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Abstract

The power of video as a route to activism is not new to education. Its efficacy in
galvanizing political action and advocacy concerning important social issues plays an
important role in raising public consciousness and a ‘call to arms’. In the early 1980's
Anne Smith understood this more than most. Her use of video as a mode of political
advocacy was part of a larger intellectual and political quest to alter public
perspective and policy concerning women and children in Aotearoa New Zealand at
that time. Since her death in 2016 the videos she made in the 1980s to early 1990s
have now been made freely available to the public and continue to be relevant
today. Back then they were produced and disseminated through hours of labour
with a group of supporters who shared an understanding of the importance of video
to galvanise political consciousness and action. This paper explores the thinking
behind the production of these videos and their impact in the public domain
with the help of Anne’s life-long partner John Smith and then goes on to look
at subsequent work. The paper then goes on to consider, with Professor Anne
Meade, the strategic potential for video in the field that can learn much from
Anne Smith's legacy. Together they highlight the power and potential of video
to mobilise policy and practice concerning children in the public realm as
agentic citizens and to progress the important work Anne started through such
modalities into the future.
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Introduction: Video activism as political advocacy

Video activism as political advocacy for social justice is a field of scholarship that
emerged during the 1960’s alongside a wider social activist movement that was charac-
terized by the desire to bring marginalized thought and practice to public awareness.
As part of this enterprise, video activism sought to “discover and recover repressed
voices and ideas from the past, as well as to create and legitimate opportunities for the
views to under-resourced peoples and perspectives to be expressed, disseminated, and
heard” (Jansen, 2011, p 3). In many cases such advocacy was generated out of grass-
roots members of a community who have identified the challenge; and then presented
it as video documentary to the public and policy-makers (Gregory et al., 2005).
Through such means video has demonstrated efficacy in mobilizing political
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consciousness and, by association, advocating and promoting greater awareness about
important contemporary social issues.

As a young feminist academic in the 1970’s, Anne Smith (see Fig. 1) seized the opportun-
ities such a mechanism offered for challenging existing (and we would argue residual) inequal-
ities concerning women and children. She recognized that her ground-breaking work as a
published scholar, though important, was not enough to secure a change in the wider public
and political consciousness. Video, however, offered Anne a secondary route — not instead of
the genre most privileged by the academy through scholarly text, but as an alternate yet com-
plementary means of connecting research with the important issues of the day. Anne used
film to raise public awareness about key issues concerning gender and, by association the
rights of women in the workforce. From these early experiences Anne developed an associ-
ated interest in the rights of children to high quality early childhood education (ECE), which

Fig. 1 Anne Smith (1940-2016) (Permission received from J. Smith)
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Fig. 2 Front cover of the video Who Cares (Children’s Issues Centre, 2001, permission given)
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was to form the basis of a series of videos that played no small part in altering the policy en-
vironment for New Zealand families, children and teachers.

Video, the academy and public policy: women and children

It was this “push and pull between theorizing, research, and activism” (Gallagher, 2011, p.
134) through video as a catalyst for political advocacy that characterized the work of Anne
Smith. She understood - better than most - the need to exploit a variety of genre to commu-
nicate research in order to have an impact. Through such means Anne forged new path-
ways for women’s agency and social reform. For her, this was much more than an academic
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exercise. Anne had experienced first-hand the effects of gender discrimination — both as a
working mother of two girls and as a devoted scholar - with serious concerns about the bar-
riers created as a consequence. Her 1981 film Blue for a girl (Smith & van der Vyver, 1981)
fueled bystereotypical views of gender in New Zealand, though now dated by its resolution
and some of the filming techniques, introduces gender themes that are still relevant today.

What arose from this early foray into video - for Anne and her colleagues at the time
- was the need to politicize the issues that arose from such limiting views and which
profoundly impacted upon their daily lives (May, 2017a). For Anne it was work that, as
a mother herself faced with lack of access to quality early childhood education, called
upon her own community — collaborating with friends and colleagues in a mutual
quest for bringing about recognition of key issues affecting them all. Nichols (2001) de-
scribes using film in this context as “a cinema of empowerment” (148), which seeks to
both contribute to social movements for change while at the same time building grass-
root communities that could speak back to hierarchies dominating the social landscape.
Through such enterprise Anne, with others, constructed an organic and empowered
‘new woman and child’ — an identity which came to be represented in the New Zealand
early childhood movement that still exists today (May, 2017b) and which called upon
social justice ideals that actively work to bring this about (Dalli, 2016).

Arising from what colleague Helen May often describes as “those heady days”
(2017a) Anne forged a political agenda for childcare as a legitimate option for mothers
who also wanted to work. She did so partially through a combination of well-placed
scholarly publications and presentations; but it was the strategic use of video, as John
Smith explains, that really brought these ideas into the public arena: (view Additional
file 1: Interview with Dr John Smith).

Advocacy for children through video: a series of political events
Fueled by her earliest endeavours, Anne set a course for the production of a series of
videos that responded to a persistent political disregard for quality ECE (Smith &
Milan, 1978; Smith & van der Vyver 1981; Smith, 1983; Smith & van der Vyver, 1993).
Anne’s research had revealed a series of important features that underpinned high qual-
ity experiences and practices in the field (Smith et al.,, 1996). The last of the four videos
in the series produced Early Childhood Educare: The search for Quality (Smith & van
der Vyver, 1993)— a video that was released as part of a campaign for quality ECE being
led by the Combined Early Childhood Union in 1993 (Dalli, 2016). This occured at time
when a new government was rolling back planned changes to improve the quality of
ECE in New Zealand, yet its plans started years earlier as evidenced by the inclusion of
the keynote speakers Lillian Katz and Anne Stonehouse when they were at the 1991
Early Childhood Convention in Dunedin. The use of international experts to reinforce
the arguments being made was a common strategy across Anne’s films so as to high-
light their academic and research foundations and grant them further credibility.
Gregory et al. (2005) describe the importance of a strategic distribution of video in
order that it might have its fullest effect as an advocacy mechanism. In this Anne was
an astute learner, maximizing the impact of this footage within both community and
policy platforms. Nichols (2001) suggests that the power of video for activism lies in
the interface between individuals and society as a whole, and a keen awareness of the
hierarchies, ideologies and politics that shape practice and policy. It was not by chance
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that Anne and her colleagues sent her video to politicians on the cusp of policy deci-
sions that impacted directly on the issues she wished to raise. Later the Search for
Quality video was redited into a 22 min version and is still shown in teacher education
courses to this day.

Anne’s long-time friend and collaborator — also an activist in the field — Professor
Anne Meade, describes this strategic orientation in the clip that follows: (view Additional
file 2: Interview with Professor Anne Meade).

To extend the story, when Anne Smith went on to become the inaugural director of
the Children’s Issues Centre in 1995 she did not continue to produce films in the same
way, but instead used collaborative strategies to continue her work. For example, in col-
laboration with Mary Philips who produced New Zealand television shows for children,
Anne, Nicola Taylor and Michael Gaffney joined a large working party that produced
the early childhood resource Amazing Me (Kids TV, 1999), building on the format of
the television show You and Me featuring Suzy Cato. As well as Anne and Nicola tak-
ing roles in the project’s advisory group she had Michael work on an evaluation of a
pilot of the programme to enhance its rigour by using research. This involved running
early programmes through a kindergarten community to see how children and families
responded to content that was reasonably sensitive (Ellis et al., 1998).

At about the same time Anne had been leading a research team that was talking to
children in foster and kinship care (Smith et al., 1999). Funds were raised to produce a
video for children so that they were better informed about what happens to them as
they transition into care. The challenge was how to use children’s voices to acknow-
ledge what children were telling the researchers, when it would be difficult, practically
and ethically, to ask children to speak or act in front of a camera. Mary Phillips was
able to produce and direct this work in claymation and then Michael Gaffney and
Trisha Meagher Lundberg were able to trial it with some children to see what they
thought (Children’s Issues Centre, 2001) and determine the best way to package the video
Who Cares 1 & 2 (see Fig. 2) to improve engagement (Children’s Issues Centre, 2001).

Another video project was to record the views of young people at one of the confer-
ences arranged by the Children’s Issues Centre so that the messages being created
could go beyond those who were able to attend the event (Children’s Issues Centre,
2003). This approach of using children’s voices to provide advocacy was one of the key
themes from the Sociology of Childhood (Smith et al, 2000) to engage both children
and adults. Video was ideal for communicating with children and hearing from them in
a way that academic writing found difficult to do. The conferences were a key oppor-
tunity to bring international visitors to Dunedin and Judith Duncan, another team
member of the centre, took up Anne's idea of interviewing the early childhood visitors
on film and then using these as resources when teaching students in the Postgraduate
Diploma in Child Advocacy.

In all of the projects above and as stated by John Smith and Anne Meade in their re-
spective videos, Anne Smith was always keen to share knowledge from research in
some form of video genre. And so one of the longer running media programmes that
Anne and others at the centre were involved with was providing the basis for SKIP —
Strategies with Kids and Information for Parents (www.skip.org.nz). In an effort to re-
move the legal option for parents to use physical discipline on their children the centre
conducted a literature review for the Children’s Commissioner (Smith et al., 2005). The
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outcome of this work was six principles of effective discipline that then formed the
basis for the SKIP programme, which continues to make material available to both par-
ents in an effort to support children's rights not to be hurt or mistreated as highlighted in
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child article 19. The web resource in-
cludes many examples of children's voices in video (Family & Community Services, 2015).

Anne retired as Director of the Children’s Issues Centre in 2006 and continued working
on the repeal of Section 59 of the Crimes Act 1961 that was achieved in 2007, which re-
moved the statutory defense of using reasonable force to correct children (Durrant &
Smith, 2011). Anne stepped up her writing after retirement. Since Anne and her col-
leagues began working with the notion of children’s voices (Smith et al., 2000) in the mid
nineties it took another 20 years before it was accepted as a core feature of social work
practice for those working in the new Oranga Tamariki — The New Zealand Ministry for
Children (Modernising Child Youth and Family Expert Panel, 2015) that is responsible for
children in state care. This clearly epitomizes Jansen's (2011) definition of activism that
can “create and legitimate opportunities for the views to under-resourced peoples and
perspectives to be expressed, disseminated, and heard” (p. 3) and establishes childhood
voices at the heart of political reform. Her legacy lives on in this regard.

40 years later

The technology of video production has changed hugely since Anne began using film
40 years ago. Its location within social media is in no small way a feature of its chan-
ging utility for education and pedagogy (Peters & White, 2016). The digital space is be-
coming the go to respository for “information”. Academic publishers, Open Access and
the libraries of tertiary institutions have recognized this and created a digital spaces for
video research to appear and Google Scholar has created the means to find it. A search
on youtube.com for child advocacy will produce over half a million hits. Yet searching
for “listening to children's voices” only produces 20 thousand hits and many of those
listed first comprise adults talking about the topic on behalf of children. While that
might suggest that children are yet to upload their own video, we ask why should we
expect children and young people to upload their voices into adults defined spaces for
scrutiny? Perhaps there is more work for us to do in contemplation of more recent
video technologies and modes of production at our disposal that challenge the ‘work of
the I/eye? in an era of collective intelligence (White, 2016; Peters & White, 2016)?

Yet, as Anne Meade (2017) reminds us, we can do too much talking to ourselves. She
challenges us to re-define our narrative with children going forward. She offers a few
models in this regard including the recent work of Reggio who have produced video
containing children’s thoughts, questions and dialogues on the world through art; and
the ECEC CARE research which contains raw data of educational practice in seven
European countries. The increase in video-oriented research in the early years provides
strong impetus to consider how it might be galvanized for political and adversarial
purposes (White, 2017a). In this there are many challenges ahead. Which compelling
images and documentry do we present, present collectively and present publically?
How do we avoid colonizing others in our quest? (White, 2017b). Anne Smith’s legacy
has shown us how to think about and undertake research disemination, especially in re-
lation to closing the gap between Academics and Professionals in the move to support
evidence-informed practice and political engagement. Her work reminds us that social
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movements cannot be left to the professionals (or children for that matter) alone, and
so we must look at how contemporary research narratives can be shared with the pub-
lic at large. In a globalized world, there is much potential for these to be shared as a
source of provocation and insight — as video methodology in its own right. However, as
Anne ‘s legacy reminds us, through video these narratives are much more than enter-
tainment and, if treated with genuine advocacy and strategic attention in the public
space, have the potential to change lives for the better.

Conclusion

Anne Smith’s academic life contains a theme of finding ways to disseminate the research,
often to the professional and private groups or families who often do not always have direct
access to it. The Children’s Issues Centre provided the vehicle to do this work. Once the re-
search had been conducted the conferences and seminars became the first point of disemi-
nation, followed by publications including the journal Childrenz Issues. After this the Centre
offered post graduate courses for those professionals wanting to gain a more structured and
indepth look at the ideas that were emerging from research and had direct relevance to
their work with children and young people. Anne offered a narrative that reinforced the
position that research should make a difference. She became very good at bringing people
together around different projects to share in that narrative through the use film and video
as a galvanizing force. Her legacy offers an important route to future advocacy for children
and their families — the work has only begun in this regard as societies continue to deny
them voice or, within the academy, bury these important messages in texts that do not reach
those who need to hear. Through video, there are increased possibilities for scholarship of
the kind that does not rest with academic discoveries in text, but takes seriously the implica-
tions of research findings into the real world as a source of insight and empowerment. This
is an activist agenda that binds together the researchers, the researched and those who have
the power to change the world as a consequence of these insights.

Emeritus Professor Anne B. Smith was the inaugural Director of the Children’s Issues
Centre at the University of Otago in Dunedin, New Zealand. There are a number of on-
line tributes that describe her life and acknowledge her contribution to academia and
beyond (Taylor 2016; May 2017a).
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