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				Positioning young children as capable beings in informal settlement early childhood development centres

				Abstract

				Traditional teaching methods often overlook young children’s active role in learning, thereby limiting their voices as agents in their own development. This qualitative research study explores how early childhood development (ECD) practitioners position young children as active beings in their own learning experiences. Grounded in constructivist and sociocultural theoretical frameworks and drawing on participatory action learning and action research methodologies, the study enabled four university researchers to collaborate with six ECD practitioners in examining pedagogical approaches that support children’s agency. The participants engaged in three research cycles using dialogues and forum group discussions to express their perspectives on enabling young children as capable beings in their learning journey. The collaborative nature of the study ensured a comprehensive understanding of children’s participation in educational contexts. The findings revealed multifaceted strategies to position young children as active participants and to demonstrate profound respect for their views. Through open-ended questioning techniques, practitioners created meaningful spaces for children to articulate their thoughts and experiences. They intentionally crafted supportive learning environments that facilitated children’s expression while validating their contributions as significant. This study contributes to the expanding discourse on child-centred pedagogies, supporting young children as they develop agency in their own learning. The research provides insights for ECD practitioners seeking to implement more participatory, transformative pedagogies and empowering approaches in early childhood settings. It challenges conventional paradigms that position children as passive recipients of their learning.

				Keywords: Children’s agency, capable beings, constructivist and sociocultural theories, participatory action learning and action research

				Introduction and background

				The United Nations (1989) Convention on the Rights of the Child contributed to growing global awareness of the importance of including children in decision-making on significant matters affecting their lives (Monta et al., 2020). 
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				Advancing their rights to express their views within the educational system freely. In South Africa, the Children’s Act (RSA, 2006) supports the inclusion of children in decision-making. It emphasises that their best interests should be paramount in all matters relating to them. Moreover, the South African National Curriculum Framework (NCF) Department of Basic Education [DBE] (2015) for children from birth to four years of age distinctly recognises young children as competent individuals who should be actively involved in their own learning and development. Young children are positioned as influential decision-makers in their educational journey and accentuated as active agents to be valued and respected, regardless of their individual differences. Therefore, children’s perspectives are increasingly crucial for developing a comprehensive understanding of learning needs that contribute to their holistic development (Hayes, 2024).

				Additionally, Shaw (2019) places children at the forefront of their education and explores alternative ways to listen to and respond to their voices. However, Hayes (2024) argued that a critical gap still exists between pedagogical policies and their implementation in supporting young children’s voices in their own developmental processes. Educational decision-making processes do not always reflect recognition of young children’s views as having great importance (Shaw, 2019). Moreover, Visser et al. (2021) argued that teachers in informal settlements often operate under challenging conditions, still within restrictive structures shaped by rigid routines and traditional beliefs about children. 

				This study sought to examine how ECD practitioners in the informal settlement ECD centres perceive, enact, and support the notion of children as capable beings. The intention was to discover both the possibilities and challenges of transforming ECD practices in the South African context. Therefore, it explored classroom practices and the factors that support children’s agency and competence. The study deliberately adopted a participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) approach because of its transformative potential (Wood, 2020). PALAR enables a more democratic and inclusive research process, allowing all the participants to actively co-construct knowledge, engage in reflection, and drive meaningful educational change. A self-directed group of six ECD practitioners collaborated with four university project team members who are researchers to learn from each other (Wood & Zuber-Skerritt, 2013). The university researchers and the ECD practitioners worked together. 

				Contemporary views on early childhood education

				Contemporary early childhood education has undergone a substantial paradigm shift from traditional, teacher-directed to child-centred approaches that recognise children as active participants in their own learning and development. This shift is grounded in developmental and sociocultural theories that emphasise that children construct knowledge through interaction with their environment and peers (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2019). Child-centred pedagogies value children’s interests, experiences, and voices, allowing learning to emerge organically rather than through rigid curricula (Catalano et al., 2023). Recent literature highlights how such approaches foster children’s autonomy, critical thinking, and social skills by positioning them as competent beings, rather than passive recipients of knowledge (Dahlberg et al., 2020; Omodan, 2021). This perspective encourages the adoption of flexible, responsive teaching strategies that respect children’s individuality and cultural backgrounds, thereby promoting inclusive and meaningful learning environments.
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				Young children as agents of change

				The early childhood sector increasingly emphasises the recognition of young children as active agents in their own development and participation. This perspective is inspired by a growing body of work that seeks to deepen understanding of children’s leading roles in their own learning and social experiences. Moss (2019: 50) asserted that children are “born with immense and unknowable potentiality,” possessing the inherent ability to make meaning of the world from the very beginning of life, actively engaging as subjects rather than being passive recipients. Similarly, Ebrahim (2011) highlighted that young children are knowledgeable, intentional, and skilled actors who employ influential strategies to assert autonomy and contribute meaningfully to life in early childhood settings. The NCF (DBE, 2015) aligns with this view, portraying young children as competent agents who actively participate in and shape their developmental trajectories. This proactive perspective challenges traditional views of children and calls for ECD practitioners and adults working with young children to empower them as strong, powerful, and capable individuals. Children are not only recipients of care and education but also active contributors who negotiate social norms, manage regulations, and assert themselves through various strategies (Jansen van Rensburg & Jansen van Rensburg, 2020). These interactions reflect their ability to connect with adults and peers, positioning themselves as members of a collective community in early childhood centres. Recognising children as agents of change emphasises their role in driving their own development and highlights the importance of creating environments that support and nurture their autonomy and social competence.

				Teacher roles in enabling children’s capabilities

				In the South African early childhood education landscape, practitioners play a critical role in shaping how children are recognised (Harrison, 2022). Shaik and Ebrahim (2015) argued that enabling children’s capabilities means creating environments where young children can express agency, make choices and participate meaningfully in their learning. Teachers who adopt child-centred pedagogies provide opportunities for learners to explore, enquire, and co-construct knowledge, rather than simply comply with teacher-led instruction (Murris, 2016). In practice, this requires ECD practitioners to view children as experienced individuals who are rights holders in their educational journey. When they value children’s perspectives and encourage independence through play and open dialogue, they demonstrate increased confidence, creativity and problem-solving skills (Ebrahim, 2010; Etokabeka et al., 2022). Thus, teachers’ beliefs and attitudes directly impact whether children’s capabilities are supported or repressed.

				Despite policy alignment with progressive early childhood approaches, many practitioners in South Africa face systemic and institutional challenges that hinder the full enactment of capability-enhancing pedagogies. Thus, practitioners who have been poorly trained tend towards overly formalised learning, lack an understanding of the connection between policy and practice, and set unrealistic goals that do not consider the child’s needs (Harrison, 2022). Other studies have revealed that large class sizes, limited resources, and insufficient professional development contribute to teacher-centred approaches that restrict children’s autonomy (Mahadew, 2024; Visser et al., 2021). Moreover, deeply ingrained views of children as dependent or lacking maturity often led practitioners to prioritise discipline and compliance 
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				over exploration and dialogue (Murris, 2016). The NCF (DBE, 2015) advocates for ECD practitioners to create inclusive and participatory learning environments, but without adequate support and training, many struggle to translate these principles into daily practice. Therefore, professional development that challenges deficit-based thinking and equips teachers with tools to recognise and respond to children’s strengths is essential for enabling children’s full capabilities in early education settings.

				Cultural and contextual understandings of capability

				The capabilities approach provides a useful framework for understanding how children’s well-being and agency can be supported in locally meaningful ways (Donald et al., 2014). It highlights the importance of creating environments that enable children to be and do what they value, while also accounting for cultural values and social expectations. Therefore, understanding children’s capabilities is deeply shaped by cultural, social, and contextual factors that influence how childhood is constructed and how competence is recognised. Gordon and Browne (2017) noted that the call to be culturally relevant also resonates in early childhood education, where there is a growing emphasis on early education being both contextually appropriate and culturally responsive. In many Western pedagogies, a capable child is often associated with personalities such as independence and verbal characteristics that may not be emphasised or valued in the same way in African and other non-Western contexts (Nsamenang & Tchombe, 2011). In South Africa, early childhood settings operate within a culturally diverse landscape where differing worldviews on childhood, respect, responsibility, and autonomy exist (Van As et al., 2020). ECD practitioners move beyond narrow developmental norms to acknowledge the diverse ways in which children express knowledge, care, and creativity (Ebrahim & Irvine, 2012). According to Donald et al. (2014), in some communities, young children are expected to demonstrate capability through social responsibility and meaningful contributions to family or community life, rather than solely through academic performance. Therefore, recognising such contextual expressions of competence is essential in creating more inclusive and culturally sustaining pedagogical practices in ECD contexts.

				ECD in informal settlements

				Education in informal settlements presents unique challenges and opportunities for enabling children to become capable humans. Mahadew (2024) noted that ECD in such settings often operates with limited resources, inadequate infrastructure, and varying levels of teacher qualification. Therefore, socioeconomic factors and other related criteria significantly influence educational experiences in informal settlements, which mostly function under very challenging conditions. Mthiyane et al. (2023) documented how, despite these challenges, some ECD practitioners in South African informal settlements have developed transformative pedagogical approaches that build on community strengths and cultural knowledge. They collaborated to share ideas on how they could make positive contributions to their particular community. Furthermore, Hays and Reinders (2020) highlighted individuals’ ability to thrive in complex and challenging situations. This is where supportive relationships and stimulating environments are identified as protective factors, even in adverse circumstances. 

				To overcome the dissimilarities in ECD practices across South Africa, the NCF was developed as a curriculum policy to address these disparities (DBE, 2015; Ebrahim & Irvine, 2012). A key feature of the NCF is its emphasis on teamwork and knowledge sharing among 
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				practitioners as an effective strategy for implementing a successful curriculum (Murris, 2019). Recognising all practitioners as responsible adults in shaping young children’s development, the NCF stresses the importance of their role in fostering proficiency in young children’s proficiency. While the NCF also recognises the challenges faced by practitioners in low-resource communities, it calls for teacher collaboration to ensure quality learning for all young children, regardless of their socioeconomic context (Azzi-Lessing & Schmidt, 2019; Ebrahim et al., 2019). Teachers should collaborate to overcome challenges that can hinder the implementation of effective educational practices. 

				Theoretical framework

				This study is grounded in constructivism and sociocultural theory, complementary theoretical perspectives. These theories provide robust lenses through which to examine how ECD practitioners in informal settlement ECD centres position young children as competent and active agents in their educational journeys. 

				Constructivist theory

				Constructivist theory, initiated by Jean Piaget (1970), focuses on learning and development, viewing children as natural thinkers who actively construct their understanding of the world through direct interaction with their environment and reflection on these experiences (Bada & Olusegun, 2015). In this research, constructivism emphasises creating conditions that foster children’s participation in the learning process (Al-Weher, 2004). Thus, young children are not considered passive recipients of information, but active builders of their own understanding. In informal settlement ECDs, this manifests as ECD practitioners creating environments where children actively participate in their learning processes and support the focus of this study on empowering young children to become knowledge constructors. They align with Chand (2024) in that they connect with children during interactions and allow them to contribute to decision-making. Their perspective also aligns with Robson and Mastrangelo (2018), who emphasised the value of child-led learning environments in community-based educational centres. 

				Sociocultural theory

				Sociocultural theory, developed by Vygotsky (1978), complements constructivism by emphasising the fundamental role of social interaction and cultural context in cognitive development. This theoretical perspective suggests that children’s learning and development are inherently tied to their social relationships and cultural environments. In the ECD context, Mercadal (2021) argued that sociocultural theory highlights how children’s voices and agency are shaped through interactions with more knowledgeable others, including teachers and peers. In a similar context, Mooney’s (2013) study demonstrated how cultural tools and social interactions mediate children’s learning experiences. Her research showed that when teachers create culturally responsive environments that honour children’s participation, learning outcomes improve significantly.

				Nevertheless, sociocultural theory also presents certain limitations for this study. The theory’s emphasis on social interaction can sometimes overshadow individual agency and internal cognitive processes. Furthermore, its focus on cultural mediation may not fully capture the dynamic nature of power relations in educational settings (Kozulin, 2003).
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				Research methodology

				This study adopted a qualitative research approach to explore how young children are positioned as capable beings in informal settlement ECD centres. Qualitative research is characterised by its focus on understanding phenomena through the perspectives, experiences, and meanings that participants assign to their lived realities (Maree, 2016). According to Cohen et al. (2018), qualitative research allows researchers to gain in-depth insights into complex social contexts by privileging participants’ interpretations, thereby facilitating contextualised understandings of the phenomena under investigation. This approach was particularly appropriate for this study, as it sought to capture all the experiences and perspectives of practitioners working in an informal settlement context, whilst simultaneously honouring their specialised knowledge and expertise in the ECD.

				Research paradigm

				The study is grounded in the transformative paradigm, which essentially challenges traditional power dynamics in research by highlighting issues of social justice, equity, and the empowerment of marginalised communities (Mertens, 2007). The transformative paradigm positions research as an engagement that leads to personal transformation and contributes to meaningful social change (Mertens, 2015). This paradigm recognises that research is not a neutral endeavour but rather an act that can either replicate or challenge existing inequalities (Chilisa, 2012). In this study, the transformative paradigm provided a framework for university researchers and ECD practitioners to collaborate and reimagine early childhood practices, with both groups transforming together as they worked. This collaborative process acknowledged that both groups possessed valuable knowledge and that meaningful change emerges through mutual engagement and shared learning. 

				Research approach

				The study adopted a participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) approach. Zuber-Skerritt (2015) identified PALAR as a collaborative, emancipatory research approach that combines principles of action research, participatory inquiry, and learning through reflection and dialogue. Therefore, the participants worked towards the common goal of generating knowledge to contribute to educational and positive change. According to Wood (2020), PALAR is a transformative and democratic technique designed to address multifaceted challenges while promoting sustainable professional and community development. It aims to promote democratic participation, shared learning, and meaningful change among participants within their educational contexts. It encourages participants to become co-learners and co-researchers by actively engaging in identifying problems, reflecting on experiences, and implementing change through iterative cycles (Wood & Zuber-Skerritt, 2013). PALAR has been identified as an innovative strategy for suggesting alternative ways to help people improve and change their life situations, particularly in economically disadvantaged African communities.

				The university lecturers who were part of the PALAR project collaborated with six ECD practitioners from three centres in an informal settlement. The municipality identified centres in the area willing to transform their teaching and learning practices. Therefore, six practitioners from the three centres dedicated their time to teaching and learning. They were highly organised, with clear platforms for meeting and supporting one another (Mthiyane et al., 2023). The PALAR project allowed them to take ownership of the issues and solutions 

			

		

	
		
			
				63

			

		

		
			
				2026 44(1): 63-72

			

		

		
			
				 https://doi.org/10.38140/pie.v44i1.8723

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				
			

		

		
			
				Zama	Positioning young children as capable beings

			

		

		
			
				related to the research and learning development. As identified by Wood and Zuber-Skerritt (2013), the university lecturers became co-researchers, and the ECD practitioners became participants, all of whom participated in the study. 

				The co-researchers and participants engaged in three PALAR research cycles, utilising dialogues and forum discussions as data generation methods (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). During Cycle 1 of the PALAR process, they engaged in dialogue to critically reflect on their beliefs and assumptions concerning how to position young children as active participants in the learning environment. While the co-researchers fully participated, the dialogues took the form of reflective group discussions in which participants shared stories of how they challenged deficit-based views of children. They reflected on and took the lead in sharing opportunities that enabled children to express their opinions and to share how their practices influenced the development of children’s capabilities. They reframed their roles from authoritative figures to facilitators of children’s agency (Murris, 2016). In Cycle 2, the participants shared their strengths and strategies to position children as capable beings, while the co-researchers also shared their experience. In Cycle 3, the focus shifted to consolidating insights, deepening changed practices, and ensuring the sustainability of collaborative efforts initiated in earlier cycles. Participants and co-researchers co-evaluated the outcomes of all the actions, shared stories of transformation, and jointly identified strategies to maintain progress (Wood, 2020). Their discussions in group reflection sessions enabled collective sense-making and peer learning among co-researchers and the participants (Zuber-Skerritt, 2015). 

				Data analysis

				After data collection through three research cycles involving dialogues and forum group discussions, the data analysis began. A data analysis spiral, following procedures similar to those of thematic analysis, was used. The connected steps of data analysis formed a spiral of activities that started with managing and organising the data (Creswell & Poth, 2017). Data were organised into files to facilitate transcription. The co-researchers, who were university lecturers, read and transcribed the data to familiarise themselves with it and make sense of it. Some important notes were made for coding during the reading process, the next step in the spiral process. The dialogues and discussions were grouped into codes to develop themes. 

				Trustworthiness

				This study positioned young children in informal settlement ECD centres as capable beings and was guided by Herr and Anderson’s (2005) criteria for validity in action research. Democratic validity was achieved through collaborative partnerships between ECCE teachers and university tutors, ensuring inclusive participation and shared decision-making. The democratic validity of the findings is also supported by the participatory and collaborative nature of PALAR, in which university lecturers share reflections and validate findings in real-life contexts (Wood, 2020). Outcome validity was reflected in transformative learning outcomes, as teachers developed new practices that recognised children as active agents in their own learning. Process validity was maintained through iterative cycles of planning, acting, and reflecting, allowing for responsive and evolving inquiry. Catalytic validity emerged as the participants critically reflect on and transform their professional practices. Finally, dialogic validity was ensured through ongoing discussions, strengthening the study’s credibility through collective reflection.
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				Ethical considerations

				Ethical clearance was sought and granted prior to the research. All necessary processes were followed, and confidentiality was adhered to. Ethical approval was obtained from the University of KwaZulu-Natal Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee prior to the research (Ethical clearance number: HSSREC/00004862/2022). To ensure anonymity, participants were coded. 

				Table 1:	Participants and codes.

				Source:	Author

				
					Research participant

				

				
					Involvement 

				

				
					Code

				

				
					University lecturer

				

				
					PALAR Project

				

				
					L1

				

				
					University lecturer

				

				
					PALAR Project

				

				
					L2

				

				
					University lecturer

				

				
					PALAR Project

				

				
					L3

				

				
					University lecturer

				

				
					PALAR Project

				

				
					L4

				

				
					ECD Practitioner

				

				
					PALAR Project

				

				
					P1

				

				
					ECD Practitioner

				

				
					PALAR Project

				

				
					P2

				

				
					ECD Practitioner

				

				
					PALAR Project

				

				
					P3

				

				
					ECD Practitioner

				

				
					PALAR Project

				

				
					P4

				

				
					ECD Practitioner

				

				
					PALAR Project

				

				
					P5

				

				
					ECD Practitioner

				

				
					PALAR Project

				

				
					P6

				

				Findings

				Co-researchers and participants were primarily involved in all three cycles, sharing stories and jointly discussing strategies to involve young children in their own learning and development.

				They answered the question: How can young children be positioned as capable beings in informal settlement early childhood development centres?” Data that were thematically analysed revealed four themes: the teachers created a conducive learning environment, actively listened to the children, used storytelling to encourage young children’s voices, and collaborated in supportive learning networks to learn and enable young children’s voices in the ECD centres.

				Theme 1: Conducive Learning Environment 

				ECD practitioners create an environment that is both interactive and conducive to the learning and development of young children. Robson and Mastrangelo (2018) observed that creating a conducive learning environment is not only about the equipment and furniture that are often challenging in informal settlement ECD centres (Mahadew, 2024), but also about the overall classroom atmosphere. The learning environment is a suitable space for young children to interact with their teacher and with one another for learning and development. In Cycle 1, participants emphasised the importance of creating a conducive learning environment that enables young children to feel comfortable expressing themselves. In such situations, young children become empowered to use their voices and speak freely in the classroom. P1 said:

				I always let my children see the classroom as a safe space where they can share their ideas. In our timetable, there is a designated time for discussing and sharing experiences. I organised a suitable corner for my children to stand and discuss, making suggestions about the selected topic. It is like a safe place for them to express their feelings and ideas without any judgment.
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				L3 shared the same sentiments:

				When young children are given a space to speak and share their thinking, they gain confidence. Leading questions are sometimes used to encourage children to speak out; even those who are shy learn to talk when given an opportunity. 

				P4 added to what the co-researcher mentioned, saying:

				You are definitely true. I lead my children with questions that encourage them to think deeply and develop their thoughts. For example, ‘when reading a story, pointing at the picture, I ask what is happening in the picture’? This helps them to participate in the activity.

				The data revealed that a suitable environment is a crucial resource for learning interactions, enabling young children to showcase their capabilities in the ECD classroom. It was evident that ECD practitioners create a conducive learning environment as a strategy to help young children share their ideas and discuss learning and development. They initiate what Gordon and Browne (2017) identified as contextual and culturally responsive. Talking time was also incorporated into the timetable, showing coherence with the curriculum policy, which aims to develop communication skills (DBE, 2015). As noted by Correia et al. (2021), when young children are given opportunities to share their experiences, they develop the confidence to take an active role in their own learning and development. Leading with questions also encourages young children to talk in the classroom, as highlighted by what L3 and P4 mentioned above. As highlighted by the constructivist theory (Piaget, 1970), learning and development for young children occur in an interactive environment. 

				Theme 2: Active listening

				Allowing young children to share knowledge is a fundamental step towards empowering them and supporting their rights to participate (Carnevale, 2020). While many adults, including ECD practitioners, lack the knowledge and skills to pay sufficient attention to what young children say (Sproule et al., 2019), the participants in this research study reported actively listening to the young children when they shared ideas in their ECD learning environment. In Cycle 2, participants engaged in dialogues, demonstrating that they listened to and respected young children’s interests, experiences, and needs. P4 explained that when they showed respect for what they say, children become inspired to engage more positively in the activities they do. Therefore, practitioners in these ECD classrooms listened to young children as a strategy to promote participation. P4 reiterated:

				When a child shares an idea in the classroom, I try to listen carefully to support participation and promote young children’s involvement. Sometimes, a child shows interest in playing a particular game, and I always acknowledge and comply. When I say it is a great idea, and we have to try it, the child feels very important and becomes motivated to suggest even more.

				P5 agreed to the above and added:

				I respond and sometimes provide more ideas to what the children say. For example, if a child says they want to build something with blocks, I tell them I love the idea and sometimes ask if we can create something together with those blocks. That is done when I want them to work together. I realised that this not only shows that I value them but also encourages social learning and collaboration. They feel more involved and become excited to learn. 
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				From these verbal communications (dialogue), it was apparent that the practitioners employed active listening as a teaching strategy to amplify the children’s voices. Active listening encourages young children to speak up and have their voices recognised and valued (Houen et al., 2016). Listening to their views on their needs motivates them to share more ideas. However, listening to young children’s voices without any input may not be sufficient (Grocke et al., 2018). Therefore, they provide support for decision-making processes and suggest ideas to help young children develop teamwork skills at an early stage.

				Theme 3: Storytelling to encourage participation 

				Data revealed that ECD practitioners introduced storytelling sessions to encourage participation. According to Madondo and Dampier (2021), storytelling involves sharing thoughts and ideas rooted in experience. The practitioners explained that during morning rings, they allow children to take turns and tell their stories. While storytelling is included as an activity in the ECD daily programme (Meier & Marais, 2018), participants reported that children also have the opportunity to share their emotions, sympathise with one another, and celebrate during that time. P4 said:

				During a morning ring, children are allowed to become storytellers. Those who have storybooks bring them from home and follow the pictures to tell stories. However, many children create their own stories or even tell true stories about what happened to them. I try by all means to monitor the turns because even the quiet ones become eager to tell their stories when they listen to others. They all wait for their turn.

				P6 shared:

				When children tell their own stories, they freely share their feelings and their experiences. They create stories that reflect their reality. As teachers, we listen to and encourage such stories, as they help us know our children better and understand their emotions. 

				When practitioners shared their own personal stories, the opportunity created a powerful scaffolding effect for children’s storytelling. As P4 noted:

				It becomes very interesting to work with young children. As a teacher, I also read a story or tell a story and thereafter give them the opportunity to tell their own stories. Sometimes, you can see that the story is created, but the owner pretends it is real. But as long as they say something, I listen to achieve the objectives of the curriculum. I always show interest in all the stories.

				These findings highlighted a positive and engaging approach to storytelling during the morning ring. It is interesting to see that all children are given time to express themselves and to share their own personal experiences. These opportunities help develop critical thinking, logical decision-making, and problem-solving skills (Ratih et al., 2022). The fact that even the quieter children became eager to share their stories after hearing from others shows the value of creating a supportive environment where everyone feels comfortable sharing. The practitioners’ effort to monitor turn-taking is crucial in fostering a sense of fairness and respect, encouraging the voice of each child in the classroom. These practices foster a collaborative and inclusive learning environment in the ECD classroom.

				When analysing focus group discussions in Cycle 3, it became evident that participants facilitated collaborative learning environments that empowered children’s voices in the ECD context. They explained how they learn to consider young children as important in their own development. Therefore, findings highlight the nature of teacher collaboration and its influence on children’s agency.
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				Theme 4: Collaborative and supportive learning networks

				The participants emphasised the importance of the municipality’s supportive learning networks, established even before the PALAR project. Although the municipality initiated the collaboration opportunities, the three ECD centres intentionally became more involved in collaborative action learning for change, professional development, and peer support (Wood et al., 2023) after the university introduced the PALAR project. P3 said:

				Being part of this PALAR project opened my eyes to new ways of teaching. When we meet with teachers from other centres and university lecturers, we share ideas and learn from each other’s experiences. 

				L2 added: 

				It is surprising that we also learn a great deal from you, as you work with young children every day. 

				P4 also highlighted the value of these collaborative networks:

				Before joining the initiative by the municipality and the project, I felt isolated in my teaching. Now, through our regular meetings with other centres and with the university, I know that I have a support structure. We discuss challenges and find solutions to the challenges that we face in our centres together.

				Participants described how their collaborative learning networks directly influenced their ability to empower children’s voices. They revealed that their regular meetings provided opportunities to discuss ECD issues and share effective practices. P6 said:

				During our meetings, we share different approaches to listening to children. I had no idea how to take young children’s ideas seriously in the classroom. One practitioner explained how she uses story rings to encourage shy children to express themselves. I tried it in my class, and it worked wonderfully.

				The data also revealed that these collaborative learning networks extended beyond formal meetings to create lasting support networks. They also showed a significant finding regarding participants’ understanding of PALAR’s collaborative nature, particularly highlighting hierarchical observations among teachers. According to L3, they:

				have built strong relationships through this project. When I need advice on my research, I know I can call on any of you for assistance. 

				Similarly, P2 shared:

				We are like a family now. I now converse with very high-level individuals from the University [laughing].

				P6 emphasised the community aspect:

				Our collaboration has created a strong ECD community in our informal settlement. We support each other professionally and personally, which makes us better teachers for our children.

				These findings demonstrate how collaboration in informal ECD centres has created learning and supportive networks that enhance teachers’ professional development, ultimately benefiting the children’s agency in their educational experiences. The findings align with Mahadew (2023), who suggests that when diverse individuals collaborate, they foster 
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				positive relationships and develop effective communication skills to achieve common goals. The structured support through the PALAR project, municipal workshops, and regular peer meetings has fostered a culture of continuing learning and improvement among these teachers. The data also suggested that these collaborative networks have not only strengthened the teachers’ professional capabilities but also their confidence in implementing child-centred approaches to empower young children. The findings underscore the importance of sustained, structured collaboration in enhancing the quality of early childhood education in informal settlement contexts.

				Discussion

				The findings revealed that the ECD practitioners in an informal settlement demonstrated a remarkable commitment to creating enabling environments to foster young children’s voices. In alignment with Piaget’s (1970) theory of interactive learning environments, these practitioners intentionally created learning spaces that support children’s expression and participation. They created conducive learning environments where children felt safe and empowered to express themselves freely. The research showed that teachers not only created physical spaces for expression but also established emotional environments that promote participation. The participants emphasised their commitment to encouraging all children to participate and learn. This practice aligns with Ebrahim’s (2011) findings, which suggest that when children are given opportunities to express themselves, they develop confidence and take an active role in their own learning and development. Practitioners used storytelling as a powerful tool to encourage expression, incorporating both personal narratives and cultural stories that resonated with the children’s lived experiences (Madondo & Dampier, 2021). Furthermore, the research revealed that ECD practitioners collaborated through supportive learning networks, sharing best practices and engaging in collective problem-solving to enable children’s voices better. 

				Conclusion

				This study aimed to explore the transformational processes through which ECD practitioners in informal ECD centres empower young children, positioning them as competent and active agents in their own educational experiences. The study was a PALAR research project, and participants were involved in group discussions and dialogue to answer the research question. The research findings highlighted the significant role of supportive learning networks in enhancing ECD teaching practices in these informal settlements, which had evolved through two key phases: initial municipality-led collaboration, followed by deeper engagement through the PALAR project. The combination of conducive environments, active listening, storytelling, and collaborative networks formed a comprehensive approach to position young children as capable beings in these informal settlement ECD settings. Further research is recommended to explore the voices of young children. 
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