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Abstract
This position paper advocates that the extent to which children are involved in the teaching and
learning process and their environment determines how much knowledge they can create for
themselves. The nature of children’s involvement in teaching and learning is largely couched in
interaction. Where meaningful involvement in teaching and learning is achieved, it symbolizes quality
teaching and learning. Thus, the most important ingredient in Quality Early Childhood Education
(QECE) provision is interaction, referring to the contact between two or more people or a person
and an object over a common interest. Interaction being argued to be the means by which an early
childhood centre functions on a daily basis, the quality of interaction and instruction young children
receive at the ECE centres can make or unmake their later lives. Thus, with interaction in the school,
learners can have contact with their peers, manipulate TLMs, participate actively during lesson
delivery, and take an active part in every activity. Quality interaction, therefore, shows the extent to
which learners can be involved in the content of what they are learning both indoor and outdoor
within their environment. Consequently, rich interactive experiences at ECE centre play a key role

in Children’s optimal development.
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1. Introduction

In spite of the importance a wealth of research has attached to Quality Early Childhood
Education (QECE) provision as ensuring the optimal development of the individual who goes through
it (Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford & Taggart, 2011 & 2004; Schweinhart, Barnes &
Weikart, 2005; Lowenstein, 2011), quality ECE cannot be achieved without it being anchored in
quality interaction (e.g., Early, Maxwell, Burchinal, Alva, Bender & Bryant, 2007).

1.1 Dimensions of Quality Early Childhood Education

There are three main dimensions to the provision of early childhood education. Thus, the
structural dimension, process dimension, and product dimension. It is important to note however that
it is the structural and the process dimensions that give rise to the product dimension. In other words,
how the structural and the process dimensions are appropriately combined in the provision of early
childhood education determines the kind of outcome for such provision. Figure 1 gives a pictorial

view of the dimensions.

Structural Dimension
(e.g., Teachers,
curricula, pedagogy,
TLMs and teacher-
learner-ratio)

Process Dimension (e.g. Product Dimension
teacher-pupil (e.g., achievement in
interaction, peer exam, acquisition of

interaction with parents literacy and
numeracy

competence)

Figure 1: Dimensions of QECE Provision
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The structural dimension of quality is concerned with aspects of educational programmes like
the physical environments, curricula, teacher qualifications, specialised training and experience,
teacher-pupil ratios, class size, space requirement, and length of the programme (Vandell, 2004;
Mooney, 2007; Pianta, Barnett, Burchinal & Thornburg, 2009). Structural features are elements
invested into education; they are relatively durable, do not easily change their nature, and are
considered necessary for creating a QECE classroom (Mooney, 2007). As far as Ghana is concerned,
the structural features are made of educational personnel (e.g., teachers, their training, availability),
pedagogical and content knowledge (i.e. the relevance and volume of the curricula and TLMs). Others
are educational facilities (e.g., classrooms, tables, and chairs) and finance (i.e., monies made available
for the purposes of education) (Ankomah Koomson, Bosu & Oduro (2005). According to Pianta et
al. (2009), the provision of structural features alone may not automatically guarantee that children
will receive a quality education. In other words, they are necessary but not sufficient conditions for
QECE.

The process dimension denotes the functioning of an early childhood centre on a daily basis
and in particular, the interaction that takes place there. This includes teacher-pupil interaction, peer
interaction, teacher-family interaction, and teaching or pedagogical quality (Pianta et al., 2009;
Lowenstein, 2011). Mashburn, Pianta, Hamre, Downer, Barbarin & Bryant (2008) suggest that
process variables, in the form of this interaction, are the most important factors in providing QECE,
and Gilliam (2009) states that they are the real variables underpinning QECE because they involve
the day-to-day activities of an ECE centre. Although three dimensions have been identified as
constituting and contributing to QECE in this discussion (i.e., structural, process and product), the
emphasis is, however, on the process dimension.

1.2 Motivation for this Position Paper

As presented in Section 1.1, the researcher takes a position in favour of the process dimension
and argues that QECE should be anchored on it. The motivation for my position stems from the fact
that the structural dimension is necessary to set the stage for QECE provision but is not sufficient in
itself. It is a necessary means to an end and not sufficient in itself. The process dimension translates
structural features into QECE provision. Thus, one would have expected that the centrality of the
process dimension would have been acknowledged as such, attention would be paid to it and therefore
more research would have been done into how it can properly be organised to ensure QECE.

Nevertheless, concerns about the quality of ECE provision in Ghana revolve around the
structural dimension of quality. The concentration of ECE provision in Ghana around the structural
dimension of quality appears to be problematic. Cobbold (2006) and Torrente et al. (2015) argue in

favour of the centrality of quality involvement in achieving QECE. Ngware, Oketch & Mutisya
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(2014) note how it is often relegated to the background in terms of research and people's perception
of its contribution to QECE in Ghana and in Sub-Saharan African (SSA). The researcher’s own
interaction with some key stakeholders (teachers and headteachers), personal observation through
visits to some ECE centres and reading of the literature available to the researcher on the process
dimension appear to support the inadequate attention given to it and the neglect of the centrality of
the process dimension which is the quality of interaction that should take please on daily basis at the
ECE centres. Consequently, this position paper focuses on what goes on at the ECE centre and this
closely aligns with the process dimension of quality with particular emphasis on interaction and how
it brings about QECE.

2. Interaction Defined

Oppong Frimpong (2017, p. 42) conceptualised interaction as “the contact (coming together)
between two or more people or a person and an object over acommon interest, which could be sharing
information, giving assistance and/or learning”. In an ECE setting, therefore, the contact can be
between the teacher and learners, teachers and headteachers, among teachers, among learners, and
between learners and TLMs and play items. From the conceptualisation, the interaction involves,
firstly, contact; secondly, a purpose for the contact; and thirdly, a mutual or common interest shared
by the parties involved. Although TLMs are inanimate objects and so cannot declare their common
interest, | maintain that, as the name TLM suggests, these teaching aids are made with the intent of
helping teachers’ teaching and the learners’ learning. Therefore, they share an interest in making
possible and easy the provision of QECE.
2.1 Conceptualisation of Interaction

Interaction in ECE can be organized into three categories (i.e. interaction between teacher-
learner, learner-learner, and learner-content [Murphy, Casey & Fraser, 2007]). Figure 2 presents a
brief dramatic description of the categories involved in interaction and examples of each of them.

Potentially, there cannot be any meaningful interaction in the school without quality
interaction between teacher-learner, learner-learner, and learner-content. The quality of interaction
between the teacher and the learner primarily involves their daily exchanges throughout the school
day. This may be through indoor or outdoor activities. It can be in the form of communication (oral
or gestures) and include how teachers respond to children’s questions during classroom teaching and
outside classroom activities and how responsive teachers are to their children’s needs. Equally, it
encompasses the opportunities teachers create to relate to their children during teaching and learning
and how the infrastructure, TLMs, and play equipment afford teachers the opportunity to involve
children as they learn (Hamre & Pianta, 2007; Wang, 2013).
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Interaction (e.g., teachers’
response to children’s
guestions, and their
needs, relating with
learners)
Learner-learner Learner-Content
Interaction (e.g., Interaction (e.g.,
engage in an manipulating the
activity, learning TLMs, involvement
together, taking in lesson delivery)
turns)

Figure 2: Categories of Interaction

The quality of the interaction between the learner and the content or subject of study involves
the learner encountering the content of the study, manipulating the TLMs, associating with the
environment, and being involved in the lesson being delivered. It results in changes in the learner's
cognitive structures including his/her understanding of what is being taught. Moore (1989) argues
that, since the learner’s interaction with the subject of study is what brings about change in the
learner’s understanding, there cannot be education without quality learner-content interaction.
Interaction between learners is when learners come together to engage in an activity. It can be in the
form of children learning or playing together, taking turns during play, giving and receiving assistance
from each other, and learning to share among themselves (Cadima, Leal, & Burchinal, 2010).

From the discussion of the definition of interaction, it can be inferred that the learner has the
opportunity to involve him/herself in the teaching and learning process through contact with his/her
teacher, peers, and/or TLMs and the environment. The quality of these opportunities is what facilitates
learning and therefore determines quality at the early childhood centre. Now it is important to take a
look at what quality ECE is, what is Ghana's perspective on what quality early childhood education
is, and how interaction brings about quality early childhood education provision.

2.2 What is ECE and QECE provision

UNESCO (2010) considers ECE to be the education of young children that promotes their

physical well-being, cognitive and linguistic skills, and social and emotional maturity. Accordingly,

25



PUPIL: International Journal of Teaching, Education and Learning
ISSN 2457-0648

ECE covers the period from birth to age eight and encompasses education, health, nutrition, and
protection services (UNESCO, 2010). It also incorporates care, which is centered on the creation of
an environment that is favourable to the total development of a child. The MWCA in Ghana defines
ECE as the timely provision of a range of services that promote the survival, growth, development,
and protection of a young child (MWCA, 2004).

Oppong Frimpong (2019) defines ECE as the educational provision aimed at meeting the
academic, health, nutritional and psycho-social needs of children between 0 and 6 years old in an
interactive environment conducive to their optimal development. A conducive interactive
environment includes developmentally appropriate curricula, specially trained teachers, child-
friendly materials, interactive pedagogy, cordial relationships, and safe and secure infrastructure.
Optimal development refers to the skills and competencies a child will acquire from experiencing
ECE which will enable him/her to be well prepared for primary and higher education and to fit
appropriately into his/her society. Directly linked to ECE is the QECE.

Despite a growing consensus on the centrality of quality in ECE education, its principal
meaning remains universally undefined, possibly due to different explanations and meanings given
to it throughout history from culture to culture; according to the goals and values of each society
(Ankomah et al., 2005; Cleveland et al., 2006; Ishimine, Tayler & Thorpe, 2009).

This issue regarding definition and differences in terms of cultural values make it difficult to
compare the quality of ECE provision across nations; as there may be cultural variations regarding
what is considered important and of quality (Mooney et al., 2003). However, no matter how quality
is defined nor the perspective from which it is defined, the literature clearly shows that it is of great
importance to the provision of ECE (e.g., Sylva et al., 2004; Schweinhart, Barnes and Weikart, 2005;
Lowenstein, 2011).

2.3 Perspectives on Quality Education

UNESCO conceives quality education as that which meets basic learning needs. including
literacy, numeracy, problem-solving, which will enable individuals to survive, develop their full
potential, live and work with pride, improve the quality of their lives and make informed decisions
(UNESCO, 2005). The definition of a learning need can differ between countries and cultures and
over time. For UNESCO, therefore, quality education is measured in consonance with the goals and
objectives spelt out in a particular cultural context (Tikly & Barrett, 2010).

In Ghana specifically, quality education (including ECE) is conceptualised as a continuum of
input, process, and outcome (Ankomah et al., 2005). The inputs comprise educational personnel,
pedagogical and content knowledge, educational facilities, and finance. A quality educational

outcome is one in which children can achieve success in their examinations and which improves their
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participation in social and political activities and their health habits. In determining quality ECE,
considerations such as curricula, teachers, pedagogy, materials, and infrastructure/environment are
generally identified as the building blocks.
2.4 How Interaction brings about QECE

From the foregoing discourse, factors such as availability and accessibility of TLMs and play
items, the nature of the ECE environment, and the quality of the teacher all contribute to quality ECE
provision. Nevertheless, key in bringing about QECE is how interaction features in each of these
blocks.
2.4.1 How the Teacher’s Training with Interaction can bring about QECE

With respect to teacher qualification, the significance of teachers’ training and qualifications
in determining the quality of classroom interactions cannot be underestimated. Research findings
suggest that specific training improves the quality of teacher-learner interaction (Hamre & Pianta,
20021, Domitrovich et al., 2008; Pianta et al., 2008; Hamre et al., 2012). For example, research shows
that teachers who have knowledge of child development and early childhood practices through their
professional training are able to facilitate better interaction (be it teacher-learner or learner-content
relationship), use praise and encouraging words, are responsive to their children’s needs and support
their interests (Howes, James & Ritchie, 2003; Lerkkanen et al., 2012). What is worthy of note is that
it is not just the training of the teacher that brings about the quality but how the teacher, through
training, is able to interact with learners, create opportunities for interaction to prevail among learners
and between learners in their environment and encourage praise, among other things, is what brings
about the quality of early childhood education provision.
2.4.2 How the Teacher’s Pedagogy with Interaction can bring about QECE

The pedagogy teachers adopt including the use of TLMs is another block that ensures QECE
and the researcher agree with Elliott (2006) that, although the professional qualifications of teachers
are important, more important still are teachers’ abilities to adopt appropriate pedagogical strategies
(e.g., praising, guiding, and group work), use appropriate TLMs and stimulate an interactive
environment, abilities which emerge through professional training. Interaction is most likely to be
improved if the teacher is professionally trained in ECE and is able to adopt developmentally
appropriate strategies, such as involving learners, providing feedback to learners, and engaging
learners in small group and whole-class activities during a lesson delivery (e.g., La Paro, Pianta &
Stuhlman, 2004; O'Connor, 2010). In a classroom in which the teacher involves the learners in the
lesson delivery and the learners are free to ask questions, interaction is fostered and conflict is reduced
among learners (Mantzicopoulos, 2005). The reverse is also true in an instance where whole class

activity is always used and teaching strategies don’t suit individual learning needs.
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2.4.3 Pupil-Teacher ratio and how Interaction can be featured to bring about QECE

The number of learners that an ECE teacher is supposed to handle also affects the quality of
the interaction he/she will have with learners in the classroom and in the school. Research has shown
that the quality of interaction between teachers and learners tends to be higher in classrooms in which
the teacher-learner ratio is lower (NICHD ECCRN, 2002; 2000; Goelman et al., 2006; Al-Thani,
2008; White, 2013). This is possible because there will be more opportunities in such classrooms for
teachers to engage children in activities and to provide time for them to be involved in activities that
support their cognitive, social, and emotional development. Burchinal et al. (2000) have indicated
that interaction is of poor quality where class sizes are large. Teachers who are responsible for
relatively larger numbers of learners are known to be harsher and less responsive to the needs of their
learners (Carl, 2007, citing Whitebook et al., 1990; Belsky, 1984, cited in Kisitu, 2008). Such teachers
are also more likely to employ restrictive measures in controlling learners’ behaviour (Kontos &
Fiene, 1986, cited in Carl, 2007). Equally, this kind of ratio is associated with the implementation of
inappropriate teaching practices, the use of teacher-centred pedagogy, and more teacher-controlled
routine activities in the classroom.

This implies that, for a teacher to be relaxed in the measures he/she takes to control the class
and to be able to respond appropriately to the needs of the learners, the pupil-teacher ratio should be
lower (i.e., when the teacher can conveniently manage the children in the class and the classroom
activities, including prompt attendance to children’s needs).

2.4.4 How Interaction can be featured in the Environment to Bring about QECE

Another avenue interaction can be featured to ensure QECE is through the environment in
which ECE is carried out. The physical environment of an ECE setting (including the size of the
classroom, the type of furniture and the general arrangement of the classroom as well as the features
of outdoor settings) provide opportunities for learners to explore their environment and learn
(NAEYC, 1991; Rentzou, 2014; Oppong Frimpong, 2019). They are crucial in ensuring effective
interaction and for that matter QECE provision (NAEYC, 1991; UNESCO, 2005).

This proposes that the environment should be carefully arranged to, for example, create space
for a range of activities, and Kisitu (2008) agrees with this, arguing that the amount of space created
has a ripple effect on the extent to which children will be able to move and interact freely and the
amount of learning they will accomplish. A well-arranged classroom (e.g. where children can freely
move, where well-labelled learning centres are created) helps children to develop appropriate peer
interactions, independent learning, and exploratory behaviour (NAEYC, 1991; Chapman, 2005, cited
in Kisitu, 2008), improves teacher-learner interaction (Moore, 1986 cited in Carl, 2007), and is

associated with decreased aggressive behaviour (Moore, 1987).
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Figure 3 presents the Conceptual Quality Early Childhood Education Framework (CQECEF).
The figure shows the conceptual position of QECE, the building blocks or factors for QECE, and the
role of quality interaction in leading to QECE provision. The main conceptual factors/blocks are
teachers and the nature of the environment in which a particular ECE is provided. With respect to the
teachers, emphasis is laid on their professional training and CPD, the pedagogy and TLMs they use,
and the pupil-teacher ratio. The nature of the environment includes the availability of TLMs and play
items and the nature of the physical infrastructure. All these factors or building blocks are linked with
each other. At the end of the day, they all become useful or beneficial to achieve QECE based on how
interaction is featured. In other words, the quality of the interaction in each of these factors is what

leads to QECE provision.
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Figure 3: Conceptual Quality ECE Framework
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3. Conclusion

The discussion of interaction points out its indispensable role in QECE provision. The
researcher posits it to be the most important ingredient in QECE provision as it is the means by which
an early childhood centre functions on a daily basis. This is because the quality of interaction and
instruction young children have in ECE schools can make or unmake their later lives. If TLMs are
available but learners cannot have contact with them, learning will not take place. Similarly, if
teachers fail to interact with their learners and involve them in their teaching and learning, instruction
becomes teacher-centred, which may not be fully beneficial to learners. Consequently, the extent and
quality of contact between teachers and learners, and learners and TLMs in an early childhood centre
contributes significantly to the quality of its ECE delivery.

4. Recommendations

Undoubtedly, the article has been able to argue in favour of positive interaction for quality
early childhood education provision. The aspiration of every nation particularly the developing ones,
Ghana inclusive, is to turn out learners who have experienced quality early years education. The
preparations Ghana has put in place with a view at achieving quality education particularly in the
early years, including the introduction of the new curriculum, cannot be underestimated.
Nevertheless, what can potentially help to achieve the aspirations of the school is to anchor the
provision of the early years’ education on interaction. Subsequently, the following recommendations
are made.

The training of teachers for the early years should focus on how they can actively involve
learners in their teaching and learning process. The content of the training of the teachers should focus
mainly on the characteristics of the learner and how he or she learns. The fact that learning is fostered
in the early years when learners are actively involved in the teaching and learning process. This should
be translated by the teachers when they finally get to the classrooms after their training.

Active learner involvement should be what should drive all the activities of the teacher in the
ECE classroom. Thus, even if the teacher is confronted with a higher teacher-learner ratio, with this
idea in mind, the said teacher should resort to doing group activities and finding other innovative
ways of actively involving their learners in all they do. Periodic use of group activities can also ensure
effective utilization of teaching-learning resources especially where they are shot in supply.

Classrooms can be arranged to create space. Teachers should therefore try to vary, arrange,
and re-range their classrooms in a manner that will create enough space to ensure learner active

involvement in the classroom activities. Interaction should be a whole day whole school activity. This
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means that it should not be done only for a particular activity and at a particular place like the
classroom. Interaction should extend beyond the classroom to include outdoor activities and whatever

the children do throughout the school day.
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