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There is a favourite Ginger Meggs cartoon of mine that says ‘I would not mind school if it did not interfere with the rest of my life so much”. Childhood is a very important time of life for a human being, it is not just a stage we go through to get to adulthood, it is a unique and distinct passage of time to be savoured and enjoyed and most importantly experienced.

I would ask that you join me in taking the time to reflect on your own experience of childhood.

In the true spirit of an interactive conference let us have a short quiz, you can each get one point for every experience you had as a child.

As a child did you…
1. build a ‘cubbie’

2. climb trees

3. go hunting for bugs, lizards

4. spend most of your play time away from direct adult supervision

5. invite a friend home to play

6. raid the biscuit tin when you got home from school

7. jump in puddles

8. huddle with your friends and talk about sex / body parts / or smoke a cigarette

9. run in the rain

10. swear ( as you felt the need)

11. have a favourite spot to hang out and read or hide away from the world

12. get a cuddle or warm greeting from an adult before you went to school and when you got home from school.

13. feel bored from time to time

14. Invent games and play make believe/ fantasy adventures

15. Play boys against girl’s games from time to time

16. cook something that did not have a recipe

17. go shopping for food with your parent

18. ride a bike without a helmet

19. wrestle with a friend

20. decide what you wanted to do each afternoon when you got off school

The OSCAR reality test!
How many ‘yes’ answers did you get?
4 or less- you had a childhood similar to an OSHC kid
5-10 - you got to have fun!
11-15 - a cool childhood!
16-20 - lucky to be alive, but the adrenaline rush for you, as a kid must have been unreal! 
As you can remember, the importance of childhood is more than just the formal education you receive, it was and still is the time spent out of school, the time spent exploring their world. Yet more than ever that part of child hood is threatened, more than ever children are scoring less than 4 on the ‘OSHC Reality Test’.

Parents and the community need to be re-educated about the importance of play.

You know that society is in trouble and looking for answers when Time Magazine (April 30 2001) runs the cover with the title ‘So you want to raise a SUPERKID’. Thankfully, this ‘guide for parents’ actually spoke of the importance of play in raising one! 

As professionals in the Out of School Hours Sector your role is of critical importance for the future of children’s play times but also of the cultures in which their play exists.   Your role as a Out of School Hours Professional is about giving children back their childhood and ensuring that OSHC become and remain neighbourhood play spaces for the children in your community.

The challenge for you all is that in providing OSHC of quality we do not lose sight of that which makes our services and indeed childhood, so unique and so meaningful – their cultural appropriateness.

When I speak of ‘culturally appropriate services I am not referring to any specific bi-cultural or multicultural focus bur a focus on your community. We must find a way to capture and retain the spirit and the essence of our communities.

Factors that will influence the service in ensuring it is “Culturally appropriate” will include:

who are the families ?

where do they live?

how many siblings?

politics and beliefs ?

school philosophy ?

what do you see when you walk in the street ?

what are the environmental considerations ?

This ‘culture’will then be translated in your centre through your philosophy, program, routines, policies and procedures, behaviour management, parent - staff communication

Embracing the culture within your service will mean my service program and yours will be very different, my behaviour management policy and yours will have different strategies, the communication with parents between my service and yours will reflect the favoured communication methods in our individual communities. Yet, it does not mean that my service will be better than yours will, it will just be culturally appropriate for my community. It also does not mean that quality cannot be achieved in both services, fundamentally our services will have the same core values, just different ways of expressing these values.

And so, as the streets and the footpaths become less child friendly and the environment more structured, the childhood’s of risk taking, and adventure are an endangered species I think it time to alert you to your own role as professionals in Out of School Hours Services.

Have any of you ever thought of yourselves as the guardians of childhood???

Sadly, there are too few of us about and so in taking on your role in working with children that is exactly what you have become!  You are also the most practical experts on childhood society currently has and you are working at the coalface addressing many of the issues researchers spend years in University pondering!

Let me give you some examples ….. (And remind you in doing so I too am an OSHC professional and we are known for our cynicism….similar to many of our 9-12 years olds - after all they had to learn it from someone !!)

Dr Stephen Scott of Kings College London tells us that ‘children who persistently display a high level of antisocial behaviour are at high risk of social rejection, juvenile delinquency and long term unemployment” I hate to disappoint Dr Scott but I ask you why is this not surprising? More importantly what experienced Out of School Hours Professional did not already know this?

I go on….

Reuters, New York released this news flash “ Praising children and avoiding critiscm and harsh commands can improve the behaviour of anti social kids” This is not groundbreaking stuff! I too would be antisocial if you treated me like this.

Increasingly we are see Academics aca-demonising (sic) basic common sense on how to treat people and what happens if you do not treat them well.

OSHC has been playing a vital role in children’s development for a very long time and recognition must be given for that role, as a sector and as a profession we have been undervalued.

The facts speak for themselves

“Children who attend quality (OSHC) programs have better peer relations, emotional adjustment, grades and conduct in school compared to their peers who are not in programs (Posner and Vandell 1994)
“Children who attend quality (OSHC) programs have better social skills and higher self esteem than their non attending peers “(Witt 1997)
“Teachers and principals report that students become more co-operative, learn to better handle conflicts, develop an interest in recreational reading and receive better grades due to participation in after school programs “ (Riley et al.,1996)
OSHC is developmentally appropriate and beneficial for children

OSHC contributes to prevention

OSHC is cost effective

Yet, in saying that I stand before you and condemn my very words…or at least their meaning.

I believe that this kind of rhetoric about prevention and cost effectiveness is destructive to the very fabric on which child hood is woven.

When play is no longer just for fun, when it no longer is just good for your psyche.

When in order to ‘sell’ the concept to parents, educators and Government we have to talk in terms of 'benefits’, 'cost' and 'outcomes' then it is time for us as a society to stop and look very hard at ourselves and the value system we are placing on our children.

This approach to childhood is toxic.

I quote from the OECD report

 “…there is a view that children are a diminishing resource to be highly valued……………from this perspective, investment in the Nations children is a key priority”

I ask ‘When did children become commodities? When did they stop being human beings? When did we start needing performance indicators for every part of our children’s lives?

This language is biased and promotes the image of childhood far removed from humanity and immersed instead in economic rationalism and consumerism. It feeds into concepts of communities as potential problems and social cohesion based in terms of dollars.

Whilst I acknowledge that this use of the vocabulary is effective, indeed, I use it frequently myself as I plough the murky waters of lobbying politicians and seeking media attention for Australia’s School Age care sector, I also wish to acknowledge that our services should not become a solace for bureaucrats where politics runs the show. The use of language can de-humanise and de-sensitive us to the really important issue of children’s right to play and more importantly to ‘just be’. We walk a dangerous tightrope when we allow children to be viewed as line items on a budget sheet.

We need to fight the desire of others to put children and Out of School Hours Services in boxes, thus removing the individuality and community influence on our children and services that they attend.

We need to see our services and ourselves as strong supporters of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, in particular Article 31 “Children’s right to play, leisure and recreational opportunities”. Most importantly we must take up the challenge and be “Defenders of childhood”. The childhood’s we enjoyed cannot be guaranteed for the children and grandchildren of the future if we do not.

I leave you with a favourite quote from an unknown but obviously inspirational source………….

1000 years from now it will not matter what car you drove, what politician you voted for, what school you went to or even what house you lived in, but the world may be a better place because you were important in the life of a child.
Thank you all for not only the commitment you have shown by taking on the important and highly undervalued role of caring for the Nations children, but for accepting the challenge to change the world and hopefully make it a better place.
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