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Objectives
01
A small action research
project will be shared,
beginning with the
background information
which examined how
lived
stories(pedagogical
documentation) were
put into practice at one
Scottish nursery.

02
It will explore young
children’s
participation rights
and how they were
enacted (or not)
within the authorship
of the stories.

03
The findings will be
shared that will illustrate
the complex enactment of
children’s participation
rights, including children’s
right to information,
freedom of expression and
their right to express their
views and have those
views taken into account.

Assessment, evaluation and
documentation are key
areas of tension – and
optimism – in early
childhood education and
care. Practices vary widely.
Some approaches are rich,
qualitative and processbased, documenting
children’s evolving theories
and learning experiences
(Blaisdell, et al, 2021: 1)

‘Data suggests that when educators learn about
participatory pedagogies within their educational
and interpersonal contexts they make the
pedagogy the cornerstone of their professional
development as well as of the children’s education.
It shows pedagogical documentation as an anchor
to develop and research the connectivity between
educators’ professional development and children’s
education, thus being a central pedagogical
dimension to institute children’s rights to learn in
participation’(De Sousa, 2019 371).

Quick Fix / Moral Panic
EYPs raised concern that the Scottish
Government are putting a tremendous effort into
‘taming, predicting, preparing and supervising
and evaluating learning’ (Dahlberg & Moss, xiii).
Various tools for recording have been
implemented, e.g., tools that compartmentalise
curricular areas; resulting in children being
assessed against simplistic ‘red’ ‘amber’ and
‘green’ levels of learning.
These standardised tracking measures leave
little space for a holistic view of development
(Froebel, 1887).

The Attainment Challenge has become a key driver of
standardised assessments in early childhood settings. For
example, in order to report progress on the Attainment
Challenge, some Scottish local authorities have devised their
own charts for tracking and assessing young children’s
developmental milestones. Practitioners are encouraged to
track children’s growth by shading in a box on the chart,
which indicates the child’s successful achievement in each
particular milestone (Blaisdell, et al, 2021: 4).

In the beginning…
‘As a team we wanted to rethink how we
captured children’s learning, we wanted to
move beyond the mundane (e.g., milestone
charting) – rather we wanted to be inspired by
the dynamic, complex and creative ways of
recording children’s experiences. We were
keen to record a more wired-up sense of
curiosity regarding children’s complex
encounters’ (Scott Craig, SEYO, Cowgate
Under 5s Centre).

Scott illustrates here, that the practitioner is embedded
in the lives of the children we work with.

Trackers

Trackers

Seeking to explore children’s
lives in different contexts...
Research conducted in England over the last decade has documented
sustained, significant decreases in children’s wellbeing. While recent
changes to curriculum policy promoting children’s wellbeing have been
introduced, a notable feature of the discourse surrounding the promotion
of children’s wellbeing is that wellbeing is regarded as opposed to, or in
tension with, children’s academic achievement.

Recently, Gabriel Heller-Sahlgren proposed that there is an inevitable
‘trade-off’ between children’s ‘wellbeing’ and their academic achievement.
Using PISA 2012 data, Heller-Sahlgren argues that pupil happiness and
high achievement do not go hand in hand; implying policymakers have a
decision to make about which they uphold as the priority.... this
relationship is not straightforward and requires careful disentangling of
the hedonic and eudaimonic components of wellbeing (Clarke, 2020:263).

‘Wolves at the door:’
inspection and fear
of reprisals
Clearly this is a complex terrain that
practitioners, children and families
navigate – and a highly political one,
cut through with relations of power
around practices of normalisation,
banal developmentalism,
individualisation and regulation of
children’s bodies (e.g. Burman 2017;
Sparrman and Lindgren 2010).

Alternative Ways of
Seeing and Being with
Young Children
•Disrupt the normalising of
children/childhood (e.g., through milestone
charts)
•Engaging with complexity demands
thinking about the taken-for-granted
practices in early childhood
•Documenting everyday moments of
practice – co-created by children and
practitioners
•Engaging in tensions and uncertainties
•Collaborative thinking together
•Complexify early childhood education

Islands of Expertise – Going Beyond the Superficial
Topics of which ‘children become interested in and which they develop relatively deep
and rich knowledge’ (Crowley & Jacobs, 2002:333).
‘...noticing, recognising and responding to children’s learning’ (Blaisdell, et al, 2021:2).

‘One way of understanding the educational arena in a
wider perspective today is that there are two strong
contradictory movements at work; one of the complexity
and diversity increase, and one of the complexity and
diversity reduction…The more we seem to know about the
complexity of learning, children’s diverse strategies and
multiple theories of knowledge, the more we seek to
impose learning strategies and curriculum goals that
reduce the complexities and diversities of learning and
knowing’ (Lenz Taguchi, 2008:1).

Ethical Listening
Be courtous and attentive:
sending the feedback to
the speaker

Maintain the free and open
expression of ideas:
it is vital for a democratic
society to maintain the free
and open expression of
ideas.

Avoid prejudging the
speaker:
listen first and decide to
accept or reject what the
speaker says later.

Encourages practitioners to:
oquestion the dominant discourses in early
education
oenable learning to run wild rather than be
tamed
obe attentive to the conditions under which
something new is produced

Questions about visibility
(Clark, 2019)
•Who are represented?
•Who are represented very often?
•Who are not represented?
•Could we find a pattern?
•Could we find some hypotheses about our
intentions behind we often or never take photos
of?
•What sort of situations are represented in the
material?
•Where are they – which places are documented?
•What happens in the situations documented?
•Which themes are possible to read out of the
pictures?

What could improve
the visibility of
children in
pedagogical
documentation?
‘Children as bricoleurs empowers the
children to act as researchers drawing
from their lives to generate data; this
data constructs stories, in particular,
positioning place as a critical
component(Lorio, Hamm, Parnell and
Quintero, 2017:152).

Many forms of pedagogical documentation do support
participatory methods, which enables a children’s
rights approach to pedagogical documentation...with
some adding children’s quotations...however, often
quotations are added after the observation / story has
been written.

Learning
Stories to Lived
Stories
A way of documenting children
that seeks to chronicle the present
experiences of children, in the very
real idiomatic sense of
documenting …seizing the
discursive events of everyday life.

Lived Stories
•Reflect the complex nature of children’s lives – representing the
multifaceted nature of children’s experiences
•The narratives are very personal as they connect with the unique
lived experiences and feelings of children
•Taken for granted assumptions are challenged
•Sense of intimacy
•Enable practitioners to delve deeply into complex phenomena
(reducing complexities often leads to superficial assessments that
gloss over complexity and provide minimal information)
•Inspire the dynamic, complex and unique ways of living and learning
•Encourage practitioners to consider how we discover the myriad of
ways that children make meaning
•Invigorating process in that the experiences shared uncover the
realities of living and learning – documenting the transformational
process of children’s learning

What we proposed…
What we proposed to the Froebel Trust was an open-ended investigation into:

01

To answer the question, “What do children, parents, and staff think is
important in how we document children’s experiences at nursery?”

02

From this learning, to experiment creatively with documentation,
grounded in Froebelian principles. This may include digital and/or
paper-based approaches, or a blend of both.

03

To engage in knowledge exchange and dialogue about the learning
from the project, in both academic and practice networks,
nationally and internationally.

Dear Ivy and Thea,
This morning I asked you if you would like to have a walk to the
Grassmarket Community Project, where a person called Tommy
works with people who create things out of wood. Tommy and
some people from the project made the wooden toilet doors, toilet
seats, the reception counter, and shelves and library doors in the
Croilean.
We walked with Niamh and Theo down the steep ‘Fishy Close’
(Fishmarket Close) to the Cowgate. You tested the acoustics
underneath the George IV, using loud voices ‘ “Echo” you shouted.
We stopped at the site of the archaeological dig, which is much
smaller than we’ve observed in the past. It was difficult to see but
there were people with hard hats and high-vis jackets using tools
to discover more about the remains of an old building under the
ground, this small section had big girders around it. Most of the
site has been filled in now. We wondered if a building might be
made on top. You all looked fascinated by the digger in action…all
except Niamh, who was asleep in the buggy!

We crossed the road to the community centre. “Look there’s
writing on the wall”…you said Thea. It said ‘Grassmarket
Community Project’. Unfortunately, we were not able to go
upstairs to see Tommy at work. Instead Tommy came
downstairs to meet us. He had with him a big bag of wood-offcuts from some of the projects he and his students had been
working on. There were pieces of different size, weight, shape,
colour and texture. Tommy talked to us about the wood as we
all touched the wood and loaded it into my bag and the bottom
of Niamh’s buggy. “This one is smooth, “ observed Theo. “And
this one is spikey!”, noticing some splintery wood. “This wood
smells nice,” you said Ivy, lifting a piece with the bark still on.
Tommy told us how he and some students will be going to
Zambia, in Africa, to make a scholl for girls who are 12 years
and older, many of whom might otherwise not have the
opportunity for learning in school. This school will be a safe
place for Zambian girls to learn and play and continue to enjoy
their childhood. We all thanked Tommy for the wood and then
we left to walk back to Cowgate.

Today I learned that you are a curious observer. You
tested the acoustics by making your own sounds
under the bridge.By exploring our local community,
you have discovered the different roles people play
and how they can help.You watched people at work
within your community, in various jobs like
archaeologists, machine operators, receptionists,
and carpenters. You smelled and handled different
types of wood and you were able to describe with
your words what you could smell, touch and see.
Your questioning nature helps you to learn about
the world around you.We never stop
learning.Questioning and having varied
experiences within community encourages you to
welcome diversity, understanding and
inclusiveness. Exploring your community helps you
to feel more connected to it and willing to
participate in it. These concerns can extend to the
global community, as you learn more.

Grassmarket Community Project is Cowgate Under 5s
chosen charity for this year. Today, we learned that
the money Cowgate raises and donates to our charity
will be used to help Tommy and his students (most
who have never been outside Scotland), travel to
Zambia to make a school for girls. As well as
protecting the childhood of these girls, it will ensure
positive changes to the communities in both Zambia
and Edinburgh. Tommy’s students will learn about
the impact they are having on other people’s lives.
This knowledge and pride could support them to
make positive changes within their own families and
communities in Scotland. We all all connected.

Perhaps you would like to make
something with the wood that Tommy
gave to us?What types of things might
you like to create? There are musical
instruments made from wood – you could
continue your explorations of sound with
an instrument you have created.
Structures, like houses and schools can
also be made from wood. The possibilities
are as grand as your imagination.
Love Emma

Children’s views on
the stories: fluid
positions
•Missing? ‘Why am I in all of these
pictures?’
•Expanding, contesting the written
stories--”a musician growing inside
me”
•Authorship of new stories: ‘Please
can you photograph this to show my
mum and put it in my learning
journal’“
•Experimenting with paper journals
—printouts of the digital

Despite widespread enthusiasm for the Lived Stories, the
longstanding commitment of Lilybank practitioners to
children’s participation rights, and the participatory ethos of
Learning Stories more generally, it became clear during
Phase One of the project that children’s own involvement
with the journals was uneven.

We identified intertwined difficulties in enacting children’s
participation rights in terms of the inclusion of their views (Article 12),
constraints on freedom of expression because of the written form of
the stories (Article 13) and ambiguity around access to information
about the existence of their online Lived Stories (Article 17). For
example, 11 out of 15 children interviewed about their online stories
said they had not seen the journals before, with three saying they had
looked at them with their parents, and one child unsure.

Theo’s response to his online journal during the interview highlights a
lack of information about the existence of his Lived Stories:
Practitioner: Have you seen the pictures before?
Theo: No. What’s a Learning Journal? Can I see more? Look at this one,
this one looks cool. I’m wearing bare feet […] Am I in this one? Yes I am.
Why am I in all of these pictures? (emphasis added)
Similarly, Anya had a lot to say about the stories in her online journal
during the interview, but said she had not seen them before:
Anya (looking through her journal): I think I’m 3 there. Maybe 2? I was
looking at bugs. In the museum. That’s me shopping. Look, this is us
doing gymnastics.
Practitioner: Have you seen the pictures before?
Anya: No.

As Theo and Anya’s interviews reflect, some children were not aware
that the online stories existed. However, in the larger body of data, there
was more ambiguity, as practitioners and families described many
examples of sharing the online stories with children. Children’s access
depended on adults logging in and showing them the online stories.
Looking holistically at the data about children’s access to, and
information about, the Lived Stories, it did seem that a body of work was
being built up about children that they did not have consistent
information about.

Finally...
Learning/Lived stories have the potential
for explicit challenge to the
normalisation and erasing of difference
found in mainstream early childhood
discourses, but do not automatically do
so.
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