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Teachers’ Implicit Theories on Child
Participation in Preschool

By Nada Turnsek”

With the new paradigm of the sociology of childhood the traditional notion of
childhood as a developmental phenomenon has been replaced by the
recognition of childhood as an integral part of society and culture rather than
simply an antecedent, and by the need for children to be regarded as
significant contributors to our society and culture. The concept of "the
competent child" and the related concept of child participation poses
theoretical as well as practical dilemmas. The paper presents the results of a
quantitative study involving 810 respondents, examining Slovenian preschool
teachers’ views on the implementation of the idea of the competent child and
child participation in preschools. Descriptive statistics have been carried out,
along with a cluster analysis using Ward’s method. The findings suggest the
existence of two clusters of beliefs, representing the division between the
teachers who support the traditional notion of childhood as a state of
immaturity and lack of competence, and those supporting the postmodern
concept of the competent child. The first is associated with the concept of
participation through a mediator and the latter with the concept of autonomous
participation.
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The New Sociology of Childhood

As the study of the history of childhood shows, children were not
identified as a group with their own rights but rather as a part of the family and
community (Kirby et al., 2003). Parents and teachers decided what was good
for them, spoke on their behalf and interpreted their needs. Important changes
were brought by the age of Enlightenment with the understanding of the child
as a being with a specific way of learning, developing and acting. The ideas of
Komenski, Rousseau, and later in the field of preschool education the ideas of
Pestalozzi, Owen, Froebl, and Montessori introduce a respectful relation
towards the child, their development and learning (Rutar, 2013).

The 20th century with its reform pedagogy indicates a turning point,
particularly with Dewey pointing out the role of the child’s experience and the
child’s active role in the processes of learning and participating in democratic
processes (Dewey, 1938). At the end of the 1980s, "the new sociology of
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childhood” (James & Prout, 1997) made a shift away from the dominant
developmental-psychological paradigm, particularly by breaking away from
the linear understanding of the child’s development that equates childhood with
inability. It stresses that childhood is neither a natural nor a biological feature;
instead, it occurs as a specific structural and cultural component of societies.
This new understanding of childhood points out that children are part of society
and culture and that childhood is not only some "pre-social™ stage. Childhood
and children are no longer recognised as passive, incompetent and incomplete.
They are recognised as social actors here and now, rather than "only" becoming
such (James & Prout, 1997). However, even the 20" century did not essentially
contribute to hearing the child’s voice in society and education, in their
placement as competent social actors. As claimed by Lansdown (2000),
children remain socially and politically excluded from the processes of social
decision-making and hence they are still not recognised as citizens.

From the Discourse on the Child’s Needs to the Discourse on the Child’s
Rights

The modern conceptualisation of childhood has established the child as a
being of needs; and later in postmodernist thought the discourse on needs
became replaced by the discourse on rights; it is argued that it is through the
discourse of needs that the child’s incapacity is strengthened (Rutar, 2013).
The postmodernist perspective of children’s rights moves away from the
paternalist, protective construction of childhood which emphasises the child as
powerless, dependent, vulnerable and in need of protection (Woodhead, 1997),
as well as separated from the society of adults and excluded from participating
in the creation of their own destiny. Malaguzzi (1993) suggests changing the
discourse on the child’s needs with a discourse he calls the "rich child", with
the image of a child who is rich in their potential, strong, competent and above
all connected with adults and other children. Postmodernist thought thus
establishes the conceptualisation of the child as a competent being who shapes
his/her own meanings and can actively influence the world. In the 1990s,
sociologists of childhood focused their attention on children as social actors
who co-shape the social reality; they emphasised that childhood is socially
constructed, and studies of childhood should deal with research into the
reconstruction of childhood in society (James & Prout, 1997).

The Child as a Competent Learner

The child’s participation in learning processes is grounded in the
pedagogical concept of developmentally appropriate practice (Bredekamp &
Rosegrant, 1993), which attributes equal importance to the curriculum as to
children’s initiatives in the process of their learning. However, as Rutar (2013)
points out, the developmentally appropriate practice introduces discourse with
the child in mind, which is why it remains the discourse of participation
through a mediator. Although education with the child in mind (their
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developmental characteristics, temperament, learning styles, family culture,
interests, etc.) often promotes the children’s active participation in meaningful
learning (e.g. introducing themes and activities that are interesting to them), it
does not involve the children’s direct contribution (the child expressing their
views, proposals, and the inclusion of such proposals in decisions) in the
upbringing process itself (Rutar, 2013).

The developmentally appropriate practice establishes the requirement for
an encouraging interaction of the preschool teacher with the child, which
represents a key starting point for children’s self-expression as an initial
foundation of participation. Undoubtedly, as mentioned by Bredekamp (1996),
children in interactional situations feel accepted and respected, which is a basic
lever for a dialogical situation; self-expression and inclusion presume the
exchange of initiatives included in the dialogical situation. However, Rutar
(2013) points out that we can speak about participation as co-involvement in
expression and decision-making only when the child enters social interaction
with their own initiatives, proposals with other/s and is co-involved in
decision-making about things which are part of their lives; in the planning,
realisation, reflection and evaluation of their learning process, their life in their
environment. The wording "encouraging interaction™ comprises respectfulness
in relation to the child, the opportunity for communication, the encouragement
of children to express themselves; however, the discourse still includes mainly
the reflection about the actions of the teacher, rather than of the reciprocity of
the relationship, interaction and dialogic nature (ibid.).

The Pedagogy of Listening — Upbringing as Dialog

The concept of child participation is for many authors closely related with
hearing the child’s voice and, in turn, this is linked to the culture of listening.
This points to the tendency of viewing the child as capable of expressing
themselves, and the holder of rights (Clark, Kjgrholt, & Moss, 2005; Rinaldi,
2006), rather than as powerless, the holder of a developmentally conditioned
inability and needs. Participation starts by listening to children which is
constituted as culture and ethics, the way of being and living (Clark, Kjgrholt,
& Moss, 2005); it enables participation within which the child’s voice is heard,
appreciated and included in decisions.

Dialogue is considered an opportunity to establish the so-called pedagogy
of listening (Rinaldi, 2005); in the Reggio Emilia concept the dialogical
situation enables the learning process as a process of the child’s co-
construction of their own knowledge, values and identity (Rinaldi, 2006).
Listening is a reciprocal process in which the positions of the listener and the
listened to constantly exchange and there are reciprocity of expectations. In a
dialogical situation, respectful and encouraging interaction of the preschool
teacher with the child is represented (Freire, 1997). The dialogue is the starting
point for consultation with the child, which is the foundation for autonomous
participation, which requires establishing a serious relation to the child’s
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ideas, promotion of the child’s self-expression in relation to the adult and
promotion of social participation (Matthews, 2003).

The basic assumption of the pedagogy of listening is the understanding of
children as intelligent, capable of the construction of knowledge, identity and
values. It strives to look for the potential in each child and to give each child a
democratic right to be heard and recognised as a citizen in the community
(Dahlberg & Moss, 2006). The characteristic of participation grounded in the
pedagogy of listening is the co-involvement of children in decision-making
processes in routine everyday activities or in connection to some larger
changes at the level of the institution (Kjegrholt, 2002), and the local
community (Clark, McQuail, & Moss, 2003).

Researching Child Participation in Slovenian Preschools

Slovenian pre-school institutions (preschools) are organised as day-care
centres and have an enrolment of more than 90% of the relevant population.
Children spend an average of about nine hours per day in institutional care; it is
therefore of crucial importance that they are given opportunities for
involvement and participation. However, research studies in the 1990s drew
attention to a lack of involvement by children in making decisions about
themselves in the context of daily routines in preschools. Interviews with the
teachers (De Batisti¢, 1990) identified the existence of prevailing group-
oriented daily routines, exercised as collectively organised eating, hygiene and
sleeping activities with little attention paid to individual differences (children’s
needs, desires, biorhythms), as well as to a lack of alternatives/choices
available for children. Bahovec and Kodelja (1996) and Dolar Bahovec (2004)
pointed to the disciplining nature of everyday routines in preschools, and to a
lack of respect for children’s rights (especially a right to privacy), although
those practices were observed only in a fifth to a quarter of preschools. The
study that took place twenty years later (Batisti¢ Zorec, 2010) identified
increased diversity in the ways of meeting individual children’s needs within
daily routines, particularly those concerning the meals or feeding in preschools.
In general, children were offered more possibilities to exercise choices and
therefore to influence their daily lives in preschools, while poor child
participation in the matters concerning sleeping routines remained unchanged.

Promoting child participation has been identified as the most important
goal of Slovenian teachers incorporated within their "personal program”. In the
study on a representative sample (Krofli¢ et al., 2002) almost two-thirds of
preschool teachers claimed that introducing more possibilities for children to
co-create and be actively involved in the way they spend their time in
preschools would contribute significantly to improving the quality of preschool
education. Child participation being placed as the highest priority of Slovenian
teachers represented a progressive step away from traditional curricula, and
was considerably more supported than by Finnish teachers (Turnsek &
Pekkarinen, 2009). However, the subsequent studies suggest a gap still remains
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between the goals/priorities expressed and what is actually being put into
practice.

Examining teachers’ practices (Turnsek, 2007; 2008a) revealed that the
notion of children’s participation is confined mainly to decisions concerning
their play or curricula activities, while children are almost entirely excluded
from co-creation of their classroom environment. Two fifths of children exert
(strong or crucial) influence on the planning of the daily curricula activities;
about one fifth are consulted by teachers for their ideas regarding the ways of
celebrating important events such as birthdays or mothers’ day. The impact of
children on decisions typically decreases as decisions become more important.
Namely, only up to five per cent of children are consulted on issues such as
which toys and materials should be bought or how their classroom should be
decorated or organised. Significant differences among preschool settings were
also found, reflecting internal institutional cultures (Turnsek, 2008a). After two
decades, some improvements on children’s influence on bigger decisions have
been observed (Batisti¢ Zorec, 2010).

In order to obtain insight into children’s perspectives on participation, as
well as to promote self-reflection in adults, teachers conducted interviews with
the children in their preschool classes (Turnsek, 2009), following the study by
Sheridan and Pramling Samuelsson (2001). The differences in the perception
of participation between the children and their teachers were brought to light,
along with the discrepancy between the expectations of children and the
teachers’ practices. For many teachers, the meaning of participation was
confined to providing the children with alternatives (eg. by asking the children
how they would want to spend time outdoors: whether they would like to go
for a walk or to play in the preschool playground), whereas for the children,
merely choosing between choices provided by the adults was not perceived as
"real” participation (Turnsek, 2009).

The Problem and Research Aims

Based on those research findings, it can be summarized that in most
Slovenian preschools, children are at least to some extent involved in the co-
creation of their everyday living and learning. There is no doubt that some
teachers consult with children (although mostly on "minor" matters), and that
they adjust practices according to children’s wishes, needs and expectations.
However, for the majority of teachers, the concept of child participation is still
confined to the concept of providing choices and usually implemented in the
context of daily routine activities, while participation is rarely practiced in the
form of active learning strategies or citizenship education.

An important incentive for broadening conceptualisations and practices
has come about by introducing the three-year training programme based on the
Reggio Emilia (RE) pedagogical approach.! The training programme provided

! From 2008 to 2011, a training and research project called "The Professional Training of
Educators to Include the Elements of the Special Pedagogical Principles of the Reggio Emilia
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preschool teachers with theoretical knowledge as well as with the possibility to
practice or experiment the implementation of the main RE concepts and
baseline principles. The teachers conducted projects (following the example of
progettazione) based on the pedagogy of listening (Rinaldi, 2005) and
understanding children as being competent in the processes of co-construction
of their own knowledge, values and identity (Rinaldi, 2006), and as actors in
the construction and determination of their social life (Prout & James, 1990)
who are able to make decisions at all levels of participation (Hart, 1992). The
present study examines whether or to what extent these - postmodern - views
of childhood have been adopted by teachers.

The observed inconsistency between the teachers’ priorities and their
practices as well as the discrepancy between their self-perceptions and the
children’s expectations (Turnsek, 2007; 2008a; 2009) draws attention to the
need for a deepening understanding of the relations between the teachers’
cognitions and their behaviour or actions. In order to understand the teachers’
(specific) views on promoting child participation in preschools, the
associations with their (basic) assumptions and conceptions about children and
childhood have to be examined, which reflect the perceived role and status of
the child in society and are linked to the understanding of power (Hart, 1992).
In this study, we therefore focused on identifying the existence of the teachers’
(subjective) "implicit" theories, which have been found to relate significantly to
their teaching practices (Turnsek, 2008b). In particular, we are interested in
identifying whether the teachers’ positions reflect the distinction between the
traditional (modern) conception of childhood and the postmodern one (Rutar,
2013). In the final year of RE training, which concluded in 2013, we carried
out a survey questionnaire aimed at determining to what extent the teachers
agree with the views listed (on the Likert scale) and to examine whether
patterns of views can be identified that are statistically significantly linked. The
research questions were the following: do the teachers’ views form internally
consistent patterns; what is the nature of those patterns and what orientations
do they reflect.

Methodology

810 respondents, teachers from all regions of Slovenia who participated in
the Reggio Emilia training, were included in the research; the response rate
was 93%. Data processing involved the calculation of the mean values and
standard deviations. Cluster analysis (Ward’s method of Euclidean distance)
was used to verify our thesis on the existence of patterns of beliefs.

Results and Discussion

As may be seen from the Table 1, the average rating of the teachers’
agreement with the statements that support the concept of a competent child
and child participation ranges from 4 (agree) to 5 (fully agree). The statement

Concept in the Area of Preschool Education™ was carried out at the University of Ljubljana.
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saying that the task of adults (in preschools) is to create opportunities for
children to express their views, wishes, expectations and ideas on a daily basis
(\V156) attracts the highest level of agreement; it is also strongly advocated that
children should not only be listened to but adults should also seriously take
their views into account (V155). The teachers also agree or fully agree that
children as merely consumers and they therefore feel they should be involved
in shaping their life in preschools to a greater extent (\V147); it is not enough
for children to be offered choices by the teachers, but it is crucial that children
are provided with opportunities to create and implement their own ideas
(V166); that preschool children can be active citizens (V 170) who are — even
in the period of early childhood period — competent enough to change
preschools and significantly contribute to a better life in the community (V 171).

Table 1. Statements on Child Participation — Descriptive Statistics

Variable

Statements Mean St. dev.
Label

Preschool children are not only consumers or guests of
V147 |preschools and should therefore be involved in shaping| 4.15 0.910
their life in the institution to a greater extent.

Greater participation of children would result in practical
V149 |problems because the teachers would not know how to| 2.58 1.169
meet the expectations of all children.

Greater participation would further strengthen the
V150 |individualism and orientation of the child only in his/her| 2.67 1.139
own interest.

Children do not have sufficient knowledge and
V152 |experience to understand the consequences of their| 2.71 1.188
decisions and take responsibility for them.

For children, childhood should mainly be a period of
V153 |playing and a worry-free time, while decisions and| 2.40 1.187
responsibilities need to be taken by adults.

Children have the right not only to have adults listen to

them, but also to take their opinions into account. 4.30 0.756

V155

The task of adults is that every day we create
V156 |opportunities for children to express their views, wishes,| 4.38 0.746
expectations and ideas.

Children should only make decisions concerning their play,

while all other decisions should be made by the teachers. 2.21 0.978

V158

Children should make decisions and choose from the
V164 |options, activities, materials etc. proposed by the teacher| 2.20 1.032
rather than proposing their own.

It is important that children create and implement their

V166 own ideas, not only choose between what adults suggest. 4.19 0.821
V169 ;::;:Ldnhood is a period of immaturity and inability to take 171 0.927
V170 A_chlld can be an active citizen even in the period of 412 0.908
childhood.
Even as early as preschool age, a child is able to change
V171 |the preschool and significantly contribute to a better life| 3.92 0.967

in the community.

Source: Author’s estimation.

13




Vol. 3, No. 1 Turnsek: Teachers’ Implicit Theories on Child Participation in Preschool

Accordingly, the level of agreement with the set of statements contesting
the concepts of a competent child and child participation is significantly lower.
First, the teachers do not agree that the children would be unable to make a
decision. They disagree with the statements that childhood should mostly be a
period of playing and a worry-free time, while the decision and responsibilities
need to be taken by adults (V153), and with the statement that the children
should only make decisions concerning their play, while all other decisions
should be made by the teachers (\V158). Accordingly, they do not agree that
children should only choose from the options, activities, materials etc.
"offered” by the teacher, rather than proposing their own (V164). For those
claims, the mean estimates are closer to 2 (disagree) than to 3 (partly agree).
The statement that childhood is a period of immaturity and inability to take
action (V169) attracts the lowest level of agreement.

However, the data also indicate the teachers’ concerns with the
implications of children’s increased participation. The teachers question
whether the children have sufficient knowledge and experience to understand
the consequences of their decisions, and if they are able to take responsibility
for them (V152). Further, they are afraid that increased child participation
would cause a practical dilemma concerning how to meet the expectations of
all children (V149). At the same time, the data indicate that increased
participation could strengthen the individualism and orientation of a child only
in his/her own interest (V150). In these three statements, the teachers’ mean
estimations are closer to 3 (partly agree) than to 2 (disagree).

The cluster analysis (Figure 1) reveals a clear division into two sets of
intra-group characteristics which reflect the two opposing patterns of beliefs.
On the left side of the tree diagram one finds those teachers’ positions that
reflect a key assumption according to which (early) childhood is seen as a
period of life characterised by immaturity and inability to take action. The
closest to this assumption is the belief that children do not have sufficient
competencies to assume responsibility for their decisions. Therefore, the chief
task of teachers is to ensure that children experience the early years in
preschools as a playful period free of responsibilities; children should only
decide about their play activities, and from among the choices and
opportunities that are proposed by their teachers. These beliefs are on the next
level associated with the concern that participation is difficult to implement
since it increases the expression of individual interests by children in preschool
groups which are hard to satisfy.

14
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Figure 1. Tree Diagram — Cluster Analysis Results
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The teachers’ positions placed on the right side of the diagram represent
the opposite orientation present in one third of the teachers. Those attitudes and
beliefs reflect the belief that children are competent human beings who are able
to make significant contributions to their institutions as well as their wider
surroundings. The teachers believe that they themselves are responsible for
listening to children, and taking their views seriously, as well as for providing
an opportunity for children to influence learning and everyday life in
preschool. This orientation supports the notion that children need to be in a
position to create their own ideas and solutions.

Conclusion

The study has confirmed our assumption that the teachers’ views reflect a
contrast between the postmodern and the modern conceptions of childhood and
child participation (Rutar, 2013). As they consist of clusters of views that are
significantly associated with each other and therefore form the distinctive
interpretations of reality, we can regard them as the teachers’ implicit theories
reflecting their orientations. As had been assumed, the views on practicing
child participation in preschools are essentially related to basic assumptions
and conceptions of children and childhood.

After the three year intensive course on the Reggio Emilia pedagogical
concept, the postmodern orientation became prevalent among the teachers. It
represents an internally coherent pattern of views: teachers who perceive
children as competent, support autonomous participation (Matthews, 2003),
which involves children’s direct contribution in the upbringing process (Rutar,
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2013) rather than participation in the form of exercising choices (Turnsek,
2007; 2008a; 2011). The meaning of child participation is extended with the
principles of citizenship education, which promotes exercising the child’s
democratic right to be heard and recognised within the preschool (Dahlberg &
Moss, 2008a; 2008b), as an actor in the quality of preschool education
(Sheridan, 2001), and as a citizen of the community (Dahlberg & Moss, 2006).

However, the traditional (modern) conceptualisation of childhood and
child participation remain present in one third of the teachers; the result
corresponds with the anti-democratic orientation that has been identified in a
similar share (TurnSek & Pekkarinen, 2009). Our study thus confirms the
scientific knowledge that suggests that implicit theories represent those
personal constructs that are deeply-rooted and therefore difficult to change
(Turnsek, 2008b). A traditional orientation is characterized by the
comprehension of the child’s incompetence, lack of experience, and
understanding required for decision-making, as well as by perception of
children as powerless and in need of protection (Woodhead, 1997). It thus
represents common sense rather than informed knowledge and is closer to the
social representation of childhood reflecting cultural beliefs systems rather than
professional positions acquired through teacher education. Such an image of
the child is associated with the phenomenon of the protective exclusion of
children from decision-making (James & Prout, 1997), often being grounded
on romanticizing childhood (Lansdown, 2001) as a playful period, free of
obligations and is recognised in paternalist discourse (Woodhead, 1997). As
was hypothesized, teachers holding this set of views are likely to support
participation through a mediator (Rutar, 2013) or participation confined to
taking choices (provided by others) rather than making (one’s own) choices
(Turnsek, 2007; 2008a; 2011). This position to a greater extent reflects the
liberal concept of the right to free choice rather than the right to be involved in
reciprocal and dialogical relationships with adults.

The findings on implicit theories explain - to a certain extent - the
discrepancy between the teachers’ priorities and their practices (Kroflic, et al.,
2002; Turnsek, 2007; 2008a) indicating that child participation is highly valued
by a majority of teachers but is not practiced accordingly. Namely, for a certain
share of those teachers, the traditional image of the child represents tacit
knowledge, which often unreflectively shapes their behaviour and actions, even
when being sincerely convinced that it is of vital importance to provide
opportunities for children to participate. Their basic assumptions about children
not being mature enough or capable of being active in shaping and determining
their own social life, represents a significant barrier to the realization of the
ethics of participation as an internal culture of being and living in preschools.
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