like a
restaurant or something, you can see that her attention is completely diverted.” Omar

explained that he did not agree with mediation strategies employed by some of his extended
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family members such as pretending a device had run out of battery. He said this was because
“she’'s creating a dependence and creating that kind of artificial thing rather than having
her” regulate her own behaviours and interactive time. Limitations and guidelines were a

popular mediation topic for these educators and parents.

4.5.4.3.2 Software and filters

In the centre, Donna stated that the iPads had software installed that limited which apps were
downloaded to it. She said, “on the iPad we can only access YouTube Kids. Or the podcast, |
found good relaxing music on the podcast. ” However, there were no software filters on the
laptops. “lt's pretty much free, there’s, I haven't seen any blocked pictures or websites.” This
may be something for the centre to address in the future.

Of the parents, Maria filtered her child’s access by installing passwords on devices.
Importantly, the tablet was password protected (“there is a passcode [on the iPad] yeah ).
Omar also had a passcode installed on devices to help with security. He said, “on the phone
we've got all fingerprints and passwords like she can't access the phone without us giving her

access.”

4.5.4.3.3 Control of in-app purchases
Maria stated that no money had been accidentally spent on in-app purchases or anything

similar possibly due to her devices being password protected. Arguably, with the combination
of passwords, guidelines and filters, parents may have limited children’s ability to make in-

app purchases.

4.5.4.3.4 Control of exposure to inappropriate content
In the centre, the most inappropriate content the children were exposed to was

advertisements, which both the director and educators deemed inappropriate but acceptable.
Serena said they used YouTube and therefore advertisements popped up and, “...the kids will
watch the ad that’s on there and then play the video afterwards...Lots of food advertising and
stuff. Nothing inappropriate, though.” Donna reiterated this, saying, “l think the most and |
wouldn't say inappropriate but was a pregnancy test.”

All three parents were confident that their children had not accessed inappropriate
content, except something in either an advertisement or a show that the child found
emotionally confronting. Steven said that if John accessed something scary, he would tell
him. He said, “we do always vet it anyway, right at the start we didn't consider something
might be too scary for him. But he tells us like it's scary.” Maria stated their child had no
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exposure to inappropriate content except maybe some advertisements on YouTube, and she
would, in the same way Steven’s child would, call the parents if she could not skip over it.
Omar was cautious of the content his child might encounter and tried to mitigate her exposure
to advertisements and be attentive when his child needed assistance. He added that Leyah
would sometimes watch animated advertisements for digital games. Omar stated further that
they pre-screened the content they allowed Leyah to view, saying, “we are very careful that
we're only switching on movies, which either we've seen, and we know the content or we re
very, very sure that this is not something that that's got like any kind of extreme violence or
anything.”

4.5.4.4 Children: Effects of digital technologies
Centre D participants then discussed the influence of digital technologies on children. This

section now addresses the interaction between digital technologies and children’s digital

skills, digital literacy, social interaction, behaviour, and digital games.

4.5.4.4.1 Digital skills
Steven described John’s digital skills. He said “he knows how to turn it [TV] on and off. He

can't turn on Netflix. ” Maria and Jeff stated that their child could pick and choose, scroll,
zoom in and out, decline calls if watching a video on the parent’s phone, skip ads, but could
not turn the television on or off herself. Maria said, “...she likes to watch the videos...she’ll
just click on her own as well” and “she knows what she wants once you unlock it, then she
scrolls to the page that has YouTube and then she presses, clicks on it, and then that’s it...And
she’ll decline my calls...Yeah, she will skip ad.” Omar stated Leyah operated the phone fairly
well and could use the television remote. He said, “if we're switching on Netflix, she knows
that she's got a profile there. ” He added that even though exposure to the devices had been
limited, Leyah knew how to scroll, find what she needed, switch things on and off and
operate the camera. He added that children work out how to operate digital technologies
quickly, and that perhaps given “unrestricted access, Leyah might be able to do like a lot of
functions, that scares me.” He said also when he sees her interacting with the phone when
engaging in a family video call, that she “is able to pick up a lot of it. But we're kind of
avoiding letting her run the entire thing as well.” Lastly, Leyah had discovered how to
interact with Google Home. Omar said when Leyah was “listening to a song she'll be like,
ok, what song is this? And then she'll come and tell us that oh, this is a song from [inaudible

speech] or something like that. ” This example of an interaction with Google Home was the
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only demonstration of this type by a child revealed in this research.

4.5.4.4.2 Digital literacy
Letti stated that children of this age, in addition to being able to swipe, and open and close

apps on devices, demonstrated understanding devices in their pretend play as they observed
adults and tried everything out. She said children build their digital knowledge through trial
and error, adding, “they pick it up very quickly because they see the pattern in it. Or they are
observing us as well. And then they remember the parents showed them certain things at
home and then they know how to do it.”

Donna explained that the children had developed a digital literacy by three and four
years of age, evidenced by their ability to press buttons, walk around with devices, take
photos, swipe open, scroll through options and use devices for educational learning games
such as ELLA. She said, “when we ask them if they can give us the iPad, occasionally | have
a kid already swiping it open for me, so that I can take photos...they kind of know what
they're doing with it.” She also pointed out that when “we are having songs on through
YouTube over the laptop... | can see them like scrolling. | want to listen to this. | want to
listen to that.” These examples evidenced children’s emerging digital literacy at this young

age.

4.5.4.4.3 Social interaction
Two out of three parents said that digital technologies sometimes hindered social interaction.

Steven stated there is little to no interaction when his child was glued to the television, and,
“that's why I don’’t like it.” John became engrossed in the content. Maria stated also that there
was no interaction when Millie was watching videos or the television and it was difficult to
interrupt her when she was engaged with a screen. Maria added that Millie usually chose the
passive option of watching videos over playing games.

Sometimes, however, digital technologies did foster social interaction. Maria stated
when Millie played games, she preferred online games with her parents. Omar stated that
digital technologies could encourage social interaction, especially through virtual video calls
with grandparents. He said, when Leyah was video chatting with her grandma, “she'll take

the phone to the corner and read the story with her and then just kind of interact.”

4.5.4.4.4 Behaviour
Steven stated that because the digital technology time was part of his child's routine, his
behaviour was generally good and unaffected at bedtime. However, John showed frustration
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if interrupted while watching television. Maria stated that Millie got angry when separated
from digital technologies, saying, “we do say oh that’s too much TV for you, let’s 9o to the
park and she gets angry, and she throws a tantrum.” Omar also noted that Leyah had shown
negative behaviour when digital technologies were turned off. He said, “she might on
occasion, she might throw a tantrum.”

According to Omar, Leyah would display signs of fear when confronted by the
content in her animated shows that she was perhaps unsure of or didn't like. He said that they
increased their supervision of content as, “we've had a couple of instances where we switched
on something and then we realised that it's actually having like a change in her behaviour as
well. ” He also said that Leyah sometimes mimicked what she had seen online. He said “...she
saw the cartoons kind of running around hitting each other and kind of laughing about it.
And we could see in her behaviour that she would hit.”” Lastly, he reiterated that their role as
parents included mediating what Leyah viewed so that her behaviour remained age
appropriate. Omar explained to Leyah if what they viewed lead to inappropriate behaviour,

she would not be allowed to watch it again.

4.5.4.45 Digital games
Maria was the only parent in Centre D to say that her child played online games. They

allowed her access to games that tested her understanding, especially her second language
skills. She added that Millie would not “initiate, like turning on the tablet to play the games.
It's more of us, we'll turn it on and she’ll into it. It’s like she wants us to play with her”, SO it
became an opportunity for social interaction. Omar stated that not only did his child not
engage with online games, but that Leyah was not aware of the option, saying, “r0, no, she

doesn't even know about it.”

4.5.45 Children’s perspective
The children of Centre D did not provide rich detail on their experiences with digital

technologies. They refrained from commenting on their digital skills, or their use of digital
technologies in their education environment. However, they commented on digital

technologies in their homes, as outlined below.

45.45.1 Digital technologies in the home
John was able to explain, in detail, what he watched on television and when he was allowed

to watch it. In agreement with his parents' interview, he competently explained, “no it’s too
long so we have to watch only half of it and added that he watched things on mummy and
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daddy’s phone, such as videos and pictures of when he was a baby. He also said that he did
not play games on the phone. John was fluent with his explanations and shared details with
excitement and enthusiasm. He maintained his train of thought even when another child was
interrupting on the side. He laughed and gestured, explaining that when he was little, he was
“still me” even when he was a baby.

Millie was not able to offer any indication of her digital skills, although she did talk
about her favourite show. Her family had just immigrated, and her home did not yet have a
television or her normal digital set up. Lastly, Leyah shared that she watched “all kinds of
cartoons and movies. ” She said she did not have an iPad or tablet, and her parents phone was
just for calling people (““...my phone is just for calling "), and not for games, confirming what
her parent had said. Lastly, Leyah said that she did not know Netflix and her parents had to
put the television on for her. Both Millie and Leyah were quiet and reserved when asked
questions, but still managed to provide a couple of answers when asked. Leyah in particular
was more interested in sharing about other topics important to her, rather than digital
technologies.

All three children said their favourite digital activity was watching television. John

explained in detail what happened on his favourite show, Morphle, as follow:

John: Morphle can change into things

Researcher: Really? What can he change into?

John: He can change into lots of things

Researcher: Really? Lots of different animals?

John: Um, trucks and animals... and he can change into hammers
Researcher: Oh yeah, that sounds pretty cool

John: He can turn into dump trucks

Millie’s favourite show was Paw Patrol, and she explained further that she knew the main

characters. She was most animated when she explained:

Millie: I love Paw Patrol!

Researcher: Do you love Paw Patrol?

Millie: I like Chase

Researcher: Oh, do you - is that your favourite?
Millie: Yes

Leyah said her favourite show was Sunny Bunnies. In describing it, she stated, “their light

reflection comes and then they disappear on the land.” She said,
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Researcher: And what about what do you watch on the TV?
Leyah: | watch, um, all kinds of cartoons and movies
Researcher: And movies?

Leyah: Yeah!

Researcher: That's pretty lucky. What's your favourite?
Leyah: Sunny Bunnies

While the children did not offer insights into their digital skills or literacies, they did engage

with digital content in their homes.

455 Summary

With an inner-city location, Centre D was busy and operating at its maximum quota. It
included fewer digital technologies than most centres in this research, but those that were
integrated within the kindergarten room were used effectively, for example, iPads and the
interactive SMART board. The SMART board was observed being used to show pictures of
the children outside the centre that parents had sent in through Xplor, the chosen
communication platform. In this instance, parents were successfully using the platform as a
home to centre communication tool. All digital communication with parents was through
email, Facebook or Xplor, and a parent described conversations with the educators about
behaviour his child was mimicking from digital content through these channels.

As with the other centres in this research, no digital technology policy was evident.
There was however a social media policy governed by the umbrella organisation as this
centre was one of multiple campuses. The main digital technology guidelines included
educators having to preview the digital content shown to children, and not bringing personal
devices into the classroom. Lastly, children were limited in what they were able to engage
with autonomously in the centre, with free access only given to a recycled digital technology
station for imaginative play. While the perspectives of the three focus children was not

thorough, it was substantial enough to provide a voice for later discussion.

4.6 Chapter summary

This chapter has described in detail, the data gathered from each early year’s centre. The key
themes to arise revolved around the presence and use of digital technologies in all children’s
lives, both positive and negative attitudes towards children’s digital technology interaction

and mediation strategies chosen by the adults to guide these interactions.
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The results formed the basis for the cross-case analysis and discussion in the following
chapter, whereby identified themes are linked with existing literature, and outliers
highlighted. The chapter presents a cross-case analysis to show the similarities and
differences between each early year’s centre, and the data is thematically organised across the
children’s education contexts and their homes. The results allow for the identification of
discrepancies between the expectations of participants around digital technology use by
young children, and its actual use by young children. Importantly, the children’s interviews

communicated their perspective of digital technologies in their education and home contexts.
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5 Chapter 5 - Cross-case analysis and discussion

5.1 Introduction

The previous chapter presented data from all four cases and highlighted the themes that
emerged from multiple data sources. The finding showed that children, parents, and educators
who accessed a higher number and variety of digital technologies were more confident to
operate devices and showed higher levels of digital literacy. Safe access to digital content and
basic understandings of devices set young children on a trajectory of better school readiness,
and more generally, for a life of regular interaction with digital technologies. Most children in
this study demonstrated digital capabilities in some form by the time they were three and four
years of age.

This chapter starts with a cross-case analysis which explores emerging themes between
the centres and highlights differences between each. Analysing themes across the four centres
provided critical insight into overall digital technology use and mediation strategies across
contexts. A Digital Technology Activity Framework (DTAF) (Wilson et al., 2023) allowed
the data to be understood in terms of the different purposes and uses, and by whom, in the
early years context (Figure 5.1). The chapter then presents a discussion on each of the key
themes common to all centres. These include: 1) digital technologies, 2) attitudes, 3)
mediation strategies and, 4) digital technology policies in each centre. Each section focuses
primarily on the education context followed by the home context, as most findings reflected
digital technology use in centres. The chapter then concludes with recommendations for
developing digital approaches and policies in early years centres. The recommendations
represent a synthesis of the key findings and propose a series of guiding principles which
might in turn inform digital technology policies. This would ensure that children’s agency is
recognised, positioning them as meaningful participants in their digital technology use.

Finally, the chapter summary focuses on addressing the research questions.

5.2 Cross-case analysis

The cross-case analysis was conducted to explore the themes that emerged between the
centres and to highlight any differences between each. The analysis was informed by the
findings and allowed for a further classification of the types of digital technologies present in
the classrooms of the four centres, as well as a comparison of the key attitudes and mediation
strategies used by adults to guide children’s digital interactions. This section firstly
introduces the DTAF (Wilson et al., 2023) that allowed the results to be structured in a
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meaningful way. The DTAF was employed to examine the broad use of digital technologies
in early years centres, evident in both the literature (Murcia & Cross, 2022; AGDE, 2022;
ECA, 2018; Danby et al., 2013) and observed in practice during this research. The DTAF
comprises multiple layers outlining digital technologies usage in early years centres and
helped identify opportunities for more effective digital technology use. From there, this
section presents a cross-case analysis of the common themes and compares the similarities
and differences between each centre's use of digital technologies according to directors,
educators, and parents. This analysis focussed primarily on exploring the types of digital
technologies used in the centres, the main attitudes held by participants, and the mediation

strategies used to guide young children’s interactions.

Figure 5.1. Digital Technology Activity Framework (DTAF) for Early Years Centres (Wilson et
al., 2023)

Digital Sharing of Vision, Mission and Practice

Operational Use of Digital Technologies

Communicating Children's Development and
Care to Parents

Educators' Independent Digital Technology Use

Educators' Use of Digital Technologies with
Children

Children's Independent Digital Technology Use

As shown in Figure 5.1, the DTAF formalises the uses of digital technologies in early years
centres. Digital technologies were used by (layer six), with (layer five) and for (layers one to
four) young children in this context. At the broadest level (layer one), digital technologies aid
the sharing of vision, mission, and practice of the centre. In all four centres, this was achieved
through the centre’s website, which sometimes offered virtual tours and video chat
capabilities to interview parents or children (especially relevant during the pandemic). This is
followed by the operational level of digital technology use (layer two). This includes emails
to parents, direct debit for account payments, digital record keeping (children’s
immunisations and birth certificates), and Centrelink connection for funding and fee
subsidies, and includes digital technology policy documents and links to online enrolment

information and packs. At layer three, digital technologies are used for communicating
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children’s information to parents. In the four centres, an online platform (either Seesaw,
Storypark and Xplor) was used. Emails, website forms, social media, and phones were also
used as methods of communication with parents.

Layers four — six indicate levels of digital technologies present in the centres,
including educators independent use of digital technologies, educators using digital
technologies with children, and children using digital technologies independently. Educators
independent use included tablets (writing observations on a digital platform), smartphones (to
take and edit photos and for communication with parents), laptops (programming, web
searching, downloading teaching resources, accessing online curriculum documents, writing,
and sharing), classroom phones (onsite communication), and digital cameras (photographing
the children engaged in activities). Digital technologies were also used with young children
on a regular basis across all four centres and included tablets (videos to reinforce what had
been being learned and showing animated stories and songs, often through YouTube), a
Bluetooth stereo (movie soundtracks and Disney channel) and Beebots. Lastly, children were
permitted to interact with digital technologies independently, and this included a recycled
digital technologies provocation station, listening posts (station with multiple headphones)
and Beebots.

Table 5.1 presents examples of the potential use of digital technologies in each layer
informed by the literature outlining what may be present in early years centres and the
opportunities they may provide (Murcia & Cross, 2022; AGDE, 2022; ECA, 2018; Danby et
al., 2013). The examples were also informed by my own professional experience in WA early

years centres.
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Table 5.1. Digital technology use in early years centres at each DTAF (Wilson et al., 2023)

Framework Layer Examples of usage
Layer 1: Digital sharing o Website
of vision, mission, and e Video chat
practice e Virtual tours online
Layer 2: Operational use e Direct debit & Child Care Subsidy (CCS) integration
of digital technologies e Online enrolment and orientation packs
e Digital record keeping
e Digital technology policy documents including educator professional
development
Layer 3: Communicating ¢  Online communication platform
children’s development e Emails
and care to parents e Social media
e  Tablets
Layer 4: Educators e Tablets
independent digital e Mobile devices
technology use e Laptops
e Landline phone
e Digital cameras
Layer 5: Educators use e Tablets
of digital technologies e Bluetooth stereos
with children e Tangible coding devices
e  Projector and interactive screens
Layer 6: Children’s e Recycled digital technologies
independent digital e Listening post
technology use e Tangible coding devices

While Table 5.1 presents examples of digital technology for each layer overall, Table 5.2

presents the actual digital technologies utilised by each centre in this research mapped against
each layer of the DTAF.
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Table 5.2. Types of digital technologies being used by each centre

Layer of Framework | Type of Digital Technology Centre A | Centre B | Centre C | Centre D

Layer 1: Digital Early years centres’ website X X X X
sharing of vision, Video chat (interviews or
mission, and practice | conversations with parents)
Virtual tours online
Layer 2: Operational | Direct debit

use of digital Online enrolment
technologies Orientation packs
Digital record keeping X X X X
Child Care Subsidy (CCS)
integration
Policy documents
Layer 3: Storypark X
Communicating Seesaw X X
children’s Xplor X
development and Phone X
care to parents Newsletter X
Facebook X X
Emails X X X X
School website X
Layer 4: Educators Tablets X X X X
independent digital Mobile devices X X
technology use Laptops X X X X
Landline phone X X
Digital cameras X X
Projector / screen X X
iPods X
Layer 5: Educators Tablets X X X X
use of digital Bluetooth speaker X X X
technologies with Stereo X X
children Headphones X
Beebots / Cubettos X X
Projector / screen X X
Mobile devices X
SMART interactive X X
whiteboard
Layer 6: Children’s Recycled digital technologies X X X X
independent digital Beebots / Cubetto X X
technology use Light table X X
Tablets X
Listening post (stereo and X X
headphones)

For layer one, each centre had an active website, but none offered a virtual forum for centre
tours for parents. At layer two, tablets were used as an administrative attendance tool in three
of the four centres for parents to sign children in and out, and every centre kept digital
records of enrolled children and their registration information. This research was not able to
ascertain further operational uses of digital technologies in any centre, and there were no
digital technology policies evident in any of them, nor reference to staff professional

development. At layer three, each centres utilised an online platform to communicate with
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parents, all of which possessed similar capabilities, and all four utilised emails to
communicate with parents.

The final three layers related the digital technologies in the classrooms. All four
centres utilised stereos or speakers, while three utilised educator laptops and tablets, and two
of utilised headphones and SMART boards. The remaining technologies used by a single
centre included iPods. Centre A and Centre C both employed the largest number of digital
technologies and devices and each centre used digital technologies with online capacities.
While Centre A allowed children access to the tablets, with the Director stating, “we're
encouraging children to do it”, not all centres permitted children to independently operate
working digital devices. All four centres allowed children access to a recycled digital
technologies provocation station and two of the four allowed children to independent and
creative play at light tables. Centre C allowed children controlled access to tablets with pre-
loaded applications for them to choose and engage with. By contrast, in Centre D, children
were only allowed free access to a recycled digital technology provocation station, where
they could role play with older devices. However, children were not given freedom of access
to operational digital technologies at layer six.

The cross-case analysis also allowed for the comparison of themes relating to
attitudes, mediation strategies, and the effects of digital technology interaction on children
using all data sources. Firstly, findings were examined to gain an understanding of director
attitudes and motivations and the most common themes surrounded positive and negative
attitudes, centre guidelines and digital technologies used to aid parent communication. All
four directors stated their rules included no personal phones in classrooms, however none
spoke of formal digital technology policies to guide to educators, or parents on optimal
digital technology use and management. The majority (three of four) of directors discussed
the importance of a balanced approach to children using digital technologies. One director
declared that children already knew how to operate digital technologies, and one suggested
that young children did not in fact have much interest in them.

Furthermore, two directors were not concerned with how digital technologies were
used in their centre, while the other two directors’ main concerns revolved around balance,
their staff's ability to operate the existing digital technologies, and concerns around children’s
online access outside the centre. In addition to concern around educator digital literacy, two
directors added that a lack of educator skill could be a barrier to effective digital technology

use in the classroom. According to one director, this sometimes caused tension or frustration,
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especially when certain educators demonstrated a consistent lack of digital literacy. Two also
added that tension arose when an educator used technology excessively.

Centre C was the only centre to directly address parent expectations over digital
technology use, and two directors stated that parents did not ask about digital technology use
in the centre. Lastly, Centre D’s director believed the digital technologies should be used
solely for educational purposes under strict supervision. This contrasted with two other
directors who stated that they sometimes allowed digital technologies to be used for
wellbeing or creative purposes with the children. Table 5.3 summarises the main themes

addressed by the four centre directors.

Table 5.3. Centre director themes

Theme Centre A Centre B Centre C Centre D
Positive aspects X X X X
Negative aspects X X X X
Concerns X X X X
Centre limitations and guidelines X X X X
Inappropriate content X

Classroom management X X

Software and security X X
Parent communication X X X X
Parent involvement X X X X
Home and centre intersection X X X X
Children - digital literacies X X X X
Children - attention span X X

Children - social interaction X X X

Across all four cases, educators addressed issues relevant to their own positions on the
positive and negative aspects of young children using digital technologies, concerns, and
centres limitations and guidelines on digital technology use. Similarly, all four cases
presented evidence of thematic connections between the centre and the home contexts. Table

5.4 summarises the educator themes according to each centre.

Table 5.4. Educator themes

Theme Centre A Centre B Centre C Centre D
Positive aspects

Negative aspects

Concerns

Centre limitations and guidelines
Online access

Parent communication

Parent involvement

Parent expectation

Home and centre intersection
Children - digital literacies

XX XXX XX
XX XX
XX XXX ]X

x| X
XXX XXX XXX X

X
X
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Next, the emergent parent themes were common to all four centres. Centre A and B parents
spoke to the most themes while Centre C and D parents primarily discussed digital
technology use by, with and for young children extensively. Table 5.5 summarises the parent
themes according to each centre.

Table 5.5. Parent themes

Theme Centre A Centre B Centre C Centre D
Positive aspects X X X X
Negative aspects X X X X
Concerns X X X X
Own technology use X X X X
Involvement with centre X X X X
Family limitations and guidelines X X X X
Online access X X

Expenditure of real money X X X
Inappropriate content X X X X
Software and filters X X X X
Children - digital literacies X X X X
Children - attention span X X

Children - social interaction X X X X
Children - behaviour X X X X
Children - digital games X

Almost all parents were aware of the digital technologies their children engaged with in their
home contexts. They imposed guidelines, including time limitations, for management of their
use. However, more than half were unaware of how or why digital technologies were used in
their child’s early years centre, or how they were managed. Most parents trusted their centre
to guide effective digital technology use in the classrooms, despite the lack of published

procedures, policies, or guidelines.

5.3 Background

The cross-case analysis revealed that children’s digital experiences in their education context
and what they experienced at home were quite different, confirming previous research
(Plowman, 2015; Parette & Blum, 2014; Gutnick et al., 2011). Observations of children
indicated a disconnect between parents' understanding of their children’s exposure, and the
reality of their interactions within their centre. For example, parents were not always privy to
the digital technologies children accessed in their classrooms, or how the educators used them
as teaching tools. Better home-centre communication is needed to bridge this gap. There was
a clear link between the education context, the child's digital literacy, and their home use. For

example, if children were independently engaging with digital technologies at home, they
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were inclined to ask their educators for more time and access to digital technologies, and
often volunteered to help educators use devices in the centre.

Children used both online and offline digital technologies in both their education and
home contexts, for learning, playing, and connecting with others. Being online offers
opportunities for creative exploration, improvement of language skills, problem solving,
critical thinking, and relationship building (Office of the eSafety Commissioner, 2020a).
Importantly, access and opportunities to take advantage of digital technologies have been
widely discussed during the Covid-19 pandemic (Flack et al., 2020). Equity issues
surrounding access, affordability, and the need for early childhood educators to have
computer literacy act as barriers for early year education (Livingstone et al., 2015).

Centre directors described the limitations their centre faced in providing access to
digital technologies. Overall, however, children in this study were given access to digital
technologies in their education settings on a regular basis, and each child was given equal
opportunities to build their digital skills and capabilities. Equity of access and affordability
appeared more varied in the home contexts with greater variations occurring in terms of
digital devices or content. Despite this, this study recognises that all children are exposed to
digital technologies, and therefore there is a need to focus on the opportunities associated
with its use in appropriate ways. Digital technologies, attitudes, mediation strategies and

policy findings are now discussed against the existing literature.

5.4 Digital technologies

The types of digital technologies young children engaged with in both education and home
contexts provided insight into what children find interesting. As with findings from other
studies (Johnston et al., 2022; Edwards et al., 2018; Major & Watson, 2018; Axford et al.,
2018; Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2016a; Marsh, 2016), it became evident that the
types of digital technologies young children engaged with were governed by educator and
parent attitudes (Hatzigianni & Kalaitzidis, 2018; Palaiologou, 2016a; Sharkins et al., 2016;
Marsh, 2016: Dias et al., 2016), their own digital skills and capabilities (Bers et al., 2019;
Dong, 2018; Elkin et al., 2016), and their access to a range of digital technologies (Blum-
Ross & Livingstone, 2016; Livingstone et al., 2015; Nikken & Jansz, 2014). Young children
in this study were all provided with opportunities for daily interactions with digital
technologies in their centres, some more so than others, but at all times, their children’s
interactions were guided and supervised. Children were generally granted more agency and

freedom of choice in their home context. Importantly, most educators and parents did not
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always distinguish between online and offline technologies when discussing children’s digital
activity, but they did recognise that they themselves, and the children, preferred online
devices because of their ability to access the web through sites such as YouTube and Google
for educational purposes as well as for wellbeing, entertainment, and creative purposes
(Murcia et al., 2022; Johnston, 2021; Bohnert & Gracia, 2021; Murcia 2021). The types and
purposes of the available digital technologies in the education and home contexts are outlined

in the following paragraphs.

5.4.1 Education context

Given the growing presence of digital technologies in homes, children’s digital experiences
and practices need to be acknowledged by education providers. Digital technologies in early
years centres created learning opportunities for children to build knowledge gained from
digital interactions at home. Mourlam et al., (2019) previously suggested that educators need
to provide children with developmentally appropriate rich learning experiences to build their
digital skills and knowledge before entry to school. Educators in this study were aware of the
expectation for early years centres to integrate digital technologies into young children’s
education, with some citing the EYLF. Learning Outcome 5.5 of the EYLF references digital
technologies and the requirement for educators to guide children in their use, to support them
in navigating their ideas, and help them represent their thinking in a digital manner (AGDE,
2022). Educators are expected to provide access to a range of digital technologies, and to
teach children skills and techniques such as clicking, swiping, and icon recognition. Overall,
the EYLF’s digital-based learning outcomes place an expectation on early years educators to
facilitate children’s learning with digital technologies. Schriever (2021) recognised that the
EYLF expected educators to provide the opportunities for children to become confident
learners and effective communicators through interaction with digital technologies. While
this study confirmed that each centre educators were providing children opportunities, these
were not always regular and consistent.

The types of digital technologies young children engaged with in centres were often
determined by the digital skills of those around them. Tondeur et al., (2020) suggested that
educators’ attitudes and digital competence were two factors influencing digital practices in
the classroom and this aligned with educators in this study who admitted their digital aptitude
influenced their digital technology use with children. Not all educators were confident in their

own digital literacies, or their ability to implement digital interaction effectively in the
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classroom (Nikolopoulou & Gialamas (2015). Nikolopoulou and Gialamas (2015) also
reported that negative educator attitudes and lack of confidence contributed to ineffective
digital technology integration in the classroom. Effective ongoing digital professional
learning is essential to provide educators with the capabilities to select, use, integrate, and
evaluate appropriate digital technologies for use in the educational environment
(Nikolopoulou, 2021; Donohue & Schomburg, 2017). For example, in Centre A, while
children had to access Beebots, there was only one educator trained in their use, thus limiting
the amount of time children could interact with this type of technology. Understandably, if
more educators were trained and confident, digital technologies could be offered more widely
in daily activities. As an example, one educator referred to time with digital technologies as
‘screen time’, instead of understanding that digital technologies incorporated all different
types of capacities. In their study of 1994 young children, McArthur et al., (2022) highlighted
how screen time influenced some developmental and behavioural outcomes for preschool
children. In their study, screen time was defined as television, computer, or video games
(McArthur et al., 2022). This definition highlighted similar limitations with educators in this
study. Sometimes it was difficult to ascertain educators’ digital literacy and understanding of
digital technologies when used in this context. For example, another educator in Centre A
questioned the use of digital technologies in the classroom, stating that too much screen time
took children away from physical play. The term screen time does not fully encapsulate what
children might potentially achieve with digital technologies and does not embrace all types of
technologies used in the centres. By contrast, Johnson et al., (2022) acknowledged digital
technologies included devices such as personal computers, tablets, cameras, calculators, and
digital toys, as well as systems such as software and apps, augmented and virtual reality, and
the internet. Each type of technology held a purpose in the classroom when used by, for and
with young children.

Digital technologies were used for similar purposes across the four cases as
acknowledged in prior research. For example, Houen and Danby (2022) reflected on digital
technology integrated into early childhood education and care. They identified common
purposes, several of which were also found in this study. Primarily, digital technologies were
used for information seeking, investigating and problem solving, to support home and school
relationships though communication and connection and to move from technology into play-
based or movement orientated activities (Houen & Danby, 2022). In addition, both Murcia et

al., (2022a) and Murcia (2021), found that digital technologies were consistently utilised for
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creative purposes. These included elements of playfulness and problem-solving, and were
often socially constructed in nature as interactions involved dialogic conversations and
questioning while demonstrating personal agency. Each of these purposes was reflected in the
participant voices within this study.

Digital technologies were used for information seeking, investigating and problem
solving most often with the three- and four-year-olds in the classroom. For example, a tablet
was used to investigate the type of fish Nemo was in Finding Nemo after a child asked the
question during Centre B’s mat time. YouTube (and YouTube Kids) were widely used
platforms across the four early years centres, and while YouTube may not always be the most
effective teacher of content for all children, it promoted learning when used as a teaching tool
(Davidson et al., 2014). When selected well, class discussions following the videos became a
valuable educational component. For example, in Centre B, an educator held a tablet in front
of the children and encouraged them to answer the questions posed by the commentary on a
video, pausing when the children were not answering confidently, or the content needed
further elaboration. Using digital technologies as a teaching tool enabled some educators to
broaden the way they taught and incorporate relevant and timely research directed by
children’s interests. In another example evidenced across the four centres, the practical use of
YouTube and Zoom facilitated virtual meetings, and information and image searches by
educators with the children. Houen and Danby (2022) suggested that digital technologies in
classrooms offer further opportunities for children (with educator supervision) to engage in
online shopping, construct emails (to external people), and access Google maps or Google
Earth. In addition, as observed in this study, educators used either a tablet, SMART board, or
Bluetooth speaker to facilitate story time with the children. While research by Girmen and
Kaya (2018) focused on older children, they did state that digital stories allowed for creative
and effective technology integration through multimedia tools such as video and
communication apps. In Centre A in this study, the director revealed that the iPads were
sometimes used to share stories with the children. Digital story time represents simply
another way digital technologies can be utilised as a classroom teaching tool. In this study, all
types and purposes of digital technologies were important in the education context.

Digital technologies were also employed to build home and school relationships,
support communication and connect globally. For example, videos or photos from parents of
Centre D were shared on the classroom SMART board, thus intermixing the education and

home contexts via digital means. Digital technologies were used as a means of direct
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communication between the centre and home. Both NQF Element 6.2.1 and EYLF Principle
2 (partnerships) stipulate educators use digital technologies for communication with parents
to enable the documenting of children’s experiences and routines (White et al., 2021;
Stratigos & Fenech, 2021).

Research by White et al., (2021) focused on selected commercial digital
documentation platforms available to early childhood educators across New Zealand and
Australia. They commented on the value of Storypark and Seesaw (along with others), which
were also utilised in this study. However, while Stratigos and Fenech (2021) acknowledged
the benefits of communication platforms, they cautioned the lack of empirical research into
their impact on children’s experiences and educators’ practices. In this study, all four centres
utilised digital platforms to facilitate centre to home communication. For example, Storypark
allowed educators and parents to share photos, engage in discussion boards and share and
read news and updates. Importantly, there was no evidence of the four centres providing
conditions around digital platform use in general, or information about how their chosen
platform was used in the centre. Parents were given automatic access to each digital platform
upon enrolment and were expected to keep up to date accordingly, as highlighted previously
by Reynolds and Duff (2016).

Global connection included an example of parents appearing on Zoom video calls and
reading to the children of Centre A via a projector and screen. This aligns with previous
research. For example, Morgan (2013) suggested that Skype, and assumingly Zoom, Teams
or FaceTime, could be used in the classroom to keep in touch with classmates on holidays or
at home, and even with scientists, authors, or others across the globe. While research by
Morgan (2013) focused on older American children skyping children in Japan, the concept
applies in the early childhood setting and presents a real opportunity for global connection.
Digital technologies were used to transition from technology into play-based activities, and
vice versa, in some classrooms. For example, a Centre B educator printed a picture of a topic
children had researched under the educator’s supervision and turned it into an art activity.
Additionally, digital content promoted play-based activities. Houen and Danby (2022) stated
that digital technologies provide movement opportunities for young children such as playing
with digital robots or using virtual game devices that required whole body movement, in
response to one of ECA’s key principles to ‘provide opportunities for children to explore and
experiment with the functions of a diverse range of digital technologies’ (2018, p. 21). In this
study, Centre D educators showed children Pilates video tutorials, thus the digital technology

191



for movement provided an opportunity for play. This can also include creative and
independent play, as outlined by Murcia et al., (2020) and stipulated by AGDE (2022). For
example, children were allocated time on iPads or Bluetooth speakers to listen to music or
audio books. In Centre C, children were given 40 minutes to engage with iPads, loaded with
pre-loaded and pre-approved apps for children to choose. Danby (2013) reiterated that
children naturally have different preferences for different technologies which are often
depended on their early experiences, particularly in how they have been introduced to it. For
example, when parents encouraged children to use a creative app at home, they were more
likely and confident to choose the same or a similar app in their education context.

Importantly, digital technology can supplement real-life investigations, physical
activity, outdoor experiences, and direct physical and social interactions (Zabatiero et al.,
2018; Donohue & Schomburg, 2017). Zabatiero et al., (2018) surveyed 515 adults to
understand their perspectives on young children and digital technology. While they found
many cautioned against overuse with reference to children’s health, results also indicated
many educational and creative opportunities that add to young children’s lives. Similarly,
Donohue and Schomburg (2017) acknowledged that digital technology can be used to support
learning and development. They provide an example whereby children are learning about
Autumn, and use iPads to source pictures online, and then the educator introduces an app that
the children interact with to consolidate their learning. The educator featured said, “the way
children interact with technology is not that different from the way they interact with any
other learning tool” (Donohue & Schomburg, 2017, p. 74). This technology / play
interchange was repeated by educators in this study. By way of support, the NQF Quality
Area 3: Physical Environments, advocates the greater integration of digital technologies as a
complementary resource in learning environments. It mandates quality physical environments
to provide opportunities that support experimentation with digital technologies and promote
children’s exposure to enhance their learning (ACECQA, 2018). In this study, digital
technologies that promoted movement were widely used where possible.

Finally, in line with previous research (Murcia et al., 2022; Fielding & Murcia, 2022;
Murcia, 2021; Murcia et al., 2020; Duffy & Bruns, 2006), this study found that digital
technologies, such as Beebots and tablets, enhanced creative expression and fostered
creativity in children. The A-E Framework, developed by Murcia et al., (2020), lends itself to
recognising creativity in early years contexts. Elements such as children displaying agency,

connection and experimentation all apply to notions of creativity when interacting with

192



digital technologies. These elements were displayed by children in this study and illustrated
by educators as they spoke about children’s digital interactions. Duffy and Bruns (2006) also
recognised that children’s early communicative and creative experiences can be aided by
digital technologies. Their research focused on social networking adaptative technologies and
while they did not specifically focus on digital technology interactions and young children,
they reported that certain digital technologies promoted interactive and intercreative
engagement between peers, and between peers and educators. For example, in Centre A
children were required to do, think, and reflect creatively to generate ideas when engaged
with Beebots. Other opportunities for creative play, specifically Centres A and C, included
allowing the children access to light boxes to experiment and play with tangible elements
integrated with digital technology. Every opportunity provided to the children generated
agency for the acquisition and advancement of digital skills. Accordingly, it can be argued
that the implementation and effective facilitation of digital technologies by, with and for
young children is increasingly important in early years education. However, while it was
important to examine digital technologies in the education context, it is equally relevant to

determine children’s interactions in the family home.

5.4.2 Home context

In line with findings from Given et al., (2014), most households in this study contained a
television, a smartphone, and a tablet. The primary uses of the digital technologies were for
children to engage with pre-approved applications such as ABC Kids, Disney Plus, YouTube,
YouTube Kids, or Netflix. In this study, the range of digital technologies available in homes
was always expanding and the rapid increase in available digital technologies was largely due
to more parents working from home, and older siblings requiring devices for schooling,
exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic. In this study, children’s views about digital
technologies were shaped more by their home use than the educational context possibly due
to greater access to a larger number of diverse devices at home, and the freedom to integrate
digital technologies with their practical play.

Creativity through and with digital technologies was also fostered in the children’s
home contexts, as has been previously highlighted in research by Kucirkova and Sakr (2015),
and McPake et al., (2013). Kucirkova and Sakr (2015) stated that children’s interactions with
digital technologies need to be evaluated to understand how they might shape children’s

creative expression. They found that children used non-digital and digital resources to
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express their creativity in different ways. McPake et al., (2013) focused on the potential of
digital toys and games to expand young children’s early communicative and creative
experiences. In this study, different digital devices were used throughout the home. As
demonstrated in two Centre B households, digital technologies encouraged the development
of creative behaviours through constructed stories and role-play games in response to movies
or video games. Children successfully integrated digital technologies with their practical play
by using cameras to document their own perspectives on the world, as well as to perform
song and dance items using CD players.

Additionally, watching shows on Netflix motivated some children to read related
stories in books or play with toys based on movie characters. For example, one child in
Centre B dressed like the main character of his favourite show, and another expressed herself
creatively when engaged with an online game that allowed her to pick and choose a storyline.
According to Gjelaj et al., (2020) digital technologies provided new opportunities to engage
with attractive and relevant play, exploration, and development. The interactivity of digital
technologies with learning tools may enable children to learn at faster rates, in conjunction
with their early education context.

In this study, parental caution influenced the degree to which children were given
access to digital technologies. Plowman and Hancock (2014) previously concluded that
parent anxiety may be due to supposed harms surrounding digital technologies, such as
excessive screen time and the potentially harmful nature of digital content. They noted that
parental anxiety depended largely on the age of the children and their own confidence to
operate digital technologies (Plowman & Hancock, 2014). Centre C parents were generally
more cautious around what they allowed in their household. This centre was faith-based,
whereby the morals and values held by the families may have dictated the digital content
children were allowed to access. The apps on two household iPads were mainly educational
and when Netflix was accessed, it was monitored closely for parent approved shows only.
One parent only allowed her child to watch pre-downloaded movies that she had screened,
and she was always present to turn it off if deemed inappropriate. Another parent allowed
their child only ten minutes per day with a device when and if the parent chose. Parents
dictated young children’s digital technology use in the households in this study, and the types

of technology children could access was often not their choice, but that of their parents.
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5.5 Attitudes

The types of digital technologies children engage with are dependent largely on parental
perceptions and attitudes (Dias et al., 2016; Nikken & Jansz, 2014). Research by Nikken and
Jansz (2014) of 792 Dutch parents of children aged between 2 and 12 years old, found that
parents altered their mediation strategies when they viewed the internet as having a positive
effect, and used more mediation strategies when they believed it a negative impact. One type
of mediation strategy reported in the current study was the limiting of access to devices and
content, thus dictating the digital technologies children engaged with. Previous research
encouraged educators and parents to be cautious with children access to digital technologies,
but strive for balance (Plowman, 2015; Ernest et al., 2014). Research by Plowman (2015) into
children’s everyday use of digital technologies stated, “parents resourced and supported play
and learning and sought to ensure a balanced range of activities” (p.44). Furthermore,
Ernest and colleagues (2014) stated, “current research and trends indicate screen time and
technology have both positive implications and potential risks; thus, parents, teachers,
administrators, and other stakeholders should educate themselves about current use and
what is healthy for children's growth and development” (p. 186). The attitudes of parents and
educators in this study offered insights into both positive and negative aspects associated with
children using digital technologies. While directors and educators held a range of attitudes,
they were tentatively positive provided digital technologies were used in a balanced and safe
way. Parents also had largely positive attitudes, but most were deeply aware of negative
aspects in line with prior studies by Rideout and Robb (2020), Dias et al., (2016) and Nikken
and Jansz (2014). An exploration of attitudes provided a base for better understanding of the

stated benefits, main concerns, and chosen mediation strategies of educators and parents.

5.5.1 Education context

The attitudes of the directors and educators influenced the way digital technologies were used
in the classrooms. Due to the increase in digital technologies in centres, educators hold
responsibility for preparing children for the future by helping them develop appropriate skills.
Aldhafeeri et al., (2016) examined 195 Kuwaiti early childhood educators attitudes and found
that while educators were competently skilled and the classrooms were well resourced,
educators were hesitant to integrate digital technologies into their curriculum practices. These
educators disallowed children the opportunities to develop digital skills by not granting

agency to learn through digital interaction. Conversely, Hatzigianni and Kalaitzidis (2018)
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acknowledged that educators were open to using digital technologies with young children and
recognised that digital technologies had to be used with children’s rights in mind, therefore
allowing children to be ‘young explorers’ and ‘creators’ (Hatzigianni & Kalaitzidis, 2018).
When directors and educators were digitally skilled and felt confident interacting with digital
devices, they were more favourable towards introducing young children to digital
technologies (Luo et al., 2021; Nikolopoulou & Gialamas, 2015). Luo et al., (2021)
recognised that attitudes and competencies are related, and therefore that positive attitudes
promoted improvements in educators’ digital competence. Accordingly, when educators felt
positive about digital technologies and used them in their classrooms, children were able to
practice their digital skills, as well as learn via digital means. Nikolopoulou and Gialamas
(2015) focused on the barriers surrounding the integration of computers in early childhood
settings by evaluating educators’ perceptions. They found that barriers were minimal when
educators were confident with digital technologies. In line with other research (Dong, 2018;
Hatzigianni & Kalaitzidis, 2018), most educators in this study indicated that digital
technologies were beneficial to children’s learning. In their study, Dong (2018) reported that
81% of early childhood educators believed that digital technologies benefitted young
children’s language, creative, literacy and problem-solving skills. In this study, three out of
four directors specifically stated that digital technologies were beneficial to young children’s
learning, in the education context.

A predominant belief of educators in this study, as in the research by Hatzigianni and
Kalaitzidis (2018), was that digital technologies were suitable in the education context when
managed in a balanced, supervised, and safe way. The director of Centre A claimed that when
used accordingly, there were early benefits for children. Centre A educators agreed that
digital technologies were good if used in moderation and in fact should be used as children
were expected to be familiar with them when they transitioned to school. Directors from the
other three centres agreed about the balanced use of digital technologies to support and
encourage learning and development. Centre B’s director suggested that children spent too
much time with technologies at home and therefore digital interactions in the centre needed to
be managed wisely. The educators of Centre B agreed while the educators of Centre C
suggested that children should be exposed early but with guidance, and acknowledged that
children were already digital natives. UK researchers Helsper and Eynon (2010)
acknowledged that the term ‘digital natives’ has been long established in policy and practice.

Young children deemed digital natives are influenced by new technologies in the way they
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communicate, socialise, create, and learn (Helsper & Eynon, 2010). Lastly, Centre D
educators agreed with their director that digital technologies were a good resource, but
children given too much access were at risk of becoming addicted. Therefore, physical and
free play should be prioritised ahead of digital technology interactions. In this study, many
educators commented that children already spent a lot of time on digital devices at home so
the focus in the education context should be on play and interacting with the environment,
other children, and other adults. Palaiologou (2016a) examined the attitudes towards digital
devices of educators in their professional practice across five countries and found that a
dominant ideology surrounding play-based pedagogy hindered the integration of digital
devices into classroom practice. Additionally, Teichert and Anderson (2014) reported that
some educators argued that digital technologies had little or no place in the classroom. In this
study however, most agreed that digital technologies should be used with adequate
supervision.

Another prevalent attitude towards digital technologies was the opportunity they
offered to foster social interaction between and with young children. Young children using
digital technologies could provide opportunities for social interaction, which require
educators to model collaborative learning and turn taking (ECA, 2018). The Statement on
Young Children and Digital Technologies (ECA, 2018) suggests to “use digital technologies
in early childhood education and care settings to promote social interactions between
children, peers and adults " (p. 8). The educators of Centre C jointly stated that children
should have supervised access to digital technologies as they provide a good way to connect
with others. Some educators in this study actively used digital technologies to promote social
connection such as in Centre C where children worked together while playing on tablet apps
at a provocation station. Conversely, other educators were concerned that children engaged
with a device were not building social skills that enable them to successfully navigate
relationships.

Another attitude expressed by some educators was that digital technologies distracted
educators from face-to-face social interactions with children. The Centre A director
particularly commented on how digital technologies interrupted the educators, saying, “what
are educators doing if they are engaging with a device instead of interacting with a child. ”
Educators explained they were required to complete record keeping paperwork using digital
technologies. For example, educators were expected to upload photos or updates to the

centres chosen platform, which some struggled to fit into their working day. They
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commented on this being a barrier to face-to-face time with children. ECA (2018) cautioned
against ‘digital distractions' and the overuse of apps which also have workload implications
(Stratigos & Fenech, 2021). Stratigos and Fenech (2021) reported that while most education
apps were efficient and easy to use, educators were at risk of an increased workload and
faced challenges to their work-life balance when using apps in their personal time. However,
educators who have sufficient digitally capabilities should be able to seamlessly integrate the
updating of digital platforms within their workday with the children in their learning
environments (Wilson et al., 2023).

Lastly, concerns governed educator attitudes. The educators’ main concern
surrounding digital technologies was that children were at risk of accessing inappropriate
content on platforms such as YouTube. This concern has been highlighted in previous
research (Zabatiero et al., 2018; Kostyrka-Allchorne et al., 2017). Zabatiero et al., (2018) also
emphasised the potential harm to children from exposure to inappropriate or violent digital
content. In their investigation of children’s media use, parental supervision methods and
attitudes, Kostyrka-Allchorne et al., (2017) found that most parents do not use parental
controls which increases the possibility of children accessing inappropriate content.
Educators in this study referred to inappropriate content in different ways, in line with their
values, and according to curriculum requirements in the classroom.

In addition, other minor concerns included children becoming passive when engaged
with digital technologies, the addictive nature of children's interaction with digital
technologies, and children becoming too reliant on digital technologies. Educators in this
study also expressed concern over the limited available resources to effectively use digital
technologies in their classroom. Sometimes this was due to a director or centre not budgeting
or prioritising the inclusion of digital technologies. This aligned with findings by
Nikolopoulou and Gialamas (2015) into 134 early childhood teachers in Greece who also
cited lack of resources as a key barrier to digital integration. In this study, multiple educators
commented on having only one tablet per classroom for many children, or slow / unreliable
internet which severely limited the effectiveness of digital technologies in the classroom. A
final concern was that digital technologies created a barrier to children spending time outside.
While the inner city often presented outdoor space challenges, educators were quick to
comment on the need for children to spend time outside as part of the learning experience.

Time away from the outside meant that children were not fully engaging all their senses.
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Similarly, core developmental skills needed to be practiced, which educators stated could not
occur through interaction with digital technologies alone (Wilson et al., 2023).

While it is important to recognise educator’s opinions and concerns, it is mandated
that digital technologies be used with young children in an educational context (AGDE,
2022). This created challenges for some. For example, Centre A’s director stated that children
“do not want or need devices ” and that most technologies were “beyond their ability.” The
attitudes of individual educators influenced the way digital technologies were introduced to
the children in the classroom. Therefore, more government guidance is needed in this area so
that young children are exposed to digital technologies in similar ways. A way forward is to
ensure that educators are equipped with the skills and capabilities needed for effective use of
digital technologies with young children, and this will be address in the recommendation

section of this chapter.

5.5.2 Home context

Within the home context, several recurring attitudes emerged from the way parents spoke
about digital technologies, and their children’s interactions. Parent attitudes dictated the
digital technologies used in the household, and the degree of their children’s exposure. In a
study involving 68 parents and 39 children across four countries, Dias et al., (2016) reported
that most parents recognised the educational value inherent in digital technologies. Overall,
the parents in this study who integrated the most digital technologies looked favourably upon
them and their children’s interactions with devices. For example, two digitally invested
parents from Centre A allowed multiple digital devices in their homes for their children to
access. Importantly, this centre’s parents provided the only example of a household server
being used specifically to control access to content. This same household also had a studio set
up with a large screen and speakers, specifically for the family to watch digital content
together. No other household had so many devices. Centre B parents argued that digital
technologies maintained children’s attention for longer, allowed them a break, were a useful
reward and overall worked well for their families. This included allowing children access to
the television, a tablet, the parent’s smartphone, and Bluetooth speakers. Furthermore, the use
of digital technologies during the pandemic was favoured by most parents as families spent
more time at home together. The overall attitude of participants in this study towards digital
technologies was positive provided they were safely managed. Lastly, a Centre D parent

added that the most valuable feature of digital technologies for them was the ability to engage
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with virtual video calls, supporting their connection with family overseas. The perceptions of
parents had changed over time, with some allowing their child greater access as their digital
skills and capabilities developed with age, in line with Plowman and Hancock (2014) who
found that parental concern around children’s digital interactions varied depending on the
children’s age and their personal level of confidence. Overall, study parents allowed digital
interactions with strict controls in place. For example, Centre D parents stated that digital
technologies were acceptable when use was limited and monitored effectively. They also
argued that digital technologies were a good enabler and should be modelled appropriately by
parents. While parents viewed digital technologies positively, they were also eager to share
their concerns about digital technology use in their homes.

As with the educators, concerns about children’s digital technology use dominated
some parent’s attitudes towards their children access to digital technologies. Concerns
included children being exposed to inappropriate content, the behavioural and physical
effects of digital technologies, school readiness, limited devices in the classrooms and
equality of access, lack of outside play, the addictive nature of digital technologies, lack of
imagination required when engaging with some digital technologies and overuse in both the
home and education context. These concerns have been addressed in previous research. For
example, Haughton et al., (2015) focused on the effect of digital technologies on young
children mentally and physically, particularly the long-term effects on children from such a
young age. Freina and Ott (2015) reiterated the potential risks of digital technologies with
young children, particularly digital interaction. They analysed immersive virtual reality in
education and its effects on university students, and cautioned for limited use with young
children as they are still developing hand-eye coordination and balance. Plowman and
Hancock (2014) also highlighted parental concerns, namely that digital technologies may
have a negative impact on children’s health and wellbeing such as disruption to sleep
patterns. Concerns include adult apprehension around their own digital skills and literacy, and
its effect on young children’s digital skills and literacy (Durak & Kaygin, 2020).

The parents in this study expressed similar concerns to those previously expressed by
parents nationwide (Office of the eSafety Commissioner, 2018a). The primary concern of
parents in this study was the potential for children to accidentally access inappropriate
content although there was no consensus on what inappropriate content was or what it
included. Parents deemed ‘inappropriate’ content to be unnecessary, advanced, unrestricted

content with non-age-appropriate language, or exposure to too much information or
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stimulation. For example, social media and violent online games often caused young children
distress or exposed them to content they did not understand. Zabatiero et al., (2018) and
Kostyrka-Allchorne et al., (2017) analysed the possible effects of inappropriate content on
young children and found that parents were concerned about their children accessing
something they should be protected from. This study revealed similar concerns. For example,
Centre A parents were most concerned about the politics and economics behind digital
content and their inability to control children’s access to certain digital content. The passive
nature of some digital content was also deemed inappropriate by a few parents across centres.

Parents reported concerns around the behavioural and physical effects of digital
technologies on children. They were wary of over-stimulation, and the drain on children’s
emotional capacity. Negative behaviour such as tantrums and bad language following time
with digital technologies was another concern. Concern over eyes and posture did not feature
as strongly as in other studies (Straker et al., 2018; ECA, 2018), but were mentioned at least
twice. This possibly demonstrates a shift from the focus on the detrimental physical effects of
digital technologies to concerns around detrimental digital content. Parents commented on the
addictive tendencies of digital technologies, and its effect on children’s behaviour and
psychological states. Centre A parents specifically commented on the addictive and over
stimulating nature of digital devices. Children being kept from being active and playing
outdoors were minor concerns that contributed to some parent’s attitudes. Others were
resistant to the integration of digital technologies in all areas of their children’s lives, and
some cautioned the need for children to interact with digital technologies at all.

Concerns around children being school-ready, equality of access, lack of imagination
required when engaging with some digital technologies, overuse, and affordability were
minor contributing parental concerns. Naturally, parents of three- and four-year-olds
recognised that their children needed digital skills and capabilities to be prepared for the
transition to school. Parents generally agreed that early exposure to digital technology
improved their children’s overall development and school readiness, in line with findings by
Gjelaj et al., (2020). Gjelaj et al., (2020) focused on teachers’ and parents’ attitudes about the
role of digital technologies and reported that nearly half the parents were firm believers in
technologies promoting children’s school readiness. While parents in this study believed that
digital technology could provide useful school readiness skills, they were concerned for their
children in comparison to peers once they got to school, in terms of the digital skills children

required to operate devices in the classroom. This was, and still is, a largely unknown for
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parents. Equality of access was key when parents discussed digital technologies in the
classroom, but they were aware that sometimes their children did not have the same exposure
to diverse digital technologies like others. This was largely depended on budgets, and how
digital technologies were prioritised in the home.

Parents attitudes were affected by their own digital technology use and apprehension
around their own digital skills and literacy. To manage their children’s digital activity,
parents with basic levels of digital competency and awareness of online risks were more
confident in knowing how to protect their children from these risks. Durak and Kaygin
(2020) reiterated Donald and Ulla (2003) when they said, “attitudes of the parents are of
great importance, and parental style and parental control make a significant difference on
the role media plays on lives of the children” (p. 2276). Some parents stated they felt they
had little control in terms of online safety, and what they could do to protect the child. While
Durak and Kaygin (2020) focused on reviewing parental mediation of older children’s digital
technology use, the same concepts applied to parents of young children in this study. Parents
mentioned their own use of digital technologies, the need to be mindful of their own
boundaries, and to continuously educate themselves to stay in front of their children’s
understanding of digital technologies and online safety. They were also aware of how their
mediation strategies impacted their child’s digital technology use. For example, a Centre A
parent expressed concern for their child’s restricted time with digital technologies, hoping
that her strict mediation was not detrimental to the development of her child’s digital skills or
ability to relate to other children.

Lastly, and perhaps most significantly, children’s attitudes towards digital technologies
also affected the way they were used in the home. Understanding children’s attitudes towards
daily technology use is a changing view within the field of research. This perspective views
children as knowledgeable, strong, and competent, and is important to developing sound
research aligned with the UNCRC (1989). In this study, children demonstrated their ability to
learn digital skills even with limited access to devices. In line with previous research by Dias
et al., (2016), children in this study had already developed skills for searching content,
managing memory, and dealing with pop ups and advertising. Children demonstrated that
they could use devices independently with or without close supervision. Overall, educators,
parents, and children’s attitudes contributed to the way digital technologies were integrated

into young children’s lives.
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5.6 Mediation strategies

Mediation is important to children’s engagement with digital technologies to ensure positive
and safe digital interactions. The Office of the eSafety Commissioner (2022) echoed the
sentiments of parents and educators in this study when they reported that mediation reduces
negative digital experiences, but can also reduce exposure to the benefits of the internet.
Ultimately, educators and parents were able to guide children’s digital interactions as well as
supervise the types of digital technologies children engaged with. Developing reasonable and
wise mediation approaches for educators in early years centres, as well as for families in the
home context, was of great importance in this study. Livingstone et al., (2017) argued that
there exist a wide range of mediation strategies, including time and location limitations,
content, or site restrictions, and restricted permissions and filters, as well as using digital
technologies as reward systems. Each of the above were practiced in this study. Appropriate
mediation strategies ensured children are both protected from inappropriate content and
introduced to digital content that broadened their horizons.

Importantly, mediation strategies may be reactionary to children’s behaviours.
Hiniker et al., (2016) recognised that children may exhibit challenging behaviours when
asked to move on to other activities, especially if they had experienced frustration or
disappointment within a digital game. Sometimes digital technologies were blamed for
children’s poor behaviour, but generally educators and parents recognised that “leaving any
absorbing activity is not always easy ” (ECA, 2018, p. 12). This was evident in this study in
the way children reacted to mediation strategies enforced by the adults. Pre-determined
management techniques, outlined in policies and procedures, may contribute to more
peaceful classrooms, along with family guidelines that are well communicated to children
before they engage with digital technologies. Overall, time management strategies and
emotional support from adults helped children self-regulate their digital behaviours more
effectively, as reported in literature prior to this study (ECA, 2018). Many mediation
strategies were practiced across contexts in this study including the following.

5.6.1 Education context

Educators are expected to make daily decisions about using digital technologies by, with and
for young children (ECA, 2018). Australian research by Murcia et al., (2018) and Zabatiero et
al., (2018) suggests exposure to inappropriate content and inconsistent mediation of digital

technologies can negatively affect children’s executive functioning including creativity and
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computational thinking. Therefore, educators are pivotal in maintaining appropriate digital
technology management strategies in their classrooms. Overall, educators in this study
recognised the opportunities as well as the risks of children using digital technologies in their
classrooms, and six different mediation strategies were employed across the four centres.
These included content management, application management, software and filters on
devices, supervision, the implementation of classroom guidelines and classroom management
strategies.

Content management was of key importance. Prior research by Sharkins et al., (2016)
determined that digital technologies are, “effective if [they are] active, hands-on, engaging,
empowering, and child-controlled” (p. 439). They also reported that educators, “have a
responsibility regarding media, technology, and screen time (MeTS), and MeTS exposure
should be based upon developmentally appropriate practices ” (p. 442). In this study, as a
way of managing risk, all digital content shown in the classroom was pre-screened. While
there were no set criteria determining what was appropriate, educators ensured content had
not been created for an older audience, and most of the time, that the content was educational.
Educators limited the use of YouTube and instead encouraged YouTube Kids to reduce
children’s exposure to potential inappropriate content, or advertisements that play mid-video.
This was a common strategy across all centre classrooms, especially the two centres that used
tablets and SMART boards to view online digital content. Successfully managing children’s
digital content choice meant children encountered more appropriate content in line with
curriculum and educational aims.

Similar to content management, educators limited the number and types of apps
available to children on devices. For example, in Centre C, children were allowed access to
tablets, and were only able to choose from pre-approved downloaded apps including Writing
Wizard, Book Creator, PicCollage, Stop Motion, codeSpark, Kodable, ScratchJr, Tickle and
Box Island. Not all centres employed this method. Some did not allow children to interact
with tablets autonomously. Educators in this study were quick to point to this strategy as key
to enhancing children’s agency while maintaining safe boundaries. The approach relied
heavily on centres having an information and communications technology specialist onsite to
install, update, and uninstall apps as necessary, and someone responsible for determining
appropriate and beneficial apps. For example, Centre D used the app ELLA to allow children
to learn another language. However, the educators were not able to supervise or assist

children when they could not progress through an activity, and therefore the app was
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rendered unsuitable. This highlighted one of the challenges with maintaining mediation
strategies that work for both educators and children.

The implementation of software or filters on devices was another key mediation
strategy. This aligned with research by Livingstone et al., (2015) in their investigation of
software and technical tools to filter and restrict children’s online activities. There is limited
literature focused on this type of mediation strategy in the education context, and in this
study, this strategy was only evident in one of the four centres. In another centre, tablets were
not password protected, and in another, educator laptops had no limitations allowing
educators unlimited access to any site. Each director was aware that an absence of adequate
software filters on the devices gave opportunity for exposure to inappropriate digital content,
for both educators and children. However, this mediation strategy was not adopted widely,
possibly due to the absence of digital technology policies on security with centre devices.
Instead, directors stipulated that educators supervise each time a device was used with the
children.

Digital technology use was supposed to be supervised in all instances in all centres.
Supervision was another strategy identified by Nikken and Jansz (2014) as important to the
management of children’s digital interactions. While there were no formal digital technology
policies in any centre, the educators were, at minimum, required to supervise children’s
interactions with devices. Most educators explained that it was their responsibility to
determine the digital content they used with their children, which is why they liked to be
aware of any videos or images shown. For example, most times a video was shown to
children, the educator was watching with them, or when children were engaged with Beebots,
an educator guided the activity. Educator supervision of children’s interactions determined
safe digital activity in the classrooms, echoing the call from Hatzigianni and Kalaitzidis
(2018) who encouraged the use of digital technologies in the education context in supervised
and safe ways.

The implementation of guidelines that determined digital technology use in
classrooms was another observed mediation strategy. In this study, classroom guidelines
dictated no personal phones in the classrooms with the stipulation that if personal phones
were used, no photos of children would be stored on them. Other guidelines indicated that
digital technologies were to be used for educational purposes only, and there were daily
informal time limits for use. While rules were mentioned, they were not formalised in any

setting, and were often determined according to the directors and educators at the time. This
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allowed for inconsistencies across classrooms, and the range of educator skills meant children
were exposed to digital technologies in varied ways. Furthermore, the literature does not
address classroom guidelines pertinent to digital technology use in early years centres.

Finally, digital technologies aided educators with classroom management in different
ways. Research by both Johnston (2021) and Bohnert and Gracia (2021) argued that a focus
on digital technologies as more than just as an educational tool may prove useful for
children’s overall wellbeing. Not all centres in this study reflected or understood this idea. In
one centre, educators were not permitted to use devices to calm the children or divert their
attention. However, in the other three centres, digital technologies were sometimes used to
refocus children and as a calming tool. For example, educators used YouTube or Playschool
videos, often with a curriculum focus, but occasionally for entertainment purposes. Thus,
classroom management sometimes benefitted from the use of digital technologies when
utilised appropriately.

Overall, appropriate educator mediation strategies have not been widely reported
(Zabatiero et al., 2018; Sharkins et al., 2016). Each of the educator mediation strategies in
this study required individual application. For example, while it may be simple for a parent to
fully engage with their child and co-view digital content or digital games, it is impossible for
educators to do so in the classroom. Accordingly, mediation strategies should be stipulated in
digital technology policies so that directors, educators, parents, and children are all aware of
the digital behaviours expected of them, and the consequences when mediation strategies are

absent or used inappropriately.

5.6.2 Home context

Many of the mediation strategies employed by educators were also demonstrated in family
homes. Parents’ choice of mediation strategies were based mainly on their attitudes, their
children’s digital skills and capabilities, and the digital technologies present in their
household. In line with Dias et al., (2016), each mediation strategy aimed to manage
children’s interactions and protect them. Prior research by Livingstone et al., (2015), Nikken
and Jansz (2014) and Livingstone and Helsper (2008) indicated that parents employ active
mediation strategies, co-view digital content, or employ more restrictive strategies involving
strict guidelines. Nikken and Jansz (2014) specifically reported on two mediation strategies,

namely supervision and technical and safety guidance. However, there is a lack of consensus
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as to which strategies are most effective (Shin & Li, 2017), but each have proved valuable,
both in previous research and in this study.

The primary mediation strategy used by parents in this study was to manage digital
technology use and enforce time limits on their children's interactions. Every household
allowed their children daily access to online digital technologies, however, parents had
different ways of managing time limits. In general, time limits were enforced on when
devices were used, for example, some disallowed digital technologies during the week,
immediately before bed, on holidays, or limited access to only the morning and afternoon or
for a minimal times per day. Some disallowed digital technology during meals or
immediately before dinner as to keep children focused and promote family time at the dinner
table. Time limitations were used by nearly all parents in this study, and this aligned with a
report by the Office of the eSafety Commissioner (2018a) that stated parents of two to five-
year olds were 24% more likely to identify with a restrictive parenting style, including
controlled access and rules around online time. However, other researchers including
Smahelova et al., (2017) and Zaman et al., (2016) have advocated the use of more active
strategies including talking with the child, discussing how to use the internet safely and co-
using devices, to ensure that children are accessing devices and digital content appropriate to
their age and learning the skills necessary to navigating the digital world.

A second mediation strategy employed by parents was the management of digital
content accessed by their children, and this aligned with previous research by Sharkins et al.,
(2016) and Staksrud and Livingstone (2009). Nikken and Jansz (2014) also stated that parents
should be concerned with what children are allowed to visit, download, or use. Most parents
in this study were concerned with knowing what their child was accessing and realised that
digital content was varied in the degree of harm it posed. For example, one parent who stated
that allowing their child access to online games was detrimental, simultaneously allowed
their child freedom of choice on Netflix. Techniques such as disallowing children access to
search engines, social media and online games were employed by all parents. Others
registered multiple profiles on Netflix, so that children had their own profile on which to
watch content. Lastly, some parents only permitted their children to watch pre-screened or
pre-approved content.

Furthermore, in line with the educators, parents prioritised the management of apps on
devices to help ensure safer and positive online interactions for their children. Livingstone et

al., (2015) defined this as a restrictive strategy, whereby parents set the rules relating to
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content, location, and duration of use by children. The key strategies in apps management
included limiting the number of apps on devices, not installing apps with purchase
capabilities and not installing apps that allowed advertisements or pop ups. One parent
specifically blocked all app purchases by linking all devices to her personal Apple account,
aware that any new purchases would require her password. Other security strategies included
ensuring passwords were installed on devices that children accessed. Importantly, some
parents commented that there was no need for software on the devices because children could
not yet use a browser. This is noteworthy because children, though they might not yet be able
to type into a search bar, may inadvertently use their voice to activate a search, or simply
click until finding something they want to view. A mediation strategy to limit voice
activation searches without permission may be for parents to disable Siri or Google’s voice
chat. Parents in this study did not indicate whether this option was available on their devices,
but no-one had encountered this as an issue. These alternative ways of accessing digital
content reiterate the importance of parents mediating children’s access to devices and apps.

A further main mediation strategy involved the strict supervision of when children
watched content, how they interacted with devices and what they were exposed to. Parents in
this study exercised caution over content such as YouTube advertisements or age-
inappropriate content. They repeatedly commented on the need for children to be supervised,
which sometimes meant co-viewing content with their children. Thus, children were required
to ask if they wanted to watch something, and parents were sometimes the only ones to turn
devices on and off. For example, in one Centre C household, the parents encouraged
interactions by co-viewing and co-interacting when possible. This included playing Nintendo
Switch as a family and having a weekly movie night together.

The physical positioning of devices was another strategy for supervising children’s
digital interactions. Approaches such as keeping the phone at a distance from the face, no
devices in the child's room, and keeping the devices away when not in use all featured as
supervision strategies utilised by parents. Active mediation strategies such as these
encouraged children’s safe engagement with digital content.

Other minor strategies employed by parents in this study included encouraging
activities other than digital technologies, having conversations with children if they
encountered something inappropriate, allowing children autonomy in choosing when they
engaged and allowing children to turn devices off when their allocated time was up.

Sometimes parents used digital technologies as a reward, particularly on special occasions.
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This acted as a successful mediation strategy by keeping digital technologies in balance with
other developmental milestones. For example, one parent stipulated their child had to first
engage with an educational app before being allowed free time on the device.

Family rules surfaced briefly as the final mediation strategy. Smahelova et al., (2017)
previously reported rules around the time spent with digital technologies and the control of
digital technology usage. Family rules and guidelines included many of the mediation
strategies mentioned. Overall, parents used a range of mediation strategies, but there
appeared little agreement as to which was best. Shin and Li (2017) had previously reported
this lack of consensus surrounding mediation strategy effectiveness and noted that not all

parents practiced the same levels or types of mediation.

5.7 Digital technology policies in early years centres

In this study, no centre held a formal digital technology policy that informed educators or
parents as to how digital technologies were used and managed in centres, although informal
guidelines in each aided educators in their use of digital technologies in the classroom.
Incorporating digital technologies in centres requires a policy presence so that educators,
parents, and children are aware of how the digital technologies are used, and more
importantly, what is restricted for devices with online capabilities. Policies may also
encourage greater parent interest and awareness of digital technology use in their child’s
education. For example, if parents are aware of what children can access to in their centre,
this may help guide them on how much time to allow their child on devices in the home.
Straker et al., (2018) explained that a goal for educators should be to support families in
developing digital technology practices. Therefore, early years centres need to firstly
understand their digital technology practices that are in the best interests of the child and that
allow them citizenship in their digital world (ECA, 2018). All children should be able to
actively choose the digital technologies they engage with and develop their digital skills. It
needs to be recognised that children have a right to exercise agency when engaging in safe
and constructive digital activities. This suggests a co-design process involving the child
which could result in relevant and useable digital technology policies for early years centres.
While adults currently make the decisions that determine the children’s digital environment,
children should contribute to how and why digital technologies are integrated into their
education context. Furthermore, policies need to cover as much detail as possible to ensure

that digital technologies are utilised in safe and positive ways.
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In the Australian early years sector, there is a growing awareness of the need for leaders
to develop and make available to all policies which guide and support children’s health,
wellbeing and learning with digital technologies (Wilson et al., 2023). Principles that could
be included in policies are informed by the range of Australian early years sector governing
frameworks such as the National Laws and Regulations, the NQF and the EYLF. These
documents highlight the expectations surrounding digital inclusion in children’s learning
environments. They also emphasise the importance of children’s agency in early childhood
education, as do Burr and Degotardi (2021) and Nolan et al., (2021). Digital technology
policies need to ensure recognition is given to children’s agency, ideas, and experiences, and
provide opportunities for children to engage in agentic creative digital play. Overall, digital
technologies should contribute to the overall learning environment, and so in determining
safe practices, children would be guided by appropriate learning opportunities. Having
discussed the findings, the following section now outlines recommendations that emerged
from this study that may be applicable to other early years education contexts, as well as

parents utilising digital technologies in the home.

5.8 Recommendations
Following an evaluation of the results, and of previous literature, this study recommends the
following for educators and parents in guiding young children access to digital technologies.
The first recommendation is that adults (educators and parents) should be provided current
and relevant guidance in the management of children’s interactions with digital technologies
(Wilson et al., 2023). This requires governmental bodies to provide relevant research to
educational contexts, to be filtered to directors, educators, and parents. Adults must also be
able to access reliable guidance online. Resources provided by the Office of the eSafety
Commissioner (2023) include an eSafety Early Years program. Continued provision of
information such as this would be valuable for early years educators and parents in informing
them of what and how digital technologies should be used by, with and for young children.
The second recommendation is that digital technologies be better utilised at the
operational level in early years centres. According to the DTAF, while centres use digital
technologies for operational purposes, there were gaps where digital devices and content
might be more effective than established methods. For example, centres could digitise
operational elements such as online enrolment capabilities, the provision of digital orientation

packs and by offering virtual centre tours. The time saved through digitisation of day-to-day
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operations would be worthwhile for directors and educators, and should include increased
home-centre communication. For example, parents are not always aware of the digital
technologies’ children access in classrooms, or how the educators use them as a teaching tool.
Increased home-centre communication is essential to bridge this gap.

The third recommendation is that digital technologies be better utilised at the level of
the individual child. As highlighted through the DTAF, digital technologies are not widely
used independently by children. This means children are constrained in developing their
digital skills and exercising agency. This recommendation encourages centres and parents to
introduce digital technologies that enable children to experiment, make mistakes, and be
creative with.

The fourth and final recommendation is that all early years centres have an active
digital technology policy in place that is regularly reviewed and made public. Centres require
digital technologies guides for use, with up-to-date policies and procedures.
Recommendations for digital technology policy inclusion are prefaced in the following

guiding principles.

5.8.1 Guiding principles

This study has identified six guiding principles for the development of digital technology
policies that promote young children’s digital interactions in educational settings as follows:
1) children’s agency be encouraged with their use of digital technologies, 2) use of digital
technologies is purposed at all times, 3) digital technologies are harnessed for the transition to
school, 4) children and families are consulted in the generation of policy and regulations, 5)
implementation of all six layers of the DTAF is facilitated, and 6) allow for, and capitalise

on, the individuality of each early years centre. Each guiding principle is outlined below.

5.8.1.1 Children’s agency

Research and governing framework emphasise the importance of children’s agency in early
years education (Burr & Degotardi, 2021; Nolan et al., 2021). Specifically, the EYLF defines
agency as “being able to make choices and decisions, to influence events and to have an
impact on one’s world” (p. 64). Children’s agency needs to be recognised when interacting
with digital technologies in their education contexts. However, given the risks involved with
children accessing online digital content, it is important to recognise that children exercising
agency is not without limitations. Agency can include allowing children freedom of choice

over pre-approved apps on safe devices in the classroom, such as time with a tablet or
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Beebots, 10 minutes of a pre-approved YouTube video, or 15 minutes using a classroom
camera. Children learn a range of digital skills and capabilities when given options, and they
will understand that they can independently demonstrate agency. In agreement with the
National Association for the Education of Young Children and Fred Rogers’ Centre Position
Statement on Technology and Interactive Media in Early Childhood Programs (2012), this
study emphasises that digital technologies are most effective when they are active, engaging,

empowering and child controlled.

5.8.1.2 Digital technologies with purpose

Digital technologies should be used with specific purpose in the education context. While
attitudes surrounding young children using digital technologies vary, adults were in
agreement with children spending purposeful time engaging with digital technologies. This
approach ensures that time and resources surrounding digital technology are well-used and
rationalised, and children derive the most benefit from their educational and home life
experiences. The purposes of digital technologies may include: 1) encouraging cultural and
everyday experiences of home, education, and community, 2) information seeking,
investigating and problem solving, 3) supporting home and centre relationships, 4) moving
from digital technology into practical real-life activities, 5) play and, 6) supporting
communication and connecting globally (Wilson et al., 2023; AGDE, 2022; ECA, 2018;
Danby, 2013).

5.8.1.3 School readiness
Young children need to be given every opportunity to develop the skills necessary for the

transition to school. Williams and Lerner (2019) proposed school readiness comprises the
readiness of the individual child, the school’s readiness for children, and the family and
community support of the children’s development. Parenting beliefs, attitudes and practices
are some of the most prominent family characteristics linked with school readiness (UNICEF,
2012). Digital skills and capabilities have become a key requirement for school readiness, as
children are now expected to interact with digital technologies in the school classroom. Both
the parents and educators must understand the requirements of the school transition period.
Therefore, early years centres must communicate with school systems to understand the basic
requirements of children moving into primary school. This would ensure parents are
informed of the required digital skills and the exposure young children need in some form.
The OECD (2020) suggested that as digital technologies evolve, there should be ongoing
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dialogue to ensure children are best supported in their education journey from one system to

the next.

5.8.1.4 Co-design with children and families
When considering the creation of digital technology policies and procedures, children and

their families should be consulted in the process. The UNCRC (1989) highlighted the
importance of children’s views. General Comment Number 25 (UNCRC, 2021) reiterated
that children have a right to be involved in decisions that affect them. Therefore, children
should be co-designers of digital technologies that affect them. Co-creation of digital policies
would offer greater guidance to educators on how to implement effective digital pedagogies
in children’s learning environments (Wilson et al., 2023). Furthermore, co-design strategies
involving all stakeholders (e.g., children, parents, educators, and directors) would be
beneficial in designing guidelines that will instigate change to educational practices.
Importantly, children have their own views, knowledge, and opinions and it is essential that
their voices are heard as advocated by James and Prout (2015). However, it is also important
to recognise children’s capabilities as three- and four-year-olds, and to acknowledge that they
do not always comprehend the full consequences of their actions. Experts would therefore be
required to guide and encourage children’s views in developing digital technology policies

that work for all involved.

5.8.1.5 Digital Technology Activity Framework
A further guiding principle surrounds the need to ensure that adequate opportunity is

provided in the education context for enactment of all six layers of the DTAF. This research
employed the DTAF as a tool for investigating digital technology use at all levels within
early years centres. As such it provided a comprehensive framework for understanding digital
technology use in early years centres, in relation to the NQF (ACECQA, 2012) and EYLF
outcomes (AGDE, 2022). Each layer of the DTAF has the potential to guide effective digital

technology use in early years centres.

5.8.1.6 Individuality of centres
Digital technology policies should not be so rigid that they become impractical for directors

and educators to implement. Other influences such as budget constraints and learning style
adaptations (e.g., Montessori) might be better implemented in different ways that allow for

successful digital technology integration. Local community cultural practices should also
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have space to inform digital technologies usage. The uniqueness of each centre should be

reflected in its digital technology policy, while being guided by these overarching principles.

5.8.2 Digital technology policies

Early years centres need a digital technology policy to guide and support children’s health,
wellbeing and learning with digital technologies, informed by the above guiding principles. A
digital technology policy should align with existing policies to enable educators, parents, and
children to understand how and why digital technologies are used in the centre. This study
has demonstrated that parents are often unaware of the extent to which digital technologies
are used in centres by, with and for their children. While privy to their children’s learning
experiences through photos and updates that educators added to communication platforms,
they did not always fully understand their children’s digital skills and capabilities when using
learning apps or engaging with digital content. Therefore, digital technology policies might
reference the types of technologies (online and offline) that exist in the centre and their
purpose in the classroom. A challenge exists in who determines the appropriateness of
devices and digital content and therefore governing bodies must provide guidance on the
suitability of digital technologies that best suit the age and literacy levels of the children.
Guidance should also include professional learning opportunities for educators to improve the
implementation of digital technologies. Additionally, digital technology policies should
include management strategies, such as mediation strategies to shield children from
inappropriate content or impractical digital device utilisation.

It is almost impossible to encounter an early year’s educational institution without a
digital technology presence as demonstrated by the participating case study centres in this
study. In the digital era and the Australian context, it is concerning that no centre had a digital
technology policy in place for guiding centre practices, educators’ pedagogy, and children’s
educational experiences. The implementation of digital technology policies might challenge
educators to abide by policies they personally object to. For example, if the expectation was
for educators to utilise a SMART board with the children in line with curriculum practices,
some educators might be ill equipped or not motivated to do so. The implementation of
expectations like these would require directors enforcing new policies. However, offering
educators clear, evidence-based policies has the potential to support consistency of practice,
develop cohesion around digital technology use, provide clarity and transparency to parents

and children, and make better use of the time and resource of the early years centre. Policies
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should contribute to shaping the learning environment and ensure recognition is given to

children’s ideas and agency. This study makes the following recommendations for

developing digital technology policies in early years centres. In line with the Office of the

eSafety Commissioner’s (2022) recommendations, the creation of digital technology policies

should:

Digital

consider research, recommendations, and guidelines for what young children should
be exposed to, and where possible, consider children’s home experiences. Children
use digital technologies to both communicate and create, and educators therefore need
to be imaginative and flexible in how they respond to what children already know,
provide effective strategies for parent centre communication. Therefore, policies
should allow for the use of digital technologies to support centre-home
communication,

facilitate opportunities for educators to learn and upskill, so they possess and maintain
appropriate digital literacy and skills. UNICEF (2012) suggested it is imperative that
educators are productively integrated in professional development around digital
technology use,

make recommendations to parents as to what digital content children might engage
with, or strategies to ensure online safety,

outline safe online expectations for children and educators. With most digital devices
being online accessible, policies must include ways to manage safe and positive
online interactions,

outline the centre’s obligations regarding how personal and sensitive data is collected,
shared, and stored. This includes how parents’ consent to collect and share their
children’s information,

include how children, educators and parents can feedback their concerns and any
breaches of policy,

provide contact information for support structures around appropriate digital
technology use for anyone to access, and

remain fit for purpose, including being regularly reviewed.

technology policies should change over time, but the digital safety of young children

remains paramount. Early years centres already possess and apply policies and procedures

pertaining to many areas of centre life, therefore adding a digital technology policy is not an
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insurmountable task. The suggested guiding principles offer a foundation for policy

development, and each centre would develop and implement their policies in various ways.

5.9 Chapter summary

This chapter has summarised and discussed the findings with reference to the existing
literature and has highlighted recommendations that could contribute to the development of
digital technology policies. The key themes discussed pertained to both the education and
home contexts in terms of digital technology usage, attitudes, and mediation strategies. The
chapter has then addressed the lack of digital technology policies in the early years centres
and highlighted the gaps that require attention. The gaps are addressed by the
recommendations from the study and include guiding principles to inform the development of
relevant and forward planning digital technology policies. The final chapter concludes the

thesis by answering the research questions.
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6 Chapter 6 - Conclusion

6.1 Introduction

This chapter contains a final summary of the study and its findings of the research questions.
Previous research on digital technologies in early years contexts is limited as it relied largely
on adult perspectives (Given et al., 2014). This study confirmed that children hold their own
unique perspective in how they approach digital technologies, highlighting their capabilities
when engaging with devices and content. This has become more evident as children exercised
greater agency in choosing their preferred digital technologies, exploring, and building their
digital skills. The rationale for a case study research design was to better understand the
differences and similarities between how digital technologies were used by, with and for
young children in early years centres. The purpose of interviewing four types of participants
within each centre was to gain a holistic understanding of digital technology use by three-

and four-year olds. This study involved:

e observations of children in their early years education contexts,

e an investigation of digital technologies children engaged with and the capabilities
they developed as they interacted with available digital technologies, and

e an examination of the educational benefits of digital technologies and how both

parents and educators guided children’s digital technology engagement.

This research is significant because it provides a rich description of digital practices within
WA early years centres and the findings offer guidance in how digital technologies are best
utilised and managed in both education and home contexts. This study adds to the body of
literature related to educator and parent attitudes and mediation strategies by, with and for
young children’s interaction with digital technologies. The study design and outcomes should
inform government resource and policy direction, early years centres, curriculum, and
classroom practices, and the findings can guide Australian educators and parent strategies in
ensuring children are engaged in productive digital learning experiences and positive online
interactions.

This chapter returns to the key research questions (one main question and three sub-

questions). The research questions that framed this study were:

How are digital technologies used by, with and for young children in early years centres

and in the home?
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e What positive and negative aspects associated with young children using digital
technologies are reported by children, early years educators and parents?

e What main mediation strategies are employed by early years educators and parents to
ensure safe and positive digital interactions for young children?

e What recommendations would be made for developing digital technology policies in

early years centres?

The research questions were answered by employing a variety of methods including a
desktop audit, interviews, observations, memos, and digital technology policy reviews. An
outline of the methodological approach was detailed in chapter three. The chapter concludes
with an acknowledgement of the limitations of the study and possible directions for future

research that might build upon the findings of this study. It concludes with a final statement.

6.2 Digital technologies in early year centres and in the homes of children

This section addresses the first research question. Analysing how young children engage with
digital technologies in their early years centre and in the home was the primary aim of this
research. A Digital Technology Activity Framework ([DTAF] Wilson et al., 2023) was used
to categorise the various uses of digital technologies in early years centres and discussions of
the most common digital technologies present in homes provided further context for how
children interacted with digital technologies.

In the education context, digital technologies were used regularly but not always to
their full potential by children. The DTAF provided a framework for investigating and
documenting digital technology use in early years centres and revealed that young children
had mixed opportunities to exercise agency to interact with digital technologies in a safe and
positive way. The first two DTAF layers framed the overarching operational uses of digital
technologies in centres, such as centre websites, digital record keeping, and centre-wide
policies that governed digital technology policy use. The third layer focused on
communication between the centre and the home, whereby information was shared through
digital means. For example, educators were able to share children’s experiences with parents
in their education contexts and provide updates on their child’s activities. The remaining
layers focused on the educational use of digital technologies by educators and children.
Educators used digital technologies for preparing lessons, research, communication and
taking photos which were uploaded to digital platforms or children’s digital portfolios.

Technology included the use of tablets, iPhones, laptops, and cameras. The study revealed
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that children were allowed access to digital technologies such as tablets, stereos with
headphones, Beebots and projectors with screens. These were all supervised, and in some
cases, children were allowed independent access to listening posts, Beebots and recycled
digital technology stations. Digital technologies included online and offline options, and all
were used in safe and appropriate ways with the children. However, children in this study had
limited opportunities to exercise agency in their digital technology interactions.

The most common digital technologies in participating homes were tablets,
smartphones, and televisions. For example, children were given access to iPads to engage
with pre-approved apps and games. Another common digital technology children accessed
was a parent’s smartphone. Phones were used for playing music, YouTube, FaceTiming
relatives, learning literacy using Reading Eggs, and other digital activities. Lastly, children
watched varying amounts of television through streaming services and pre-downloaded
movies. Other digital technologies included Bluetooth speakers, monitors, motion centred
lights, computers, or laptops, PlayStation, camera, Nintendo Switch, Google Home, and
audio books. Most parents had basic digital literacy and skills, and were able to help their
children with their digital technology engagement. These findings indicate that children aged
three and four years old are surrounded by digital technologies and are able largely able to

negotiate digital content.

6.3 Early years educator and parent attitudes

The second research question explored the positive and negative aspects associated with
young children using digital technologies, as reported by educators and parents. Both shared
similar attitudes about children’s interactions. However, this study found that communication
between educators and parents regarding children’s technology use was not always meeting
the objective of children’s learning and development. In general, adults who felt they had
adequate digital literacy looked more favourably upon digital technologies while educator
motivation to upskill was at the forefront for most educators.

Many positive aspects were reported by educators and parents. Parents and educators
both agreed that digital technologies were effective in promoting connection and social
interaction, and were beneficial to their children’s education and wellbeing when used in safe
and well managed ways. Educators and parents recognised the educational value of digital
technologies in educational contexts. Some parents stated that digital technologies engaged
children’s attention for longer, provided them with breaks, were a useful reward tactic and

overall worked with their digital technology-heavy lifestyles. Overall, when digital
219



technologies were perceived to be used in balanced ways, they were viewed positively by
educators and parents.

The negative aspects revolved around educator and parent concerns, as well as
physical, social, and behavioural effects. For educators, their main concerns were that digital
technologies distracted children from social interactions and building social skills for
successful relationships. Children’s behaviour was sometimes either passive, or they became
addicted and overly reliant on digital technologies. Educators also voiced their concern
around the demand digital technologies placed on classroom time, which detracted from face-
to-face time with the children, especially when required to keep parents updated through
digital platforms. Educators also expressed concern about the amount of time children spent
engaging with digital technologies, both in and outside the centre.

Parents mostly fear that excessive use of digital technologies prevented regular physical
exercise, disrupted sleep routines, and impacted social interaction. Parents shared similar
concerns with educators when they referenced the addictive and over stimulating nature of
digital technologies. Parents who took stricter approaches to time management were more
resistant to allowing their children greater access in both home and educational contexts.
Some were apprehensive due to their own lack of digital skills and literacy, and others
believed children did not need access from such an early age. Educator and parent attitudes,
both positive and negative, affected the way they managed children’s use of digital

technologies.

6.4 Early years educator and parent mediation strategies

This section addresses the research question relating to mediation strategies employed by
early years educators and parents to ensure safe and positive digital interactions. The types of
mediation strategies used by educators differed to those used by parents and were guided by
the systems and processes dictated by their early years centres. Educator mediation strategies
included content and apps management, software and filters on devices, supervision, and the
implementation of classroom guidelines. Content management primarily focused on limiting
access to YouTube, with a preference for YouTube Kids, and pre-screening digital content
shown in the classroom. Educators also limited the apps available to children on devices, and
this included restricting the installation of apps that had in-app purchase capabilities, and not
installing apps that allowed advertisements or pop ups. Software or filters was another
mediation strategy used in just one of the four centres. This required someone to manage the

security features, and to keep software up to date. In addition, digital technology use by
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children was supervised in all times in all centres, including when children were given
agency to choose a digital technology. Educators were always nearby and aware of what
children were engaging with. Lastly, while there were no specific digital technology policies
evident, classroom guidelines functioned as a mediation strategy for managing digital
technology use in centres. Importantly, classroom guidelines were sometimes interpreted
differently by different educators, and were not always enforced strictly.

Parents used various mediation strategies to manage their children’s digital
technologies use and content exposure. Practical examples included children being required
to ask the parent to watch television and parents being the ones to physically turn devices on
and off, or allowing access through protected passwords. Parents also managed the amount of
time their children interacted with digital technologies, and the context in which they were
used. Children were generally disallowed access at mealtimes, during the week, before bed or
on holidays. Parents also managed the physical positioning of digital technologies in their
homes. This included keeping phones at a certain distance from the face, not permitting
devices in children's room, and storing devices away between uses. Other parents permitted a
short time per day under supervision. However, the most effective mediation strategy
appeared to be content management. This allowed children to interact in a safe and
considered manner. Like educators, parents were primarily concerned with managing
children’s digital content exposure. They disallowed access to search platforms, social media,
and online games by selecting the apps children engaged with or by selecting the content for
the child. Other parents utilised differential profiles on Netflix, so that children had their own
profile on which to watch their programs. Lastly, some parents allowed their children to
watch pre-approved content only. In this way, content management helped reassure parents
that children were interacting with safe content. In summary, each mediation strategies gave

educators and parents confidence when their children accessed digital technologies.

6.5 Digital technology policies in early years centres

This section addresses the final research question relating to recommendations for digital
technology policies in early years centres. This study found no evidence of digital technology
policies to guide the management of digital technology use in centres. One recommendation
from this study is that governing bodies across Australia endorse a set of guiding principles
that will inform educational outcomes, as well as policy directions. This should include
guidelines for educators and parents to implement safe and productive technology practices in

centres and homes. This study also advocates for consistency across the early years education
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system that is endorsed by government and other stakeholders. Digital technology guiding
principles should be evidence-based, meaningful and applicable to all contexts across
Australia. They must also align with current broader policy recommendations, as promoted
by the National Laws and Regulations, the NQF and the EYLF and the guiding principles
offered in this thesis which have been created in conjunction with the literature as well as
findings from the study. Briefly, these principles maintain that: 1) children’s agency be
encouraged in their use of digital technologies, 2) digital technology use be purposeful at all
times, 3) digital technologies be harnessed for the transition to school, 4) children and
families be consulted in the generation of digital technology policy and regulations, 5)
technology inclusion occur across all six layers of the DTAF, and 6) policies allow for, and
capitalise on, the individuality of each early years centre. These recommended guiding
principles act as a foundation for the development of formal digital technology policies in all

early year’s centres, across all contexts.

6.6 Limitations

Details relating to the limitations and weaknesses of this study were discussed in chapter
three. However, they are summarised again here as follows. In the recruitment phase, a first
limitation was the reliance on centre directors to disseminate the information on the study to
parents. This created a bottleneck during the participant recruitment phase as directors were
not always able to progress study-related tasks alongside their substantive roles. Accordingly,
alternative plans were made. Directors suggested personal recruitment by talking directly to
parents as children were dropped off to the centre in the morning. This intervention allowed
the research to continue according to schedule.

In the data collection phase, three main limitations were identified. Though one person
performed all the interviews to minimise differences in how questions were asked and data
collected, the time consuming and labour-intensive aspects were somewhat outweighed by
the benefits of having a single person conduct the interviews. Another limitation was that
some of the educator interviews were conducted in a common space, with either other
educators or their director present. This meant that sometimes their answers were ‘added’ to
by others, and in other cases, participants were more cautious with their answers. This was
mitigated where possible by changing interview locations. Lastly with reference to participant
interviews, the time between interviews may have influenced the data in terms of obtaining
different perspectives. This was mainly due to Covid-19 measures instigating rapid change

which in turn influenced both digital aptitude and participant attitudes towards digital
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technologies. For example, some parents were expected to communicate digitally instead of
face-to-face with their child’s educator when centre pick up and drop offs were affected by
Covid-19 protocols. Some parents were expected to allow their child access to devices such
as tablets for online teaching when centres closed due to Covid-19 protocols. While digital
technologies allowed for efficient communication, centres expected parents to be digitally
competent and to readily allow their children access to digital content during these times.
Therefore, those interviewed first may not have relied as heavily on digital technologies or
determined their attitude towards their child’s use of digital technologies. Data collection
may have been hindered by parents’ hesitation in reporting the digital technologies in their
household. For example, parents in Centre D were the only ones to mention that devices were
accessed from the car and at restaurants as well as at the home. The parents appeared
uncomfortable in sharing this information despite being reassured that there was no
judgement associated with collecting the data. Participants were also assured that
pseudonyms would be used to de-identify them, encouraging all to feel confident to share
their experiences.

In the data analysis phase, the main limitation surrounded thematic analysis which is
subjective by nature and includes researcher’s interpretation, which may limited the
transferability of results. Overall, thematic analysis as it offered flexibility in line with a
constructivist epistemology. Extra measures were taken to reduce bias. However, the
trustworthiness of the thematic analysis was maximised by prolonged engagement with data,
confirmation through triangulation across data sources and documentation of the analysis
processes through memoing.

The observation schedule was another limitation as it became cumbersome during
classroom observations. The observation schedule could not be applied as planned, in terms
of keeping records of children and educator behaviours. As children’s behaviour cannot be
predicted, the number of behaviours they demonstrated varied too much to keep an accurate
record. This limited the ability to quantify behaviours and therefore the memos provided
evidence for qualitative analysis. The journaled notes mitigated this limitation and provided
sufficient data to proceed with analysis. Each of these limitations was acknowledged before
proceeding as unavoidable challenges of the data gathering process and were mitigated
accordingly. They did not hinder the overall aim of gaining a deeper understanding of the role
of directors, educators, and parents in guiding young children’s engagement with digital

technologies.
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6.7 Future focus

This research suggests that early years educators would benefit from guidance and
professional learning in operating and interacting with digital technologies for and with
young children. Five practical recommendations include: 1) the greater incorporation of
digital technology pedagogies into existing early years education courses, 2) support for
professional development opportunities to ensure continuous upskilling of educators, 3) the
development of guiding principles to inform digital technology policy in early years centres,
4) the provision of best practice and support material online available to all centres regardless
of size and resources, and 5) continuing iterative research to inform the early years sector on
issues related to children’s digital technology use. Each recommendation is based upon
evidence presented in this study, and should be considered by researchers, policymakers,

directors, educators, and parents.

6.8 Final statement

Children are growing up in a digital age that requires them to possess requisite digital skills
and literacy to navigate their world. The adults closest to them are introducing them to digital
devices and content from an early age and in turn are being influenced by children’s growing
awareness and capabilities. This study has focused upon two of the most influential adult
influences in a child’s life, namely their parents, and their educators. Each plays a major role
in guiding children’s interactions with digital technologies, and these interactions are
informed by the attitudes they hold towards digital technologies. The results show that while
parents guide digital technologies in a variety of ways (in most cases successfully), educators
are more challenged in effectively using and monitoring digital technologies in their
classrooms. This is not due to unwillingness from educators, but rather a lack of guidance
that ensure digital technologies are used in meaningful, educational, and creatives way by,
with and for young children in their classrooms.

Accordingly, this study seeks to influence individual behaviour and community
practice by offering insights into digital technology interactions in both the education and
home contexts. This study encourages government policy and regulatory systems to adopt its
guiding principles as a foundation of the establishment of digital technology policies in early
years centres. Childhood is increasingly digitised, children are engaged in online digital
experiences, and technology platforms continue to create content, so there is an increasing
and pressing need to provide guidance and advice to the adults who foster children’s

construction of their digital lives now and into future.
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Appendix A
DIRECTOR PARTICIPANT INFORMATION STATEMENT

HREC Project Number: HRE2020-0608

The role of educators and parents in managing young children’s

Project Title: .
) engagement and safety online

Chief Investigator: Dr. Karen Murcia

Student Researcher: Sinead Wilson

What is the project about?
The proposed research will investigate the digital technologies young children are engaging

with, how parents and educators can best manage children’s active learning with these
technologies while staying safe online. A secondary aim of the research will be to understand
if a correlation exists between technology use in Early Years Centres and technology use in
the family home. Through qualitative analysis of data collected through both observations of
young children, and interviews with the child, their parent/s, and their Early Years educators
the research will present an in-depth investigation into Western Australian children’s use of
digital technologies. This will include an exploration of the opportunities and risks related to
children’s engagement with digital technologies, specifically at three and four years of age.
Research evidence of effective strategies utilised by carers of children could inform
governments and policy makers and enable them to create relevant and up-to-date policies
for Early Years Centres, as well as provide valuable and informed advice to parents.

Who is doing the research?

This project is being conducted by Sinead Wilson. The results of this research project will help
form a Doctor of Philosophy credited by Curtin University and is funded by the University. No
money will be exchanged between you, as the research participant, and Sinead Wilson, as the
researcher.

Why am | being asked to take part and what will | have to do?

The research will include interviews of both parents and educators of three- and four-year
olds who attend one of four predetermined Early Years Centres. The first part of the project
involves the researcher observing the child’s interaction with digital technologies in their Early
Years Centre. The observations will take place in the child’s classroom, without any
interference to their normal everyday activities. Photos will be taken (on a smart phone) to
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capture the children using digital technologies and as evidence of their behaviour for later
analysis. Every photo will be taken (by the researcher) to maximise anonymity, from a bird’s
eye view, focusing specifically on the child’s hands and activities.

The second part of the project will involve one-to-one confidential interviews with the
researcher (child, parent, educator and you as Director). We anticipate this interview will take
between 20 — 90 minutes (the children’s interviews will take considerably less time,
approximately 15 minutes, or according to the activity they are engaging with). The interview
will be semi- structured, but we are mostly interested in hearing your perspective on the
topic. For you as the Director, the interview will take place at your Early Years Centre or in a
neutral setting — whichever is most agreeable for you. As part of the interview process, the
researcher will keep an audio recording so the conversation can be revisited at a later stage
if needed. If you agree, the researcher may also take some notes while you are answering
your interview questions. Following every interview, the researcher will make a full written
copy of the interview. The process for the children’s parents and educators will be similar and
they will be provided with all the information pertaining to the research.

The researcher will ask for your assistance in recruitment of both educators and parents. This
may involve an email out to all children’s parents, or permission to disseminate a hard copy
flyer, inclusive of the information relevant to their participation in the research. The
researcher will work with you to determine the best strategy for your Early Years Centre.

Are there any benefits’ to being in the research project?

This research hopes to improve our understanding of what devices three- and four-year olds
choose to engage with and why, what most parents and educators deem concerning around
the risks involved with allowing young children online, and what mediation strategies work
well for children engaging online. This information may inform policies for Early Years Centres,
the Australian Government, and you, as parents and educators of three- and four-year olds in
Western Australian society.

Are there any risks, side-effects, discomforts or inconveniences from being in the research

project?
There are no foreseeable risks involving your, the educators, the parent, or the child’s

participation in this research project. Please know that you can end your participation in the
research. at any time if you so choose.

Who will have access to my information?

All stored information pertaining to either the observation or interview notes will be
anonymised so participants cannot be identified through the results section of the PhD thesis.
Only the researcher will have the ability to match your name if it is necessary to do so for any
reason. Any information collected will be treated as confidential and used only in this project
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unless otherwise specified. However, in the event of an audit or investigation, the information
may be shared with staff from the Curtin University Office of Research and Development.

Electronic data will be password-protected and hard copy data (including audio recordings)
will be stored securely. The information collected in this study will be kept under secure
conditions at Curtin University for seven years after the research has ended and then it will
be destroyed. Lastly, the results of this research may be presented at conferences or
published in professional journals. Again, no participants in this study will be identified in any
results that are presented or published.

Will you tell me the results of the research?

If you opt in, you will be provided with a summary of the results and some advice around the
favourable mediation strategies used to manage children’s engagement and safety online.
This information can be emailed directly to your email address should you provide it to the
researcher. Results will not be individualised but based on all the information collected and
reviewed as part of the research.

Do | have to take part in the research project?
Your participation in this research project is completely voluntary. You can withdraw your

participation at any phase of the research with no explanation or reason. Your participation,
or withdrawal if elected, will not affect your relationship with Curtin University, staff or
colleagues.

Further information

If you decide to take part in this research, it will require a signed a consent form. Submitting
a signed consent form indicates your willingness to participate in the research, that you
understand the requirements of your involvement in the project and that you are happy to
have your information used as described. Please take your time to consider your participation
and ask any questions you have before signing the form. You will be provided with your own
copy of this information statement and the consent form.

The Curtin University Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) have approved this study
(HREC number 2020-0608). Should you wish to discuss the study with someone not directly
involved, in particular, any matters concerning the conduct of the study or your rights as a
participant, or you wish to make a confidential complaint, you may contact the Ethics Officer
on (08) 9266 9223 or the Manager, Research Integrity on (08) 9266 7093 or email
hrec@curtin.edu.au. If you have any further questions or would like to contact the researcher,

please email sinead.wilson@postgrad.curtin.edu.au.
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Appendix B
DIRECTOR CONSENT FORM

HREC Project Number: | HRE2020-0608

The role of educators and parents in managing young children’s

Project Title: i
J engagement and safety online

Chief Investigator: Dr. Karen Murcia
Student researcher: Sinead Wilson
Version Number: 1

Version Date: 23/10/2020

| understand that this project has been approved by Curtin University Human Research
Ethics Committee and will be carried out in line with the National Statement on Ethical
Conduct in Human Research (2007).

| know that | don’t have to be involved in this project, but | would like to be.

| voluntarily consent to take part in this research project.

| have read the Information Statement provided to me and | understand its contents.

| understand | will receive a copy of the Information Statement and this Consent Form.

| believe | understand the purpose, extent and possible risks of my involvement in this
project.

| know that | will be participating in an interview as part of the project.

| understand that the interview will be transcribed into written format, and the notes will
be kept according to Curtin University guidelines.

| understand that | am able to withdraw my participation at any time. If | choose to leave
the study, any information collected will be used unless | direct otherwise.

| have had an opportunity to ask questions and | am satisfied with the answers | have
received.

| understand that | need to sign my name in the space below, prior to my participation in
the project.

| understand that | may be asked to disseminate information to parents to assist the
researcher in recruiting participants.
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Further to these points, | agree/ do not agree to the following:

|:|Ido

|:|Idonot

consent to being audio-recorded

|:|Ido

|:|Idonot

consent to be contacted about future research projects
that are related to this project

[ ]1do

[ ]1donot

consent to the storage and use of my information in
future ethically approved research projects related to this
project

Participant Name

Participant Signature

Date

Declaration by researcher: | have supplied an Information Statement and Consent Form to

the participant who has signed above, and believe that they understand the purpose, extent
and possible risks of their involvement in this project.

Researcher Name

Sinead Wilson

Researcher
Signature

Date
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Appendix C
EDUCATOR PARTICIPANT INFORMATION STATEMENT

HREC Project Number: | HRE2020-0608

The role of educators and parents in managing young children’s

Project Title: )
J engagement and safety online

Chief Investigator: Dr. Karen Murcia

Student Researcher: Sinead Wilson

What is the project about?

The proposed research will investigate the digital technologies young children are engaging
with, how parents and educators can best manage children’s active learning with these
technologies while staying safe online. A secondary aim of the research will be to understand
if a correlation exists between technology use in Early Years Centres and technology use in
the family home. Through qualitative analysis of data collected through both observations of
young children, and interviews with the child, their parent/s, and their Early Years educators
the research will present an in-depth investigation into Western Australian children’s use of
digital technologies. This will include an exploration of the opportunities and risks related to
children’s engagement with digital technologies, specifically at three and four years of age.
Research evidence of effective strategies utilised by carers of children could inform
governments and policy makers and enable them to create relevant and up-to-date policies
for Early Years Centres, as well as provide valuable and informed advice to parents.

Who is doing the research?
This project is being conducted by Sinead Wilson. The results of this research project will help

form a Doctor of Philosophy credited by Curtin University and is funded by the University. No
money will be exchanged between you, as the research participant, and Sinead Wilson, as the
researcher.

Why am | being asked to take part and what will | have to do?

The research will include interviews of both parents and educators of three- and four-year
olds who attend one of four predetermined Early Years Centres. The first part of the project
involves the researcher observing the child’s interaction with digital technologies in their Early
Years Centre. The observations will take place in the child’s classroom, without any
interference of your normal everyday activities. Photos will be taken (on a smart phone) to
capture the children using digital technologies and as evidence of their behaviour for later
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analysis. Every photo will be taken (by the researcher) to maximise anonymity, from a bird’s
eye view, focusing specifically on the child’s hands and activities.

The second part of the project will involve one-to-one confidential interviews with the
researcher (parent and educator). We anticipate this interview will take between 20 — 90
minutes (the children’s interviews will take considerably less time, approximately 15 minutes,
or according to the activity they are engaging with). The interview will be semi- structured,
but we are mostly interested in hearing your perspective on the topic. For you as the
educator, the interview will take place at your Early Years Centre or in a neutral setting —
whichever is most agreeable for you. As part of the interview process, the researcher will keep
an audio recording so the conversation can be revisited at a later stage if needed. If you agree,
the researcher may also take some notes while you are answering your interview questions.
Following every interview, the researcher will make a full written copy of the interview. The
process for the children’s parents will be similar and they will be provided with all the
information pertaining to the research.

Are there any benefits’ to being in the research project?

This research hopes to improve our understanding of what devices three- and four-year olds
choose to engage with and why, what most parents and educators deem concerning around
the risks involved with allowing young children online, and what mediation strategies work
well for children engaging online. This information may inform policies for Early Years Centres,
the Australian Government, and you, as parents and educators of three- and four-year olds in
Western Australian society.

Are there any risks, side-effects, discomforts or inconveniences from being in the research
project?
There are no foreseeable risks involving your, the parent, or the child’s participation in this

research project. Please know that you can end your participation in the research. at any time
if you so choose.

Who will have access to my information?

All stored information pertaining to either the observation or interview notes will be
anonymised so participants cannot be identified through the results section of the PhD thesis.
Only the researcher will have the ability to match your name if it is necessary to do so for any
reason. Any information collected will be treated as confidential and used only in this project
unless otherwise specified. However, in the event of an audit or investigation, the information
may be shared with staff from the Curtin University Office of Research and Development.

Electronic data will be password-protected and hard copy data (including audio recordings)

will be stored securely. The information collected in this study will be kept under secure

conditions at Curtin University for seven years after the research has ended and then it will
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be destroyed. Lastly, the results of this research may be presented at conferences or
published in professional journals. Again, no participants in this study will be identified in any
results that are presented or published.

Will you tell me the results of the research?

If you opt in, you will be provided with a summary of the results and some advice around the
favourable mediation strategies used to manage children’s engagement and safety online.
This information can be emailed directly to your email address should you provide it to the
researcher. Results will not be individualised but based on all the information collected and
reviewed as part of the research.

Do | have to take part in the research project?
Your participation in this research project is completely voluntary. You can withdraw your

participation at any phase of the research with no explanation or reason. Your participation,
or withdrawal if elected, will not affect your relationship with Curtin University, staff or
colleagues.

Further information

If you decide to take part in this research, it will require a signed a consent form. Submitting
a signed consent form indicates your willingness to participate in the research, that you
understand the requirements of your involvement in the project and that you are happy to
have your information used as described. Please take your time to consider your participation
and ask any questions you have before signing the form. You will be provided with your own
copy of this information statement and the consent form.

The Curtin University Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) have approved this study
(HREC number 2020-0608). Should you wish to discuss the study with someone not directly
involved, in particular, any matters concerning the conduct of the study or your rights as a
participant, or you wish to make a confidential complaint, you may contact the Ethics Officer
on (08) 9266 9223 or the Manager, Research Integrity on (08) 9266 7093 or email
hrec@curtin.edu.au. If you have any further questions or would like to contact the researcher,

please email sinead.wilson@postgrad.curtin.edu.au.
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Appendix D

E

DUCATOR CONSENT FORM

HREC Project Number: | HRE2020-0608

The role of educators and parents in managing young children’s

Project Title: i
J engagement and safety online

Chief Investigator: Dr. Karen Murcia
Student researcher: Sinead Wilson
Version Number: 1

Version Date: 23/10/2020

| understand that this project has been approved by Curtin University Human Research
Ethics Committee and will be carried out in line with the National Statement on Ethical
Conduct in Human Research (2007).

| know that | don’t have to be involved in this project, but | would like to be.

| voluntarily consent to take part in this research project.

| have read the Information Statement provided to me and | understand its contents.

| understand | will receive a copy of the Information Statement and this Consent Form.

| believe | understand the purpose, extent and possible risks of my involvement in this
project.

| know that | will be participating in an interview as part of the project.

| understand that the interview will be transcribed into written format, and the notes will
be kept according to Curtin University guidelines.

| understand that | am able to withdraw my participation at any time. If | choose to leave
the study, any information collected will be used unless | direct otherwise.

| have had an opportunity to ask questions and | am satisfied with the answers | have
received.

| understand that | need to sign my name in the space below, prior to my participation in
the project.
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Further to these points, | agree/ do not agree to the following:

|:|Ido

|:|Idonot

consent to being audio-recorded

|:|Ido

[ ]1donot

consent to be contacted about future research projects
that are related to this project

|:|Ido

|:|Idonot

consent to the storage and use of my information in
future ethically approved research projects related to this
project

Participant Name

Participant Signature

Date

Declaration by researcher: | have supplied an Information Statement and Consent Form to

the participant who has signed above, and believe that they understand the purpose, extent
and possible risks of their involvement in this project.

Researcher Name

Sinead Wilson

Researcher
Signature

Date
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Appendix E
PARENT INFORMATION STATEMENT

HREC Project Number: | HRE2020-0608

The role of educators and parents in managing young children’s

Project Title: )
J engagement and safety online

Chief Investigator: Dr. Karen Murcia

Student Researcher: Sinead Wilson

What is the project about?

The proposed research will investigate the digital technologies young children are engaging
with, how parents and educators can best manage children’s active learning with these
technologies while staying safe online. A secondary aim of the research will be to understand
if a correlation exists between technology use in Early Years Centres and technology use in
the family home. Through qualitative analysis of data collected through both observations of
young children, and interviews with the child, their parent/s, and their Early Years educators
the research will present an in-depth investigation into Western Australian children’s use of
digital technologies. This will include an exploration of the opportunities and risks related to
children’s engagement with digital technologies, specifically at three and four years of age.
Research evidence of effective strategies utilised by carers of children could inform
governments and policy makers and enable them to create relevant and up-to-date policies
for Early Years Centres, as well as provide valuable and informed advice to parents.

Who is doing the research?
This project is being conducted by Sinead Wilson. The results of this research project will help

form a Doctor of Philosophy credited by Curtin University and is funded by the University. No
money will be exchanged between you, as the research participant, and Sinead Wilson, as the
researcher.

Why am | being asked to take part and what will | have to do?

The research will include interviews of both parents and educators of three- and four-year
olds who attend one of four predetermined Early Years Centres. If you would allow, part of
your consent will grant permission for the researcher to also interview your child to ascertain
their understanding of digital technologies and if applicable, online safety. The first part of
the project involves the researcher observing your child’s interaction with digital technologies
in their Early Years Centre. The observations will take place in the child’s classroom, without

any interference of their normal everyday activities as set by the Educators. Photos will be
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taken (on a smart phone) to capture the children using digital technologies and as evidence
of their behaviour, for later analysis. Every photo will be taken (by the researcher) to maximise
anonymity, from a bird’s eye view, focusing specifically on the child’s hands and activities.

The second part of the project will involve a one-to-one, confidential interview with the
researcher. We anticipate this interview will take between 20 — 90 minutes (the children’s
interviews will take considerably less time, approximately 15 minutes, or according to the
activity they are engaging with). The interview will be semi- structured, but we are mostly
interested in hearing your perspective on the topic. For you as the parent/s, the study will
take place at your family home, at your child’s Early Years Centre or in a neutral setting —
whichever is most agreeable for you. As part of the interview process, the researcher will keep
an audio recording so the conversation can be revisited at a later stage if needed. If you agree,
the researcher may also take some notes while you are answering your interview questions.
Following every interview, the researcher will make a full written copy of the interview.

Are there any benefits’ to being in the research project?

This research hopes to improve our understanding of what devices three- and four-year olds
choose to engage with and why, what most parents and educators deem concerning around
the risks involved with allowing young children online, and what mediation strategies work
well for children engaging online. This information may inform policies for Early Years Centres,
the Australian Government, and you, as parents and educators of three- and four-year olds in
Western Australian society.

Are there any risks, side-effects, discomforts or inconveniences from being in the research

project?
There are no foreseeable risks involving your, or your child’s participation in this research

project. Please know that you can end your participation in the research. at any time if you so
choose.

Who will have access to my information?

All stored information pertaining to either the observation or interview notes will be
anonymised so that you, or your child/ren, cannot be identified through the results section of
the PhD thesis. Only the researcher will have the ability to match your name if it is necessary
to do so for any reason. Any information collected will be treated as confidential and used
only in this project unless otherwise specified. However, in the event of an audit or
investigation, the information may be shared with staff from the Curtin University Office of
Research and Development.

Electronic data will be password-protected and hard copy data (including audio recordings)
will be stored securely. The information collected in this study will be kept under secure
conditions at Curtin University for seven years after the research has ended and then it will
be destroyed. Lastly, the results of this research may be presented at conferences or
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published in professional journals. Again, no participants in this study will be identified in any
results that are presented or published.

Will you tell me the results of the research?

If you opt in, you will be provided with a summary of the results and some advice around the
favourable mediation strategies used to manage children’s engagement and safety online.
This information can be emailed directly to your email address should you provide it to the
researcher. Results will not be individualised but based on all the information collected and
reviewed as part of the research.

Do | have to take part in the research project?

Your participation in this research project is completely voluntary. You can withdraw your
participation at any phase of the research with no explanation or reason. Your participation,
or withdrawal if elected, will not affect your relationship with Curtin University, staff or
colleagues.

Further information

If you decide to take part in this research, it will require a signed a consent form. Submitting
a signed consent form indicates your willingness to participate in the research, that you
understand the requirements of your, and your child’s involvement in the project and that
you are happy to have your information used as described. Please take your time to consider
your participation and ask any questions you have before signing the form. You will be
provided with your own copy of this information statement and the consent form.

The Curtin University Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) have approved this study
(HREC number 2020-0608). Should you wish to discuss the study with someone not directly
involved, in particular, any matters concerning the conduct of the study or your rights as a
participant, or you wish to make a confidential complaint, you may contact the Ethics Officer
on (08) 9266 9223 or the Manager, Research Integrity on (08) 9266 7093 or email
hrec@curtin.edu.au. If you have any further questions or would like to contact the researcher,

please email sinead.wilson@postgrad.curtin.edu.au.
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Appendix F
PARENT CONSENT FORM

HREC Project Number: | HRE2020-0608

The role of educators and parents in managing young children’s

Project Title: )
J engagement and safety online

Chief Investigator: Dr. Karen Murcia
Student researcher: Sinead Wilson
Version Number: 1

Version Date: 23/10/2020

| understand that this project has been approved by Curtin University Human Research
Ethics Committee and will be carried out in line with the National Statement on Ethical
Conduct in Human Research (2007).

| know that | don’t have to be involved in this project, but | would like to be.

| voluntarily consent to take part in this research project.

| have read the Information Statement provided to me and | understand its contents.

| understand | will receive a copy of the Information Statement and this Consent Form.

| believe | understand the purpose, extent and possible risks of my involvement in this
project.

| know that | will be participating in an interview as part of the project.

| understand that the interview will be transcribed into written format, and the notes will
be kept according to Curtin University guidelines.

| understand that | am able to withdraw my participation at any time. If | choose to leave
the study, any information collected will be used unless | direct otherwise.

| understand that any photos taken of my child anonymously, and may be used in the
researchers PhD thesis, or in future publications.

| understand that my child will be interviewed and their interaction with digital
technologies will be observed by the researcher.

| have had an opportunity to ask questions and | am satisfied with the answers | have
received.

| understand that | need to sign my name in the space below, prior to my participation in
the project.
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Further to these points, | agree/ do not agree to the following:

|:|Ido

|:|Idonot

consent to being audio-recorded

|:|Ido

|:|Idonot

consent to photographs being taken of my child

[ ]1do

[ ]1donot

consent to be contacted about future research projects
that are related to this project

|:|Ido

|:|Idonot

consent to the storage and use of my information in
future ethically approved research projects related to this
project

Participant Name

Participant Signature

Date

Declaration by researcher: | have supplied an Information Statement and Consent Form to

the participant who has signed above, and believe that they understand the purpose, extent
and possible risks of their involvement in this project.

Researcher Name

Sinead Wilson

Researcher
Signature

Date
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1. What is your personal view on young children’s use of digital technologies?

Appendix G
Interview Question Schedule: Director Questions

2. Do you have any concerns or worries around their use of digital technologies?

3. Do you value the availability of digital technology learning experiences for the
children in your Centre?

What digital technologies do you use/ allow the use of in your Centre?

5. Do they require online access? If so, which ones? Does your Centre have a high-
speed connection to the internet?

Does your Centre hold a digital technology policy? What does it cover?

7. Inthe past year, have you conducted a review into your Centres use of digital
technology? What was the catalyst for this review?

8. Equity issues around access, affordability, and the need for computer literacy of
early childhood teachers and faculty are sometime barriers for early childhood
programs and professionals. What limitations, if any, has your Centre faced for
implementing or providing access to digital technologies?

9. Does your Centre utilise digital technologies for communication between your
Educators and parents? In what ways do you find they’re useful?

10. Are there any obvious conflicts or tension within your staff around their belief of
what digital technologies should be used for?

11. Are you aware of any staff concerns around the expectation of using digital
technologies to implement the curriculum, or for using digital technologies as a
teaching medium?

12. Do you have any final comments around either the positive or negative factors
associated with digital technologies and their presence in your Centre?
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Appendix H
Interview Question Schedule: Educator Questions

1.

10.
11.

12.
13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.
22.

How would you define digital technologies? What do you personally use digital
technologies for?

What is your personal view on young children’s use of digital technologies?

In your opinion, what are the positive aspects associated with young children’s use
of digital technologies?

In your opinion, what are the negative aspects associated with young children’s use
of digital technologies?

Types of digital technologies

Do the children have access to digital technologies in their classroom room? What
digital technologies do they have access to?

Which of the available digital technologies require online access?

Are the children engaging with digital technologies every day? How long per day
(typically) do the children spend engaging with digital technologies?

In what ways are the digital technologies monitored? Do they have software, ad
blockers, or monitoring enablers installed?

Parents and digital technologies

Does the Centre report the children’s digital technology use to parents? If so, in what
way?

Does the Centre use digital technologies to communicate with parents?

Do you believe that digital technologies enable regular communication between
educators and families about children’s learning, development and daily routines?
Do you believe that Educators in Early Childhood settings should be able to support
parents in understanding appropriate at home practices with their child’s use of
digital technologies?

Have you had conversations with parents around their child’s use of digital
technologies? What are the typical comments that arise from these conversations?
Do you believe that permission should be sort from both young children and their
families to use as digital documentation (including photographs for sharing on any
digital platform)?

Does your Centre seek permission from parents if they use digital documentation
methods?

Do you believe that children should have access to the same types of digital
technologies that they experience in the home?

Have there been any instances of conflicting views of the Centres use of digital
technology with parents? What was the outcome?

Children’s skills

How would you define children’s digital literacy?

What digital literacies do you observe the children demonstrating whilst engaging
with the technologies?
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23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.
30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.
39.

40.

41.

Curtin University

Do the children have opportunity to engage with digital technologies that foster
social interaction? Which devices or digital activities do you find encourages social
interaction the most?

How does digital technology affect the social engagement of children using it at the
time?

Do you believe that children should have choice and agency when playing and
learning with digital technologies?

What experiences has the use of digital technologies opened up to your learners?
What experiences has the use of digital technologies taken away from your learners?
What have you noticed in children's attention span when engaging with digital
technology?

Concerns and worries

Do you have any concerns or worries around young children’s use of digital
technologies?

Has it ever occurred that a child is exposed to inappropriate or harmful content
while accessing digital technologies in the Centre? What happened and how was the
situation dealt with?

Have there been any instances of functional or dysfunctional imaginative play that
have been a direct result of engaging with digital technology?

Your experience with digital technologies in the classroom

Have you used digital technologies as a research tool with children?

Have you incorporated your learner’s ability to engage with digital literacy as a
resource, as an expectation for children to be 'school ready’?

In your experience have you used digital technology to focus a group, or class of
children? How was this done?

Have you used the use of digital technology for your learners as an incentive or a
reward?

Your Early Years Centre

Do you believe that new and innovative digital technologies should be brought into
the learning environment so Educators and children can learn how to use them?

In your opinion, could your Centre utilise further digital technologies for the
children’s use? What could you recommend?

Is there anything further you’d like to share with me about your views on children’s
digital technology use?
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Appendix |
Interview Question Schedule: Parent Questions

General

1. Does your child have access to digital technologies at home? Apart from the
smartphone, what other technological devices do you have at home?

2. According to you what is/are your child favourite device(s)? Why? What do they do
with it/them?

3. At what age could the child operate a device on their own (Eg. iPad, smartphone,
tablet)? What digital technology did they utilise/ learn first?

4. Did anybody teach him/her?

5. Can your child turn on a device and do they know/ have passwords?

6. Which devices can he/she use with someone else’s help (e.g. because they are difficult
to use)?

7. Does your child have their own digital device, or do they share with a sibling, and/ or
others?

8. Do they have access to your devices? If so, what does he/ she do with it?

9. How long per day (typically) does your child spend engaging with digital technologies?
How many hours do you estimate your child spends online a week? 0-2 hours, 2-4
hours, 4- 6 hours, 6+ hours.

10. How much of this time is passive? Eg. watching videos.

11. How much of this time is interactive? Eg. chatting with friends.

12. What is the remaining time utilised for?

13. Do the available digital technologies require online access? In which device does
he/she usually use the internet?

14. In your knowledge, what does your child access or do online?

15. Does your child play any online games? Which one(s)?

16. In which device does he/she usually play these game(s)?

17. Does your child take pictures, record videos or sounds with devices? Do they or you
share them or upload them on the internet? Do they create or curate other content?

18. Do you use any digital technology to encourage, stimulate, and/or educate your child?

19. Does your child have access to digital technologies at their Early Years Centre? What
device(s) can they access?

Social interaction

20. Does your child interact with anyone else online? Eg. multiplayer games, YouTube
commenting, social media.

21. In what ways can they, or do they interact with others using digital technologies?

Parent mediation

22. Does your child use all device(s) everywhere (at home, at school, at restaurants, etc.)?
Do you say how long, when or where your child can use their device/s or play games?
If so, why?

23. Are you currently employing any methods to reduce your child’s time engaging with
digital technologies? Eg. search history or software installed on the device/s your child
uses to block inappropriate content.

24. What are the main limitations you face in being able to monitor their technology use?
Eg. Limitations of time, space, energy and finance (Livingstone et al., 2015).
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26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.
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Do you have family rules around digital technology use? If there are rules who created
the rules?

Did you discuss, negotiate them? Does your child follow them? What happens if they
do not follow the rules?

Do you talk to XX to try to guide how they go online or what they might do online?
Are there particular things you encourage XX to do or explore online?

Would you like them to do more of something online?

Do you sometimes sit with your child/ren while they go online? Or just stay nearby to
keep an eye on what they do online? If so, why? Do they use these devices on their
own or are you present when they want to use it?

Are there activities that you and your child do together online? Why (do you perform
these activities together (and not others)?

If relevant, do you limit their application downloads? Do they have to seek your
permission before downloading anything onto a device?

Does your child/ has your child ever spent any real money on app upgrades or
downloads either intentionally or unintentionally?

When your child goes to a friend's house/ playdates/ have access to digital devices
that aren’t yours/ their own, are you aware of what they access? How do you learn
what they’re accessing when away from your home and supervision?

Parent concerns

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

Do you think any technologies are particularly “positive” or “negative” for your
children? Which ones? Why?

Are you worried in any ways about your children’s experiences with new (online)
technologies (e.g. children spending too much time, fear of your child being contacted
by strangers, etc.)? Why?

How important do you think are digital technologies for your children?

How important are digital technologies for you? And for family life?

Do you think that your children’s use of digital technologies interfere in any way
(positive and/or negative) with family life? (E.g. family interaction is decreasing).

Do you feel that family parenthood is helped or influenced or affected in any ways by
the use of digital technologies at home? How?

Do you feel that your child benefits from using any of these technologies? Which ones?
Why?

Do you have any worries or concerns about your child using these technologies? Or
about the use of digital technologies at home? If you do, what do you do about it?
What are the main worries associated with online activity? (Eg. spending too long on
one activity, staring at the screen, behaving badly when the device is taken away, etc.).

Personal experience with online safety

43.
44,

45,

46.

How many hours per day do you use digital technologies?

Have you yourself ever been confronted with something inappropriate? What did you
do?

Has anyone in your family experienced a positive/ exciting/ enlightening situation
online? What happened?

Has anyone in your family experienced a difficult/ unpleasant situation online? What
happened?

258



Curtin University

47. Most parents will download learning apps e.g. spelling and reading focused apps, as
the child approaches school age. Has the type of app you download for your child
changed over time?

48. Parent media use is a strong predictor of child media habits (Jago et al. 2012). Parents
and caregivers play an important role in modelling optimal behaviours for their
children in general, including when it comes to the consumption and use of media. Do
you see yourself as a role model for your child’s technology use?

If there’s time:
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Appendix J
Interview Question Schedule: Child Questions

Children are little aware of what internet is, what ‘online’ means, what risks they can
encounter or the benefits they can gain. Children see digital technology as fun and source of
entertainment. Talking about these devices and observing children interact with them is also
a great opportunity to find out about the child's perceptions of digital technologies.

The questions asked will be determined by the activity the child is engaging with.

1. What can you show me? Observe/ listen to what a child is able to do on different
devices. Prompt the child to show you what he/she can do on X device.

What are you watching?

What can you do?

Does mummy or daddy ever tell you have to stop doing something?

Does your teacher help you?

Does your mummy or dad or sister or brother help you?

Are you good at it?

NouhswnN
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Observation Schedule: Types of behaviours expected to be exhibited by children and
educators engaging with digital technologies in their education context.

Child’s Behaviour

Type

Physical movement

Breathing hard / strenuous activity
Eg. playing a dance step game on an electronic dance mat,
jumping, skipping, climbing

Fine motor skills

Pinching, dragging, pointing on device

Scrolling through different screens

Moving according to activity requirements

Sitting/ sedentary

No movement for longer than a minute

Posture

Lies on stomach

Crawling/ moving

Sitting- legs straight out

Standing- bench or low table

Vision

Device closer than arm’s length to eyes

Emotion

Happy/ satisfied

Disappointed

Frustrated (Eg. tantrums or reluctance to join other activities)

Other emotion

On the device

Turns device on/ off

Pop ups. Child presses ‘X’ to close the pop up

Identifies certain icons (Apps, Google etc.)

Manages activities/ transitions between activities

Selects specific games / apps

Finds pictures/ videos/ information on device

Interaction with peers

Social conversation with peer re. the activity on the device, or
the device itself

Social interaction with peer separate to digital technology

Physical contact with peer

Instructs a peer on how to do activity

Follows directions of peer

Demonstrates activity to peers

Multimodal representation
E.g. Talks and uses pictures to share ideas, acting out in offline
play what was seen or experienced on the digital device etc.

External resources

Uses materials

Eg. If children are coding, they are using multiple items to
complete the task

Drawing the sequence of an experience

Sequencing photos

Re-telling coding actions/story

Other skills

Decomposes (breaks down) the steps needed to solve a
problem into a precise sequence of instructions

Educator’s Behaviour

Type
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Outlines time allowed/ remaining on device

Allows children to have agency with digital device

Helps plan when the child can return to the activity if not
cooperative at end of designated time

Distraction technique- educator uses device as an attempt
made to distract the child from their feelings

Educator conversation with the child

Eg. Talking with the child about respectful interactions with
other people including avoiding name calling and teasing,
promoting turn taking

Demonstration of activity

Asks child to explain what they are doing. Learning
conversations. Child’s ideas and voice is heard.

Uses guiding questions to scaffold children’s play/learning
with a digital technology
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