World Forum on Early Care and Education Honolulu 2011

It was a privilege for me to attend the ninth World Forum conference held in Honolulu, Hawaii Monday 2nd – Friday 6th May. The Forum has been developing for twelve years and is dedicated to making global connections between early childcare experts enabling ideas and strategies to be shared to support efforts to make a difference in the lives of young children.
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This year a total of 825 delegates from 73 countries attended, it was an awe inspiring sight to see the flags of each country around the edge of the huge ballroom that hosted the opening and closing ceremonies and the daily plenary sessions. The energy generated by the warmth and passion from a global community dedicated to making a difference in the lives of young children was at times over whelming, never in my 26 year career have I encountered a more inspirational, educational or thought provoking experience. As I write (some thousand feet above a vast expanse of Pacific Ocean heading towards LA California) I find it hard to assimilate all that my brain and heart have absorbed during what will no doubt be one of the most incredible weeks of my life.
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 The experience was made all the richer by the social interactions with delegates as we shared our early years childcare experiences from our homelands, at times meal tables hosted 5 or 6 continents and conversation continued late into the night. (pictured from left to right: Jan UK, Barbara USA, Lyn Australia, Rosemary USA, myself, Judy Australia, Natalie UK and Peter Australia enjoying an evening meal at the Royal Hawaiian with Waikiki beach in the background)
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Before the official opening ceremony I was fortunate to visit the ‘Tutu and Me’ Traveling Preschool and ‘Na Pono No Na 'Ohana’ Family Education Program: whose goal is preparing pre-school children for success by involving caregivers (an increasing number of whom are grand parents) and strengthening family bonds
	I witnessed the powerful impact that a family-child interaction learning program can have on a child's future, as well as the bonding that takes place when parents and grandparents are involved in a child's education beginning very early in life. 
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Each day began at 8:30am with a plenary session; several speakers would share their experiences and update us on their progress since the last World Forum (held in Belfast 2009), music and dancing from a variety of cultures would entertain between addresses   (Taiko drummers pictured below)  and ‘Provocations’ were delivered by people who are making a difference for children and their families worldwide, often in conditions I could never fully comprehend. Kim Simplis Barrow, first Lady of Belize described the need to ‘Create a National Plan of Action for Investing in Families and Children’, Sakena Yacoobi from Afghanistan shared some of her experiences relating to ‘Poverty and Children’, Michael Kelly from Zambia described ‘Children, AIDS and our Priorities’ and Amara Amarasinghe from Sri Lanka shared amazing stories illustrating ‘Making Things Happen for Children in the Midst of Conflict’ including their 30 years of civil war and the 2006 tsunami. During the closing ceremony on Friday Lilian Katz from the United States delivered the final provocation ‘Professional Emergencies: World Forum Style’ Lilian summarised our week and sent me away able to confirm the very reasons I am so passionate about Early Years care and Education and why I find working with young children so incredibly rewarding … needless to say with my head spinning!

I have come away with a true understanding that whether we are in the comforts of Bourne Valley or the war torn areas of the world, doing the very best we can do for our children is vital, their education or lack of it has a profound impact on the future for each individual country and the world as a whole. Listening to Sakena speak, engaging in questions following her seminar and sitting alongside her in a play activity (pictured left) were, for me, the most thought provoking and rewarding experiences of my week. [image: image6.jpg]



Her dedication over many years towards getting her people to recognise the value of pre-school education (before her efforts school started at age 7 with no recognition of the value of pre-school) was inspiring. She spoke from her heart to say that the future of her country, which has been devastated by Taliban rule and lost three generations of men, depended upon quality education for the children on whom they depend to rebuild their society. Sakena has led the provision of pre-school education with a strategy that recognises the value of play to develop critical thinking and a sound foundation for future learning (responding to theories in a very similar way to how we operate at Bourne Valley).  With virtually no resources under tarpaulins in war torn Afghanistan she has created an astounding programme of education that proves the greatest resource for children are the adults that care and educate them. At Bourne Valley we refer to the adults as ‘significant others’ in children’s play, we constantly work of developing skills to enhance the children’s education through our interactions, knowing when to stand back is as important as knowing how and when to intervene. It was inspiring to know Sakena embraces much of this philosophy in her teaching that takes place in the most abject and insecure settings imaginable. Wow.

The seminars involved presentations followed by lively debate, it was hard to choose which to attend but with three each day I covered many topics I was keen to learn more about. Connecting children to nature was a hot topic and I was very fortunate to meet Jan White again, she is a consultant on the EYFS and an inspired writer on the subject. Jan has invited me to a number of projects she is working on in the UK; I am especially keen to engage in national ‘MUD’ Day at the end of June. Sounds like my kind of fun!

Jan is hoping to visit Bourne Valley during the week of the next UK’s world forum meeting to be held at Kew Gardens at the beginning of June – by then I hope our front garden will be in full use, I shall look forward to her evaluation and suggestions.
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Clare Warden from Scotland who is leading curriculum outdoors north of the border with amazing effect was also presenting, her ideas taking multi-sensory learning alongside nature to a whole new level. I was delighted to be invited to join a group of Americans (Gaye and Susan in the photo) at the Forum who have booked training with Clare in January … sounds great … thermals will be top of my list this Christmas!!

As we fasten seatbelts to land in LA I can’t help pondering how I can take what I have learnt to an idyllic village in the heart of Wiltshire, one thing is for sure I return with passion and enthusiasm, sunburn and the euphoria of swimming with turtles. Giddy  with excitement and inspiration I must endure a four hour wait for my connection to Heathrow…

A hui hou; (until we meet again) – a sense of melancholy in my heart as I bid farewell to a life [image: image9.jpg]


changing experience – people and places that are embedded in my memory forever.

