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Abstract: In early childhood education and care there has been a tendency in recent years to narrow down the ed-
ucational practice to an introduction to school with a strong emphasis on literacy and math. It is essential that
early childhood education and care researchers and practitioners analyse and reflect on this tendency and consid-
er developing an alternative approach: critical early childhood education. On the basis of a critical theory of soci-
ety, a theory of recognition (Honneth, 1995), a Bildung oriented critical-constructive Didaktik? (Klafki, 1995,
1998) and various childhood approaches (Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 2001, 2007), this article will present an out-

line of critical preschool education.
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a. The German term Didaktik is not the equivalent of the English term didactics. The concept of Didaktik goes
beyond both didactics and the term curriculum by focusing on both democratic aims and content with a libera-
tion perspective. A theoretical discussion on this issue is elaborated in Hopmann & Riquarts (19935).

AIMS AND METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY
The study investigates the role of public man-
agement in early childhood education and care
and outlines an autonomous and critical peda-
gogy that goes beyond the increasing political
management. The ambition is not to develop a
new theory, but to improve existing theories and
discourses in new combinations in order to cre-
ate a possible theoretical foundation for such a
critical approach.

The methodology used to structure this theo-
retical piece of work is a logical step-by-step de-
scription starting with the problem: the fact that
early childhood education and care is increas-
ingly focusing on adjustment to school, using
narrow goals and objectives, pre-programmed
methods and tests. In short, early childhood ed-
ucation seems to be becoming increasingly
school oriented (Norwegian: ‘skolsk’; Danish:
‘skolificeret’). This problem is challenged by a

number of theoretical contributions and ideas
about critical preschool education, which may
form the basis for a new point of departure. To
conclude, I discuss the sustainability of this solu-
tion.

BACKGROUND AND CURRENT TRENDS IN
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE —
THE PROBLEM

In the OECD papers Starting Strong, two dis-
tinct approaches to early childhood education
and care are identified (OECD, 2001, 2006): the
early education approach and the social pedago-
gy approach. The early education approach gen-
erally results in a more centralizing and academ-
ic strategy towards curriculum, content and
methodology, while the social pedagogy tradi-
tion remains more local, child-centred and holis-
tic. The Nordic preschool belongs to the social
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2 STIG BROSTROM

pedagogy understanding and has not previously
been described by concepts like teaching, learn-
ing and curriculum but rather by concepts like
care, relation, activity and development.

Nordic preschool educators generally have a
strong conviction that early childhood educa-
tion should be something quite different from
formal education at school. Nordic early child-
hood education has its roots in the theories of
Rousseau, Pestalozzi and Froebel and was influ-
enced and reformulated by a critical progressive
wave in the early 20th century. Together, these
approaches provide a background that embrac-
es concepts such as play, child-centeredness, self-
directed activity, self-development and holistic
development (Brostrom, 2003).

In such a child-oriented approach there is a
risk of the preschool affording the child so much
freedom that learning and development may be
compromised in some way. For that reason the
Nordic model was discussed and reformed dur-
ing the last decades of the 20th century in order
to ensure equal opportunities and a comprehen-
sive development for all children.

Consequently, the Nordic countries, like most
of the European countries, have devised and im-
plemented preschool curricula (Brostrom &
Wagner, 2003). Since the birth of the Danish
curriculum in 2004 (Socialministeriet, 2004) an
increasing number of management tools have
been implemented, such as educational stand-
ards, language tests, quality rapports and in
2011, evaluation of the educational activities.
We are thus seeing a reformulation and stream-
lining of early childhood education and care (Fi-
nansministeriet, 2009).

The tendency towards narrowing down edu-
cational practice and reducing preschool to an
introduction to school with strong emphasis on
literacy and math is currently seen in most mod-
ern neo-liberal countries.

Thus early childhood education and care is
under pressure, as is expressed in, for example,
the Lisbon Treaty (2000). In Starting Strong 2
(OECD, 2006), which is based on Eurostat
(2000), it is documented that a number of coun-
tries

... in general introduce structured learning are-
as to young children from the ages of 4 to 6
years. The preferred domains of knowledge
proposed are: nature and the environment;
emergent literacy and numeracy; general
knowledge; scientific concepts and reasoning.

The learning areas that receive most focus in
official curricula are emergent literacy and nu-
meracy.

The educational changes are based on economic
interests, and the relevant political statements
have a great impact on national initiatives in-
volving distinct formulations of goals and objec-
tives that are closely connected to a number of
simplified methods connected with pre-de-
scribed tests. So in many European countries in-
cluding Denmark, the following tendencies can
be observed:

 an increasing use of standards and manuals

» ause of narrow intermediate aims and indica-
tors to measure children’s achievements

 avariety of evaluation and test methods

 the implementation of quality reports, which
make preschool teachers and day care profes-
sionals responsible for their work (so-called
accountability)

Though documents like Starting Strong 2
(OECD, 2006) warn against such a narrowing
of the notion of early childhood care and educa-
tion, we see an emerging tendency to focus on
“readiness for school”, learning standards and
the use of narrow goals and objectives followed
by tests. So there is a clear risk of a dominating
influence from school, which can lead to the im-
plementation of fast and effective subject learn-
ing and the use of methods based on evidence,
the so-called “what works”.

This meets resistance and critique from pre-
school teachers, researchers and educational as-
sociations, among others the World Organiza-
tion for Early Childhood Education, OMEP
(Organisation Mondiale pour I’Education Prés-
colaire), which passed a resolution in Gothen-
burg in 2011 on children’s right and joy to learn
through play:

Today, because of political and financial prob-
lems, most governments are overemphasizing
the swift development of literacy and numera-
cy skills for our children when they start
school. This results in dramatically restricting
the holistic approach to early childhood edu-
cation. This situation is destroying the basis
and the sense of early childhood education.
This results in the loss of crucial values, crea-
tivity, imagination, openmindedness, expres-
sive arts, thus deeply affecting the right and
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the joy to learn through play. A continuing
boosting of such tendencies will colonize the
soul of the early childhood education and care
tradition, and for that reason we have to re-
construct a critical early childhood education.
(OMEP, 2011)

The above resolution expresses a general con-
cern about changes in early childhood education
and care that involve implementing school ori-
ented activities in early years. As an alternative
the organization calls for a critical approach.
The term ‘critical early childhood education’ is
relatively open, but refers to a number of critical
approaches, including critical theory, which was
formulated by the so-called Frankfurt School or
Institute for Social Research and which aims at
liberating people from societal compulsion and
suppression. Freire (1971, 1972) and Giroux
(1987, 1988, 1997, 2000) belong to the second
generation of the Frankfurt School and have
strong influence on educational theory and
practice.

On the basis of the above description, the
problem can be stated as follows: the increasing
management and political control of preschools
is resulting in adult initiated activities focused
on a narrow preparation for school with less
space for activities instigated by children them-
selves, like play and other spontaneous activi-
ties. A consequence of this efficiency is a limita-
tion of both children’s and preschool teachers’
influence, which Biesta (2007, 2011) calls a
democratic deficit.

A LEGITIMATE BASIS FOR A DEMOCRATIC

AND CRITICAL PRESCHOOL EDUCATION

A call for critical early childhood education and
care that emphasizes democracy, children’s par-
ticipation and influence in no way contradicts
the general aims of the overall political docu-
ments. While preschools are forced to make
their practice more effective and strive to devel-
op narrow skills and competencies, primarily
language skills, political rhetoric calls for a dem-
ocratic dimension. Thus although efforts to cre-
ate an effective preschool education are domi-
nant there is a legitimate basis for creating a
democratic and critical preschool education.
Such a democratic dimension is emphasized in
the aims for children’s learning and develop-
ment in all of the Nordic countries, including
the Danish preschool:

CURRICULUM IN PRESCHOOL 3

Day care (preschool/bornehave) must give
children the opportunity to participate in deci-
sion making and joint responsibility and to de-
velop an understanding of democracy, and
contribute to children’s autonomy and abili-
ties to participate in binding social communi-
ties, (Retsinformation, 2007). [Authors
translation].

However, there are many ways to define and un-
derstand the term democracy and to draw con-
sequences for education in the early years. In or-
der to meet the challenge (or at least confront
the problem) of early schooling with a narrow
focus on literacy and numeracy two early child-
hood education and care approaches will be pre-
sented: on the one hand, a ‘German Bildung ori-
ented approach’, expressed by the German
scholar Wolfgang Klafki, (1996, 1998) and im-
plemented in a Danish context by Brostrom
(2004, 20064a, 2006b), and on the other hand, a
preschool democratic practice and theory based
on various versions of ‘childhood psychology
and sociology’, expressed by Dahlberg, Moss &
Pence (2007), Taguchi (2010), and implemented
in a Danish context by Anders Skriver Jensen
(2012). On this basis I will introduce a draft of
critical preschool education.

A CRITICAL THEORY OF SOCIETY
Does such a critical approach have any chance
of surviving? According to Francis Fukuyama
(1992), the fall of the Berlin Wall and the disin-
tegration or demise of Soviet communism dem-
onstrate the end of History and the ultimate tri-
umph of Western liberal democracy and the
unabashed victory of economic and political lib-
eralism. Fukuyama is right as regards the two
historical occurrences, but the myth of the ‘end
of history’ is a false form of universalism (Gir-
oux, 2000, p. 40; McLaren, 1999). Though con-
sumerism seems to wipe out political involve-
ment, we also see counter-offensives and a
critical counterbalance. But modern capitalism
produces an ideology of neo-liberalism that de-
scribes the market and the representative de-
mocracy as healthy and objective truths. There-
fore there is a need for modern criticism of
capitalism that emphasizes the democratic di-
mension.

The American professor Michael Hardt and
the Italian philosopher Antonio Negri express a
critical analysis of modern capitalism (Hardt &
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Negri, 2006, 2000) and call for a global direct
democracy, which among other things compris-
es a political claim for the right to citizenship of
the world (Hardt & Negri, 2000). This means
seeing oneself as a political subject, a human be-
ing who takes responsibility and participates in
finding solutions to local and global problems.
In agreement with the United Nations Conven-
tion of the Rights of the Child, children must be
active participants and their cooperation must
characterize the daily life in preschool (United
Nations, 1989).

A fulfilment of this claim implies that citizens
are recognized for their actions. Thus individu-
als and groups of people are active subjects.
They will be listened to, taken seriously, and
they will have influence; in other words, they
will be recognized.

Recognition

According to the German philosopher Axel
Honneth (1995), human beings have an anthro-
pological and ontological need for recognition.
Without recognition the individual is not able to
develop a personal identity. Recognition is a pre-
condition for individuals’ self-realization and
for a good life. For that reason a democratic so-
ciety has to offer its citizens a fundamental rec-
ognition, which is expressed via three spheres
and forms of recognition: love, rights and soli-
darity (Honneth, 1995).

In the private sphere, symmetrical relations
such as love and friendship provide basic self-
confidence, a kind of emotional recognition.
Love is a sphere of recognition and love between
subjects is experienced as a mutual emotional
need. In early childhood education and care at-
tachment theories expressed by, for example,
Bowlby (1988) and Stern (1985) have been used
to elaborate this dimension. Also the Norwegian
scholar Berit Bae (2005) has elaborated and ap-
plied the concept of recognition to preschool
practice. Emotional recognition leads to secure
attachment, basic confidence and with that,
physical integrity.

In the sphere of legal relations, individuals use
their legal universal rights, for example, free-
dom of expression. Experiencing oneself as an
active member of society, a recognized autono-
mous acting subject, results in self-respect and
self-esteem. In preschool this is seen when the
child uses his legal rights to be seen and heard,
to participate and to influence, as promised in
the Convention on the Rights of the Child of the

United Nations (1989). When such rights are re-
alized the individual gains social integrity.

In the sphere of community of values, in cul-
tural, political and working communities, indi-
viduals strive to become integrated members of
a shared solidarity. When the subject is recog-
nized as a special person, self-esteem will devel-
op. In preschool such communities are seen in
children’s play, in their mutual relations and in
their shared exploration of the world. Here chil-
dren get a form of ‘honour’ dignity (Honneth,
1995, p. 129). However, if a child is expelled
from the community, if he repeatedly hears “you
are not allowed to take part”, he will lose his
self-esteem.

Adults and children have a fundamental right
to and need for recognition on all three levels:
emotional, legal and social. If individuals do not
experience recognition, they will not get emo-
tional attention, cognitive respect and social es-
teem and there will be a risk that they will lose a
positive self-relation.

Adults in society and children in preschool
strive for such recognition. However, does the
modern liberal democratic society offer citizens
recognition on all three levels? The answer is
yes and no. On a formal and rhetorical level,
through the support of family life, the conven-
tion on human rights and the social idea of giv-
ing people places to meet, society provides the
basis for achieving all three forms of recogni-
tion. However, in all spheres we see a great deal
of disrespect. In primary relations we see super-
ficial relationships and at worst, abuse and rape.
In terms of legal relations, it is not only individ-
uals who experience disrespect in the form of
the loss of civil rights; whole groups of people
are discriminated, for example, people with
other ethnic backgrounds than the majority.
Also in the community of values, moral injustic-
es emerge through daily insults and lack of inte-
gration; we see a continuum from not being
greeted to being expelled from the community.

When citizens in society and preschool do not
experience recognition one has to devise an al-
ternative practice to gain recognition. Some of
these resistance cultures live their own life, while
others are continuously in opposition to society,
sometimes erupting into violent actions.

Thus everyday life in preschool has to fulfil
children’s needs for all three types of recogni-
tion. Thus the individual child must be involved
in symmetrical relations to preschool teachers
and other children, he also needs to act as an ac-
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tive subject, to get positive feedback from the
other children and finally, to be an accepted
member of the group in which he plays an im-
portant role; in other words, he cannot only be a
tolerated member of the children’s community.

A fight for democratic meeting places

A possible basis for recognition is a society that
includes citizens, is open to participation and
gives citizens a voice; in short, a democratic so-
ciety that provides democratic meeting places.
Although citizens in Western democracies have
the freedom to meet and to engage in dialogues,
criticism and collective actions, for most people,
active participation as a political subject takes
place in the form of an active consumer (Mc-
Chensky, in Giroux, 2000).

However, a democracy does not primarily
need consumers but political subjects who focus
on changes that benefit the community (Giroux,
1988). The individual, legal and social recogni-
tions have the very best possibilities of being re-
alized when citizens have many democratic
meeting places where they can exchange feelings
and ideas and elaborate possible changes, thus
exercising their right of citizenship in the world
(Hard and Negri, 2000).

A central part of a critical preschool education
is to optimise and democratize children’s every-
day lives, to see preschool as a democratic meet-
ing place. Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2007) de-
fine a meeting place as a place where the active
citizen can practise democracy via participation
in collective actions. In the German born Ameri-
can social philosopher Hanna Arendt’s words, a
democratic meeting place is:

A concrete set of learning conditions where
people come together to speak, to dialogue, to
share their stories, and to struggle together
within social relations that strengthen rather
than weaken the possibility for active citizen
ship (Arendt in Giroux, 1997, p. 106)

The struggle for and practice of democracy does
not start in adulthood, but must be expressed al-
ready in the early years. Early childhood educa-
tion must not only be a question of how to learn
most effectively and how to make up en effective
transition to school in order to achieve school
readiness. With reference Henry Giroux:

Education should not only empower students
by giving them the knowledge and skills they
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need to be able to function in the larger society
as critical agents, but also educate them for the
transformative action in the interest of creating
a truly democratic society (Giroux, 1988,
XXX1i1).

Thus early childhood education and care must
also be seen as a tool in the struggle for a radical
democracy. Life in preschool is characterized by
activities that contain elements of democracy.
For example, when children plan their games
they have dialogues, they listen to each other,
they reach a compromise with each other and
they create mutual goal directed actions. In
some respects their communication is in agree-
ment with the idea of the theory of communica-
tive action of the German critical philosopher
Jurgen Habermas (1984, 1987). For example,
because the children really want to play they of-
ten reach compromises and make use of a non-
controlling communication and strive to let the
best argument count.

The general societal understanding described
above paves the way for the formulation of a
possible critical preschool education.

A FUTURE EDUCATIONAL APPROACH

There are various ways to transform the big ide-
al of democracy into everyday life in preschool.
However, a German Bildung oriented approach
(Klaftki, 1995, 1998) points out two necessary
dimensions and tasks in order to go beyond a
traditional adjustment. The first is reflecting on
the educational aims to formulate the long per-
spective: future people in future society, or what
the German tradition calls the Bildung ideal
(Klaftki, 1996). This implies an endeavour to
bring democracy and participation to the fore-
front in daily life. The second is formulating as-
pects of an educational content that is in close
connection with the overall aims; in other
words, the involvement of so-called critical
themes.

A democratic Bildung ideal

According to the first dimension, the aims or the
Bildung ideal, it is not difficult to create a legiti-
mating basis for a critical and emancipatory ed-
ucation. In the Lisbon Treaty (2000) eight key
competencies for lifelong learning are expressed,
and social and civic competencies are mentioned
in order to “equip individuals to engage in ac-
tive and democratic participation”. This is in
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agreement with the Nordic countries, where de-
mocracy is seen as a central value and ability
children need to be familiar with.

The aims emphasize participation, action and
democracy and provide a distinction from adjust-
ment and a foundation to legitimate a political
transformative education. Moreover, the aims can
be interpreted to see children as thoughtful active
participants in a democratic process and not only
as well-adjusted onlookers. In practice preschool
teachers listen to the children, challenge them to
reflect and to express their thoughts and actions
and to take initiatives themselves. This is exactly
what is mentioned in the United Nations Con-
ventions on the Rights of the Child (United Na-
tions, 1989). First and foremost, democracy is
characterized by people’s possibility to participate
in social actions.

Bildung and education for democracy go be-
yond the actual situation; they are oriented to-
wards the future and have a global perspective. A
democratic person is a political subject with
knowledge and skills and most importantly, with
a desire to make use of these in a transformative
practice. A democratic person defined in this way
fits into the concept of action competence
(Schnack, 2003). The critical dimension is appar-
ent in action competence as the individual uses his
knowledge for “participation in decision making
and joint responsibility” as it is formulated in
the Danish act.

Wolfgang Klafki’s (1996, 1995) approach,
“critical-constructive Didaktik”, defines the
critical dimension:

This adjective applies to an interest in knowl-
edge insofar as the concept of Didaktik is ori-
ented to the goal of guiding all children and
adolescents to greater capacity for self-deter-
mination, co-determination and solidarity

(Klafki, 1995, p. 191)

Like Klafki (19935, p. 192) I admit that demo-
cratic society today in many regards (in spite of
public aims and goals) prevents real democratic
education in school and pre-school. For exam-
ple, the growing interest in and requirement of
testing children’s knowledge and skills is an ob-
stacle. The concept ‘constructive’ signals that -
in spite of hindrances from the surroundings
and also the fact that young children need to ap-
propriate the culture before real critical thinking
and action can be expressed — the teacher has to
“suggest models for possible practice, to pro-

duce well-founded concepts for reformed or re-
forming practice, for human, democratic school
and instruction (Klafki, 1995, p. 192).”

Elsewhere (Brostrom, 2006a, 2006b) I have
elaborated and related the concept of Bildung
and Critical-Constructive Didaktik to preschool
education. However, from my point of view the
term Bildung can be defined through the follow-
ing three criteria, which at the same time are
concordant with the tradition of early childhood
education and care: 1) Children’s own activity,
and dialogue with each other; 2) A feeling of ob-
ligation and commitment; and 3) Participation,
action and democracy.

The educational content

The second dimension and task necessary to go
beyond traditional adjustment is the formulation
of a “critical’ content of the described Bildung ide-
al. Thus the preschool teacher has to reflect the
educational content. As mentioned, a “critical-
constructive Didaktik” necessitates the formula-
tion of topics, problems and categories that give
children necessary knowledge and at the same
time let them learn how to handle everyday life
here and now and society in the long term. For
this purpose, Klafki’s approach to category Bil-
dung can be used as a starting point (Klafki,
1998). According to this approach, preschool
teachers and children have to select knowledge
and categories through which the world will be-
come available to the children and at the same
time, the children will become available to the
world. For that reason Klafki (1998) uses the
term double opening. The preschool teacher’s se-
lection of such categories is pivotal, as is also seen
in Paulo Freire’s (1972) theory of the concept of
‘themes of generative character’.

Thus children should be presented with con-
tent that points ahead and helps to make the
world transparent. Children should be equipped
to solve the problems of the world they will live
in the future. For that reason children should ex-
perience some of the fundamental problems of
the present time.

Educational content should be considered on
the basis of an analysis of modern society and a
reflection on the future. The future should be seen
in a dual perspective. On the one hand, it can be
described through the threatening tendencies of a
high-risk society (Giddens, 1990), and on the oth-
er hand, it can be understood in the light of new
visionary possibilities in a global world. Anthony
Giddens (1990) describes the threatening tenden-
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cies as a mutual relation between growth in the
totalitarianism power, nuclear power conflicts,
global war, ecological breakdown and a collapse
of the mechanisms of economic development.
Correspondingly, Klafki (1994) discusses the rela-
tion between society and decisions on educational
content. He outlines a number of core problems
or epoch typical problems: war and peace, the
North-South conflict, nationalism, ecological
problems and sustainability, social disparity and
finally, the dangers and possibilities of new man-
agement and communications media.

Every day such core problems are visible in
preschool and we can observe how children
cope with these in their own ways. For example,
children play and ask questions based on what
they see on television about the war in Afghani-
stan, the Palestinian conflict or a specific terror-
ism event, which influences their thinking and
feelings, and for that reason they need adults to
help them to come to terms with these ques-
tions.

Preschool teachers undoubtedly have the pos-
sibility of defining and selecting such problems
and perspectives as educational content. For ex-
ample, some children in a Danish preschool
scared their friends telling them the drinking
water was poisoned and dangerous to drink.
The truth behind the story was the fact that in
the neighbouring municipality there had been
problems with the drinking water. This gave rise
to educational activities focused on pollution. In
another preschool two five-year old boys were
having a discussion over lunch. When Oskar
started to eat his open-faced salami sandwich, a
boy with another ethnic background than Dan-
ish burst out: “ - Yuck, that food is unclean,
why do you eat food like that? My father says
that is really disgusting.” Oskar replied quickly:
“ ~Don’t talk about my food.” And then he
turned to the boy on his left, saying: “ -1 like
this, and my father and I eat it at home with
fried onion, yum!” In this situation the pre-
school teacher could choose to ask the boys not
to say mean things about each other’s food and
thereby avoid a possible conflict. But she gave
the boys the possibility to explore each other’s
cultures, norms and values. In other words, the
boys entered into the theme of nationalism, the
east-west conflict etc. They each gained their
own experiences, and over the subsequent days
the preschool teacher supported the children’s
appropriation and construction of knowledge
and norms.
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The above examples illustrate that it is not dif-
ficult to incorporate a number of epoch typical
core problems in appropriate preschool activi-
ties to help children deal with current and future
problems.

Such societal risks and possibilities give rise
to major new issues and tasks for education
(Klaftki, 1994) and here there is an opportunity
to challenge the early childhood education and
care system. If preschool teachers continuously
drawn on epoch typical problems there is a pos-
sibility to go beyond the development of a pre-
school education to a smooth transition to
school characterized by adjustment.

Thus to challenge the tendency to make pre-
school too school oriented, I suggest moving to-
wards a democratization of children’s everyday
lives by helping them understand the major
themes of our time.

The Bildung approach meets critique

However, one might criticize the Bildung ap-
proach for focusing too heavily on the Bildung
ideal and content rather than the process. Though
IBildung refers to the process in which the child
contributes to its own learning, development and
Bildung, there is still a state of dependence on the
educator. Actually there is a paradox. Through an
asymmetric relation the educator strives to devel-
op a masterful and independent person. The par-
adox is neutralized through two phases: in the
first phase the educator opens the door to the cul-
ture and gives the child new possibilities. In Hans
Skjervheim’s (1992) words this is expressed
through a natural and actual asymmetric relation.
The next phase, the phase of Bildung, is charac-
terized by another type of relation in which the
subject strives to liberate herself from the educa-
tor’s guidance in order to gain independence and
her own thinking and will.

Thus there is a need for a sceptical view of the
preschool teacher’s active role and guidance to-
wards Bildung and liberation. Although the Bil-
dung approach emphasizes the idea of children
as participants and subjects with their own
rights and responsibilities, there is a need to ex-
press a much more radical view. A view that un-
derstands children as competent individuals and
is open to children’s right to make independent
decisions and that does not direct children’s

1. The concept Bildung holds three dimensions:
process, a content and a result (aim).
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learning and development towards specific aims
goals and objectives. Modern childhood theo-
ries give voice to these ideas.

In the following I will introduce another ap-
proach which might also be seen as a positive way
to go beyond preschool education characterized
by quality assessment and school readiness.

Childhood approaches

Over the last decade early childhood education
and care has been influenced by four inter-relat-
ed theoretical childhood frameworks: (a) child-
hood sociology, (b) childhood psychology, (c)
children as participants and (d) children’s per-
spective. In short, the first framework, child-
hood sociology, rejects existing (old) knowledge
about children and argues that children create
their own lives in a specific context of history
and circumstances. Similarly, childhood psy-
chology rejects “old” psychological ideas, espe-
cially developmental psychology, and claims
that children do not need to go through sociali-
zation because they are born competent persons.
The third perspective, “children as partici-
pants,” refers to a general view, formed in many
different disciplines and theories, of children as
active members of their own culture and society,
with both the right and the capacity to influence
their own lives. In short, children are seen as ac-
tive participants in a democratic society. Finally,
the fourth framework, the children’s perspec-
tive, advocates taking children and their per-
spective of their own world seriously.

In the field of childhood sociology numerous
sociologists have described various changes in
the structure and content of childhood in mod-
ern societies (Brannen & O’Brien, 1995; Corsa-
ro, 1997; Honing, 1999; James, Jenks & Prout,
1998; James & Proud eds, 1990; Qvortrup,
Bardy, Srgitta & Wintersberger, 1994). These
emerging sociological perspectives provide an
important context for the growing interest in
children’s perspectives in education and educa-
tional research, as well as for increasing recogni-
tion of children’s roles and value in modern soci-
ety. The importance of children’s views and
voices has become a central theme in recent
childhood sociology.

Contemporary childhood sociology challenges
the assumption that social and societal condi-
tions dominate children’s socialization (James,
Jenks & Prout, 1998). Instead, proponents of
the new childhood paradigm argue for the study
of childhood, children’s relations and children’s

culture in their own right, rather than as a con-
sequence of external social forces and influenc-
es. Proponents of this perspective see children as
whole and complete persons with their own sta-
tus, needs and rights, and not as incomplete ver-
sions of the adults they will become.

Childhood psychology (Sommer, 2003a,
2003b, 2003c, 1988) criticize the fact that de-
velopmental psychology focuses on a “what the
child is becoming” or “what the child is lacking
at this age” approach. In contrast, childhood
psychology focuses on characteristics and at-
tributes of children in all domains from an addi-
tive rather than a deficit perspective. In short,
childhood psychology does not view newborn
children as either isolated from the surrounding
world or born relatively unskilled; on the con-
trary, childhood psychology operates from the
perspective that children are born with commu-
nicative competencies and interdependent minds
(i.e., they are aware that they are dependent on
others and that others are dependent on them).
Thus, the phrase “the competent child” has
gained wide acceptance; Trevarthen (1998), for
example, represents this perspective.

The idea of the child as an active participant is
logical in the new understanding of childhood.
The described sociological as well as psycholog-
ical perspectives provide important contexts for
the growing interest in children’s perspectives in
education and educational research, as well as
for the increasing general recognition of chil-
dren’s roles and value in modern society. The
phrase ‘children as active participants’ empha-
sizes children as subjects, not objects, and as so-
cial agents (Jensen & Schnack, 1997; Jorgensen
& Kampmann, 2000). This approach both re-
flects and contributes to changing perspectives
on the nature of childhood and children them-
selves, especially with regard to children’s com-
petences as active participants in their own de-
velopment and important contributors to
society. Taken together, modern perspectives on
childhood, coupled with growing faith in chil-
dren’s competences and views of children as
“human beings” rather than “human becom-
ings” (Qvortrup, Bardy, Srgitta & Wintersberg-
er, 1994), create potential and pathways for
children to participate in society with a status
that is roughly equivalent to the status of adults.

The fourth dimension of children’s perspec-
tives can be understood as an umbrella term in-
corporating a variety of interrelated concepts
and philosophical stances (Qvarsell, 2003; Som-
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mer, Pramling Samuelsson & Hundeide, 2010).
Early childhood literature sometimes uses word-
ing that appears at first glance to be more exact,
such as ‘child perspective’ or ‘perspective of the
child’ or ‘children’s perspectives’. For example,
the term ‘children’s perspectives’, by its very lin-
guistic construction, acknowledges that children
have a perspective, that this perspective may dif-
fer decidedly from adults’ perspectives, and that
individual children may have differing perspec-
tives from each other. As further examples, some
writers might say that the child ombudsman
takes ‘a child perspective’, but then use the term
‘child’s perspective’ (with an apostrophe) to de-
scribe situations in which children themselves
take a more active role as participants in educa-
tion or in research.

The fundamental concept underlying the ‘chil-
dren’s perspective’ orientation is that children
are competent, have rights and should be viewed
as contributing members of a democratic socie-
ty. Children are not preparing to be competent
or to earn rights or to contribute. They are al-
ready capable of active participation and com-
petent use of their rights and agency.

The “children’s perspective’ concept incorpo-
rates general societal views on children and on
child-related policies, as well as educators’ and
researchers’ views on children and childhood
and, most importantly, children’s own views.

All of the above-mentioned dimensions of
childhood sociology and psychology, including
the idea of the participating child and ‘the child’s
perspective’, can be seen as a backdrop for an ed-
ucational approach that, compared with the Bil-
dung tradition, is more open to children’s power
and influence, including democratic influence.
From this, one general educational principle can
be drawn: giving children much more power, in-
dependence and influence on their own lives and
education. In contrast to a (traditional) Bildung
approach, which incorporates preconceived no-
tions of educational aims and goals plus an edu-
cational content, the various childhood ap-
proaches are more open to children’s actual
interest and motivation.

For example, the Reggio Emilia approach il-
lustrates how a documented knowledge of chil-
dren’s previous experiences and life experiences,
referred to in Italy as the children’s ‘track’, can
influence educational planning (Canevaro,
1988; Cecchin & Larsen, 2002). In the Reggio
Emilia approach, educators consistently begin
their planning and focus their reflection on the
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children’s perspective, focusing on their knowl-
edge of the particular children in their group,
their interests, attitudes, friendships, home con-
ditions and outside influences.

This is in close relation to the United Nations
Convention on Children’s Rights (1989), which
claims that children should have more than an
indirect influence on educational planning and
practice via the preschool teacher’s interpreta-
tion of children’s interests and current condi-
tions. The convention emphasizes that children
have a right to express their own views, to be lis-
tened to and to be actively involved in decisions
that affect them. In other words, it is imperative
that children have opportunities to practise the
principles of democracy throughout their early
childhood years.

In general the various childhood approaches
are willing to look at practice and children with-
out having an educational plan in advance. The
educator believes in the strength of critical
thinking, dialogue and experimentation. In con-
trast to traditional curriculum thinking, which
draws on existing political documents on educa-
tion (‘major politics’), childhood oriented ap-
proaches focus on local experimentation and
participation (so-called ‘minor politics’) (Dahl-
berg & Moss, 2005; Jensen, in press).

Such a childhood oriented educational ap-
proach, which is strongly inspired by post-mod-
ern psychologists like Karen Barad and Gilles
Deleuze, is expressed by Hillevi Lenz Taguchi
(2010). She argues for a process oriented prac-
tice instead of a linear practice that describes in
advance the educational goals, objectives and
content formulated by the preschool teacher. In
contrast, she wants an immanent, co-operative,
intraactive and rhizomatic! practice, in which
the child has power and agency. The terms im-
manent and rhizomatic indicate that the practice
does not start at the end (with a predefined
learning outcome); with reference to Deleuze,
Taguchi (2010) states that it can start every-
where and often does so in the middle. Thus a
rhizomatic process (deriving from rhizome) is
not unified but moves in many directions. Dur-
ing the process children experience new dimen-
sions that they can follow. That means that via

1. The post-modern psychologist terms imma-
nent, intraactive and rhizomatic are introduced and
brought to early childhood education by Taguchi
(2010).
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social interaction or co-operative activities chil-
dren themselves create the process; they figure
out what to do and how to do it. They them-
selves formulate the question of interest and
they set free all possible actions. During the
process they are involved not only in interac-
tions with other children and preschool teach-
ers, through which they learn (Vygotsky, 1978),
but also in intra-actions, that is, they relate to or
intra-act with objects, material (for example the
substance of clay and paint), architecture, space
and time, which also influence their learning.

Due to its very nature, the above approach
does not provide clear principles and methods.
Dahlberg and Moss (2005) focus on the idea of
Utopia and utopian thinking to avoid repetition
and standardization. The actual educational
practice will emerge from the actual situation.
However, through careful reading of Dahlberg
and Moss (2005), Taguchi (2010) and Jensen (in
press) it is possible to pinpoint some aspects of
working with minor politics.

Incorporating the ‘children’s perspective’ and
Taguchi’s idea of immanent, co-operative, intra-
active and rhizomatic practice is, in some re-
spects, related to a child-centred understanding,
as well as to both constructivism and construc-
tionism. The shift in curriculum theory from ob-
jectives and content as the starting point towards
a central focus on learning as the child’s subjective
construction raises new questions for early child-
hood educators and places new demands upon the
preschool teacher’s role.

For instance, following the childhood ap-
proach, preschool teachers must be prepared to
follow children’s leads as they construct their
own understandings. This requires preschool
teachers to “think on their feet” rather than fol-
low a pre-planned agenda for accomplishing
learning goals the adults established in advance.
An activity in the sandbox, which the preschool
teacher originally imagined as a construction ac-
tivity, may turn, at the children’s inspiration and
direction, to a scientific inquiry about bugs or
an investigation of the differences between wet
sand and dry sand.

Such an educational approach is more chal-
lenging for preschool teachers than simply fol-
lowing a step-by-step plan they have created in
advance. Following the children’s leads requires
that preschool teachers are able to identify the
academic content as it emerges along the way. In
the sandbox example, for instance, the pre-
school teacher must follow the children as they

divert their discussion from construction to
bugs.

DISCUSSION

The Bildung and childhood approaches can be

seen as opposites and contradictions. However,
one must ask: should they be seen as inconsist-

ent or as consistent contradictions?

A Klafki oriented critical-constructive Bildung
Didaktik takes as its starting point for a demo-
cratic education of young children the general
aim of a more experienced person guiding a less
experienced child from dependence to independ-
ence. In contrast, a Bildung approach focuses on
Bildung oriented content of epoch typical prob-
lems, whereas a childhood approach strives to
understand the child and the child’s perspective
and take these as its starting points. Broadly
speaking, through teaching, the Bildung ap-
proach aims to challenge the child with the
theme of democracy whereas the childhood ap-
proach first of all wants to support children as
equals in an educational process they themselves
have defined; a process which derives from their
own perspective in order to give them a real pos-
sibility to practice a democratic process.

However, despite most childhood oriented
scholars’ and educators’ appeal to let children
follow their own leads and inspirations, some
also express critical reflections. Thus the child-
hood researchers James, Jenks and Prout (1998)
are among those who warn against problems
that may arise if we overly cultivate the ap-
proach. They describe the ‘tribal child’ that may
result from an exaggeration of children’s cultur-
al codes and competences, and an idealization of
childhood as a totally isolated and autonomous
universe without any likeness or relationship to
the adults’ world. To avoid isolation from the
adult world, the preschool teacher must con-
sciously reflect on the relationship between a
children’s perspective and an adult perspective,
and consequently create a curriculum that inte-
grates them both.

From my perspective we need to develop theo-
retical concepts, which are able to combine the
concepts from the two other approaches men-
tioned and developmental research work (action
research). This work can lead to either synthesis
or mutual criticism, which can help researchers
and practitioners to construct and reconstruct
critical educational theories and practices (plu-
ral).
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PROBLEM SOLVING

At the outset of this article I posed the following
problem: the Nordic model of early childhood
education, in which children have a say, is losing
ground and we are seeing a move towards a
form of early schooling. I described an increas-
ing political management and control of early
childhood education and care. However, in spite
of the introduction of more school oriented con-
tent as well as evaluations and tests, I also called
attention to the fact that the curriculum calls for
the development of children’s democratic com-
petences and critical reflection. On the basis of
this reality I proposed a solution: in the space
between the move towards early schooling and
external management of preschool education
and society’s formally political democratic edu-
cational aims, I argued for the possibility of for-
mulating real democratic and liberating early
childhood education.

[ argued for constructing an early critical pre-
school education consisting of a number of edu-
cational approaches, which can be classified in
two main groups:

A. With reference to Klafki’s critical construc-
tive Didaktik I argued for a democratic Bildung
ideal: Self-determination, co-determination and
solidarity plus the need to present children with
so-called core problems or epoch typical prob-
lems. However, because the Bildung approach
might lead to too much adult governing, I ar-
gued for the integration of some dimensions
from different childhood approaches.

B. A general understanding of the child as
competent and recognition of children’s right to
influence their own everyday life and culture.
Preschool teachers have to take a child’s per-
spective and support children to follow their
own leads or ‘tracks’. Thus preschool teachers
should not only follow the ideas of major poli-
tics but also take minor politics as a point of de-
parture. Inspired by post-modern psychologists,
preschool teachers should not only follow the
long-term Bildung ideal but also children’s here-
and-now-interests, which might point in many
different directions (rhizomatic processes).

Possibilities and limitations

The proposed solution is relatively broad. Actu-
ally, one might argue that it is too broad because
it consists of two approaches: a relatively clearly
defined Bildung Didaktik and a relatively open
and multi-faceted childhood approach. Both ap-
proaches are based on the idea of educating in
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and for a true democracy; they both see children
as active participants in society (at home, in the
preschool setting and in the wider society) and
they both want to support children’s influence.
They also have different orientations and priori-
ties. Whereas the Bildung approach focuses on a
critical and liberating content (e.g. epoch typical
problems and themes) the different childhood
approaches are more focused on children’s own
ideas and choices.

These differences can be understood as both
advantages and disadvantages. Preschool teach-
ers should be able to participate in a community
with a rather open theoretical basis. If the theo-
retical ground is too exact and based on only a
few theoretical references, the number of fol-
lowers will decrease. A richer theoretical foun-
dation will open up to a wider variety of experi-
ments. In order to overcome the tendency
towards a narrowing of preschool education in
early childhood education we need a rich and
multifaceted approach, which opens up for a
number of different ideas and possibilities.

However, at the same time one can argue for
the weakness of such an open approach. If we
emphasize the contradictions and look at the
unclear dimensions, such an open approach can
confuse a preschool teacher team and steer them
in opposite directions. This is true; but pre-
school education in theory and practice does not
need unified and finished solutions. The narrow
academic school oriented preschool practice
with tests and quality assurance is growing. As
an alternative we need manifold experiments in
our quest to create a genuine critical preschool
education.

CONCLUSION

I have argued for the existence of a legitimate
basis for the development of critical preschool
education, which is open to educational experi-
ments and minor politics. I have argued for a
double approach that encompasses both a Ger-
man Bildung Didaktik and childhood sociology/
psychology. These approaches have many varia-
tions and contradictions. Nonetheless, I have ar-
gued for the benefit of a multifaceted approach
in creating a broad basis for a community of
critical preschool teachers.

I look forward to the establishment of a com-
munity of preschool teachers, children and re-
searchers, who together can experiment with the
possibility of creating a critical democratic pre-
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school education. I am positive but not naive. As
my colleague Anders Skriver Jensen says: “Peda-
gogy remains free and decentralized, yet con-
fined within frameworks of quantifiable out-
comes” (Jensen, 2012). There is still a free rein,
and educators have to fight for this and their
right to use and express their professional com-
petences.
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