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Summary

This chapter focuses on early childhood learning and, in particular, on why it is
important to educate young children about the natural environment and about how to
relate to it in a way that would preserve its integrity in the interests of both present and
future generations.

Although educational psychologists hold differing views on how young children learn,
it is generally agreed that early childhood is the ideal time for learning not least because
young children have fresh, uncluttered minds as well as strong natural curiosity to learn.
Discussion begins with a consideration of the three classic approaches to child learning
— the empiricist, nativist and interactionist approaches — of which the last is widely
accepted as being the most realistic. The importance of learning in early childhood is
then discussed with reference to the highly relevant issues of parenting, motivation and
the nature of the learning process itself.

In subsequent discussion it is argued that how we treat nature and the environment is
fundamentally determined by our attitude to it, and that our attitude is shaped by our
moral values. Therefore, if we are serious about protecting the environment and in
achieving at least an acceptable degree of sustainable development in the interests of
both present and future generations, then the prevailing exploitative attitude to nature
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must give way to one of respect, care and prudent husbandry. It is also argued that this
can only be achieved by instilling appropriate moral values in children that would
endure throughout their life. But who is, or ought to be, responsible for instilling and
nurturing these values in children? Given the pace of social changes now taking place in
practically all societies due to pervasive globalization and other factors, it is argued that
teachers should take greater responsibility to this end.

It is a fact that educational psychology has evolved, and is evolving, in the particular
context of western societies, and the general tendency is to apply it to other societies
without adequately taking into account important socio-cultural differences. Obviously
this approach is fraught with danger. On the other hand, in many societies there are
deeply embedded religious and philosophical traditions, mythology and legends that
could be gainfully invoked to instill and reinforce moral values in young minds to
respect nature and the environment. These and other germane issues are also discussed
in this article.

1. Approaches to Early Childhood Education

There are three different approaches to early childhood (1-8 years) education (Bruce,
1997). One of these, called the empiricist approach, views the child as an ‘empty vessel’
to be filled with knowledge, information and skKills, or asa “lump of clay’ to be molded
into shape, meaning that in adulthood he or she will have imbibed the value-system,
attitudes and behavior specific to his or her society and culture. The objective is to guide
the development of the child to adulthood in accordance with the moral values and
nuances specific to his or her society and culture. In this approach, derived from the
philosophy of John Locke (1632-1704) and later promoted by psychologist Watson
(1878-1958) and others, children are taught life-skills in a step-by-step fashion by
ensuring that they become creatures of habit as it were.

At the other extreme, what is called the nativist approach views the child as one
biologically pre-programmed to behave in certain ways (presumably determined by his
or her genetic inheritance). In other words, knowledge is innate. This view, influenced
by the ideas of the French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), does not
adequately acknowledge the impact of external factors (such as socio-cultural, climatic
and other factors) on the development of children. Interestingly, this view resonates
with that of René Descartes (1596-1650), himself a nativist, that all lesser animals are
‘automata’ in the sense that they are biologically pre-programmed to behave in the way
they do.

There have been periods when the empiricist approach was dominant, mainly in the
USA, while the nativist approach gained favor at different periods primarily in Europe.
However, both these approaches are obviously constructs advanced as approximations
to what the true nature of education in early childhood is or ought to be, and, not
surprisingly, both have been the subject of well-founded criticism. Typically, Gardner
(1983) takes the view that it would be wrong, if not dangerous, to adopt either of these
approaches exclusively or ideologically, not least because this could deter or even
prevent the search for more effective approaches to early childhood education and
modalities for their implementation.
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The other approach, called the interactionist approach, originated from the ideas of
philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). It is actually a combination of the empiricist
and nativist approaches, because it views children partly as ‘empty vessels’ and partly
pre-programmed. This approach is in line with recent advances in the science of
genetics confirming that while a part of how children (and adults for that matter) behave
is determined by their genetic inheritance (biological pre-programming), the physical
environment as well as external stimuli plays a significant role in shaping behavior too.
However, there is dispute over how much of behavior is inherited and how much of it is
determined by external environmental factors. This dispute is responsible for the on-
going nature versus nurture debate among psychologists.

In this context it is instructive to consider the ‘subject’ as a ‘system’. If the system is
subjected to external stimuli, it would respond (behave) in its characteristic way
depending on its physical, chemical or biological properties. For example, consider the
system as a given mass of water and the external stimulus as heat. As the amount of heat
applied to the water increases, system response (behavior) changes (rising temperature
for example), and, in this case when the boiling point is reached or exceeded, even the
physical state of the system changes from liquid to gas (steam). This behavior is
universal in the sense that the temperature of water will always rise as the amount of
heat applied to it is increased. It is hard to imagine a situation when this could not be
true.

Demonstrably, all physical systems are characterized by their stimulus-response (cause-
effect) relationships determined by their physical and/or chemical properties and
ambient conditions. Indeed, much of physics is concerned with the prediction of the
response (behavior) of physical systems subjected to external stimuli. The exercise is to
predict, using theoretical models or experimental observations, how the system would
behave when it is subjected to known external stimuli under given ambient or initial
conditions.

The question is, could we possibly extrapolate such cause-effect relationships to humans
too, and, if so, under what circumstances and to what extent? A heuristic to this would
be to say that humans also exhibit such cause-effect relationships because, other things
being equal, our behavior also deviates from the norm under high or very high
temperature for example. We become more easily irritable and short-tempered.
Presumably this bio-physical trait is pre-programmed in our behavior to ensure our
survival. But, on the other hand, we also exhibit other behavior patterns, learned
through socio-cultural conditioning, that are culture-specific and certainly not universal.
For example, a native Englishman is said to have the ‘tight upper-lip’ syndrome that
prevents him from showing his true feelings even under intense provocation, because in
his culture he has been conditioned to accept that it is bad behavior to do so. However,
there are other cultures in which not to show true feelings is considered strange if not
offensive behavior.

Typically, John Steinbeck’s novel, Grapes of Wrath, gives a vivid portrayal of how
profoundly both individual and group human behavior can change in response to
extreme external stimuli. In this dramatized but historically correct work Steinbeck
shows how an erstwhile “civilized” farming community in mid-western US descended to
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a kind of barbaric behavior under conditions of severe and prolonged drought that
created the infamous ‘dust bowl’ in America. Of course, geneticists may argue with
some justification that such behavior changes caused by external stimuli are also
‘written’ in our genetic code, meaning that we are biologically pre-programmed to
respond to external stimuli in the way we do.

Be that as it may, increasingly educationalists are favoring the interactionist approach to
early childhood education in preference to the empiricist or nativist approach. The main
features of the interactionist approach are (Bruce, 1997):

e It is a much more sophisticated view of the child because it acknowledges the
child’s interaction with external factors and stimuli, as well as interaction within
the child through the senses. Such interactions bring important changes to the
child’s behavioral development.

e It integrates empiricism and nativism, and thus recognizes the two fundamental
components that shape behavior — biological pre-programming and external
factors, in particular the socio-cultural context in which the child grows up.

e It acknowledges the great diversity of both socio-cultural contexts and external

environmental conditions in different geo-political settings that influence the
development of behavior.

e It is not a one-way ‘top-down’ approach in which knowledge flows from adults to
the child (as in the empiricist approach). It is a two-way process in which both
adults and the child participate. Sometimes the adults lead the child’s learning,
and they make sure that the child takes his or her turn to lead the process too.

Bower (1975) claims that in the interactionist approach behavior development occurs as

...... environmental events interacting with maturationally generated behaviours. The
major causal factors in cognitive developments are behaviours interacting with other
behaviours in their application to environmental events.”

Currently the interactionist view of the child may be said to be in ascendancy, and
increasingly it is supported by the findings of both socio-cultural research (Rogoff et al.,
1993) and neurological research (Greenfield, 1996).

As we have already pointed out, at present there is dispute over how much of a child’s
behavior is biologically pre-programmed and how much of it is shaped by external
factors. The other pertinent questions are these: are the relative proportions of the two
(whatever they are) fixed in an individual, or do they change over time? And, are there
interactions between the two with implications for overall behavior?

A consideration of the evolution of the humankind would suggest that the pre-
programmed part has probably grown over time through the storage of coded survival
skills and vital body functions. In other words, it is plausible that as we evolved,
increasingly sophisticated bits of information vital to our body functions and survival
became programmed in our hypothalamus over time, thus creating what are now the
sympathetic and parasympathetic branches of our autonomous nervous system (ANS)
over which we have little or no voluntary control. As for the second question posed
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above, it is clear that our behavior is influenced by our pre-programming. But is the
converse also true? That is, is it possible for one or more traits of learned behavior to
become so crucial to our survival that nature might program it into us (here we
distinguish between ‘habit’ or ‘second nature’ on one hand, and pre-programming into
the ANS on the other). The truth is that at present we do not know the answer to either
of the two questions posed above. We only can surmise.

2. Importance of Education at an Early Age

It is clear that with the passage of time the empty part of the “vessel’ gradually fills up
with received knowledge and information, and, as religious evangelists would confirm,
it is far easier to convert an atheist than one who already subscribes to a particular faith
or belief-system. Because, in the case of the former, the ‘vessel’ is already empty and
therefore easier to fill, while in the case of the latter, the ‘vessel’ must be emptied of
existing knowledge and information before it could be re-filled with new knowledge
and information. The process of emptying and re-filling can be difficult because, as a
child grows up, he or she accumulates life experience and norms and values specific to
his or her socio-cultural context. Also, with advancing years we become set in our ways
and comfortable with what is familiar to us, and so it becomes more and more difficult
for us to change our values or attitudes unless forced to do so by circumstances.

It would follow, therefore, that early childhood is the ideal time for instilling
environmental awareness in children and for educating them on the need to care for and
respect the natural environment instead of exploiting it mindlessly or degrading it. If
done effectively, imaginatively and universally, such education would sustain them
through their lives” sojourn in ways that would ensure that a reasonable global
environmental capital is left behind for future generations.

From the psychological point of view, too, there are important reasons for imparting
environmental education in early childhood, as will be gathered from Section 3.
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