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Preschool teachers’ views of democratic learning processes in 
Sweden: Intergenerational perspective in interaction with children 
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Abstract: Democracy based education has been a central part of policy documents 
in preschool in Sweden. Research in early childhood education have focussed on 
practicing democracy and on childrens’ influence, though with a lack of 
intergenerational perspective, which this article will discuss. The aim of this study is 
to explore everyday democratic learning processes framed by an intergenerational 
perspective, to understand democracy in a preschool context by the research question: 
How do preschool teachers describe the situated democratic learning processes? The 
article explores preschool teachers’ reflections on how their own adult-centric agenda 
limited or enhanced democratic learning processes in their daily practices, during 
meal-time situations, circle time situations and child initiated play. The theoretical 
approach is an intergenerational learning perspective problematized in the view of 
lifelong learning in terms of learning to know, learning to do, learning to be, and learning 
to live together. Central concepts are relational agency and democratic subjectification. 
Findings will be presented under categories of: A) Features of lived democracy that 
became visible in the critical incidents. B) The obstacles to children’s democratic 
participation. C) Teachers facilitate a lived democracy. Two conclusions are drawn; 1) 
situated democracy as parallel learning processes between teachers and children, 2) 
democracy is constructed in children-teacher-agency in situated practice and 
children’s impact has to be considered. 
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Introduction 

Pedagogical activities in Swedish preschools are founded on principles of democracy (Swedish 
National Agency for Education, 2018). Democracy is not a single learning object in itself, but a learning 
aspect that should be included as a natural part of the educational experience in Swedish preschools. The 
Swedish preschool system has emerged from a social policy perspective as an important part of the 
Swedish welfare project. Since after the Second World War, democracy based education has been a central 
part of policy documents in Sweden. The first curriculum for preschool in 1998 formulated the democratic 
policy, and is still the first paragraph twenty years later.  

The preschool is part of the school system and rests on the basis of democracy. The Education Act (2010:800) stipulates 
that the purpose of education in the preschool is to ensure that children acquire and develop knowledge and values. 
It should promote all children’s development and learning, and a life-long desire to learn. Education should also 
convey and establish respect for human rights and the fundamental democratic values on which Swedish society is 
based (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2018, p. 5). 

The first paragraph in the curriculum is fundamental for the common Swedish preschool agenda. 
The democratic idea characterises the education system in which preschool is the first step and states the 
democratic idea to be interwoven in practice. 

Education in the preschool should lay the foundations for children to understand what democracy is. The social 
development of children presupposes, according to their ability, that they can assume responsibility for their own 
actions and for the environment in the preschool. Children have the right to participation and influence. The needs 
and interests that the children themselves express in different ways should provide the foundation for shaping the 
environment and planning the education (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2018, p. 17). 
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Children should not only be taught about democracy, but also experience democratic processes. 
From this point of view, it is interesting to explore how preschool teachers in their daily practices educate 
children about democracy in a pragmatic manner through democracy.   

Play, learning and care are central to a holistic view on children’s learning and development. The 
agency that occurs in the relationships and interactions between children and educators are of great 
importance for what, and how, children learn about democracy. To seriously include children's agency in 
democratic processes in preschool, a cross-generational perspective is required in addition to a lifelong 
learning perspective. Mannion's (2007) fundamental ideas provide support for an intergenerational 
perspective, that in studies of democratic processes, children's agency should also be taken into account in 
the authentic processes of interaction that occur everyday in preschool. Mannion (2007) argues for a  
rationale in making children´s voices heard, to move the discourse of children’s participation on, by doing 
research on children’s participation in a frame of child-adult relations, that we need to identify “emergent 
intergenerational spatial practice” (p. 410) in order to reconfigure adult–child relations. 

Biesta et al. (2019) problematise how democratic citizenship could be viewed and contextualised to 
move beyond children and young people as ‘not-yet-citizens’. How children’s participatory roles have 
impact as social actors and how intergenerational dialogue between children and adults could be 
acknowledged is discussed by Wyness (2013, 2023). The notion of ‘becoming democratic citizens’ might be 
non-democratic as the use of ‘becoming’ excludes children from the democratic processes in their everyday 
experiences (Bath & Karlsson, 2016). 

This article has been a dialogic journey in several aspects and an attempt to forge an understanding 
of the commonalities of democracy in preschool setting, and as such democracy is viewed as a lifelong 
interrelational learning project. The underlying question is whether preschool is an arena for 
intergenerational learning about democracy, drawing on the idea of democracy and education as it is 
discussed by Biesta (2020, 2011), viewing children as democratic subjects. Teachers’ professional 
development in this study has been explored by their own critical reflections on their pre-understandings 
and presumptions in a bottom-up sense. In this respect, the view of children is of considerable importance 
for how democracy can be expressed in educational activities aimed at children (Bath & Karlsson, 2016).  

Teachers' critical reflections are fundamental to what children's learning about democracy could be, 
but also to extract and develop internal professional competence, that might be hidden within often 
unspoken knowledge that educators possess. The aim is to explore everyday democratic learning processes 
framed by an intergenerational perspective, to understand democracy in a preschool context with the 
research question: How do the preschool teachers describe situated democratic learning processes?  

The next two sections give a background on research considering democracy in early childhood 
education (ECE), the third section puts forward a lack of intergenerational articulation, which would be 
the contribution of this article. 

Research on Practicing Democracy in Preschool Context  

The concept of democracy can be understood in preschool contexts as a culture built on 
intersubectivity in everyday activities. However, a degree of critical exploration of how relationships 
contribute is required as several studies highlight. From this perspective, democracy is an everyday 
political, social, individual and formal lived experience for children. Sousa and Moss (2023) point out that 
political decisions have an important impact on how education, even for the youngest children, is 
delivered, and discuss how democratic culture starts in educational contexts in which collective 
multifaceted acceptance and interrelational support create respect of differences. They emphasise critical 
approaches in children's educational contexts and the agency of all participants as crucial to creating a 
democratic educational culture. Ribaeus and Skånfors (2019) findings emphasise an institutional agenda 
involving children’s various ways of negotiating democracy. Their results show that democracy does not 
exist as something to be taught but is constantly made and negotiated by the actors in preschool. They 
emphasise the preschool teachers and the children’s relational actions. Johansson and Emilson (2016) 
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explored the potential for democratic learning in teacher–child and child–child interactions. Their findings 
reveal that diversity and openness to different opinions were articulated and heard; and examples of unity 
were found in how struggles, alliances and authority affected and restricted the opinions that were 
articulated and heard. Consensus and conflict vary depending on how teachers or children support one 
another’s opinion and thus, power structures and the boundary between oppression and support can be 
very narrow. The teachers' responsibility to handle the conflicts and acts of resistance in a respectful 
manner is a substantial educational responsibility.  

Research on Preschool Children’s Agentic Role – Learning by Participation and Influence  

Research on children's sphere of participation and influence is complex and is discussed on different 
societal levels internationally. Hedges (2021) focuses on informal learning, finding that everyday life itself 
has a range of knowledge. Children are socialised into a community of learners by interacting with actions 
performed and language spoken. Pechtelidis and Kioupkiolis (2020) present an alternative value-based 
educational practice. Their ethnographic study explored a local community of commons in Greece, as the 
members created a self-organised alternative model of educational preschool setting. In this context 
children were recognised as equal participants by the community, in terms of freedom, equality, active and 
creative participation. Extending the idea of the commons to wider democratic transformation, raised 
questions on a macro level as well as on a micro level. At the macro level, municipal subsidies can threaten 
autonomy, and at the micro level there is reason to start with children’s perspectives as a way to develop 
their agency. Alnervik (2018) discusses teachers’ and children’s intermediate learning processes in a 
Swedish preschool context. She stresses that by organised reflective documentation teachers can learn from 
children’s viewpoints. Different perspectives support democratic learning processes as children and adults 
exchange descriptions and understandings with one another. Her discussion concerns ethical as well as 
power issues about how children’s participation have an impact on didactic aspects.   

Research on Democracy at the Core of Intergenerational Learning Processes and Lifelong Learning 

Research on democratic processes from an intergenerational perspective, taking into account 
children's agency, is future-oriented (Sousa & Moss, 2023). There is a lack understanding around how day-
to-day activities in preschool correspond with intergenerational learning in authentic situations.  Research 
on intergenerational learning is well-known and well developed but often with a focus on formal learning 
and organised into specific programmes connecting generations (Martins et al, 2019). Most often, the aim 
has been to find out how senior citizens and young children could benefit from each others’ company and 
learn together, as well as, how to reduce the boundaries between generations. Family contexts are often 
included in research projects, focusing on children and grandparents learning skills from each other (Shih 
et al., 2022). In a systematic literature review, Banks et al. (2023) found that intergenerational programmes 
aimed to support preschool children´s social emotional development.  

Theoretical Approach - Within the Framework of Lifelong Learning and Intergenerational Perspective 

Children’s and teachers´relational agency is particularly focused on finding out how democracy 
occurs in a preschool context. Exploring situated democracy the subjectification conception must be 
considered, viewing children as democratic subjects, the right for all individuals to be recognised as 
producers of democracy (Biesta, 2020). From this point of view intergenerational learning in preschool 
should be analysed through lifelong learning. Such analysis takes childrens agency into account through 
teachers´ reflections concerning democratic processes to draw attention to the democratic, nonformal 
pedagogical dimensions of lifelong learning. In the analysis, agency (Biesta et al, 2019) is considered as a 
key relational concept, viewed as contextually situated, emerging from interactions between children and 
their social context. The assumption is that children and teachers learn democracy through inter-relational 
learning projects. Children actively construct their experiences of the world, inter-dependently with others 
in their context. 

Considering children as democratic subjects is theoretically supported by Jackson (2023) who states 
life-wide learning as an ecology of practice within which learning is embedded so that different skills can 
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be performed in authentic situations by teachers creating learning situations in which each participant 
learns from each other. An educational context requires an incorporated perspective as an ongoing 
everyday project in which children are taught about democracy in a pragmatic manner through democracy. 
Schmidt-Hertha (2014) stresses that intergenerational learning is theoretically complex and should not just 
deal with how generations learn from each other in specific arranged learning settings, but also in separated 
categories with specific skills: 

Currently there seems to be a lack of clear notions of what the term “intergenerational learning” really means and of 
what it should be applied to. It seems obvious that simply bringing together people of different age groups in one 
learning scenario cannot be a sufficient criterion (Schmidt-Hertha, 2014, p. 151).  

 The quote above clarifies that Schmidt-Hertha (2014) provides theoretical support for analysing 
democratic processes in everyday activities in preschool. Boström and Schmidt-Hertha (2017) gives a 
definition of lifelong learning as learning to know, learning to do, learning to be, and learning to live together. 
Processes of lifelong learning is in its originally based on ideas of intergenerational relationships:  

Intergenerational learning is more than just a facet of intergenerational relationships. On the one side, it enables the 
intergenerational transmission of knowledge, skills, competencies, attitudes, and habits in both directions—from the 
younger generations to the older ones and the other way round. On the other side, intergenerational learning opens 
up a space for generations to learn more about each other, to understand perspectives of other generations without 
necessarily adopting them. Therefore, intergenerational learning is related to intergenerational relationships in 
different ways as relationships of generations form these learning environments and the interaction of learners, but 
also it can be changed through learning processes (Boström & Schmidt-Hertha, 2017, p.1). 

In this view, intergenerational learning is more than adopting knowledge from one generation to 
another. It opens for different perspectives to form new dimensions of knowledge and transformative 
learning. To summarise the theoretical approach; analysing democracy in educational context is supported 
by intergenerational learning in terms of learning to know, learning to do, learning to be, and learning to live 
together by the concepts relational agency and democratic subjectification.   

Method 

The method was inspired by the idea of the researcher cooperating with in-service preschool teachers 
to find ways together to improve practice in an ECE context (Lenz Taguchi, 2000). In a collaborative project 
with preschool teachers, Lenz Taguchi (2000) explored how reflection could be used by preschool teachers 
to extend theirs and the children’s learning potential, in order to support children and preschool teachers 
in their interconnected learning processes. From a Foucaldian perspective of power relations she found 
that pedagogical documentation had potential as a means of making visible the dominant and taken-for-
granted ideas and practices within preschools. To explore empirical paths in collaboration with in-service 
preschool teachers motivated my research design, though not in Foucauldian power relations perspective 
but in an intergenerational.  

The Case Study 

This research project was carried out in a municipal preschool located in a rather prosperous 
socioeconomic area, located on the outskirts of a large city in Sweden. The project was designed as a case 
study using focus group method (Bryman, 2004). Emphasis was put on the researcher’s collaboration with 
the group of teachers and their collaborative construction of meaning-making during the reflection 
sessions. In dialogue, the researcher and the teachers discussed which kind of data the teachers were 
expected to produce. Children’s parents were informed about the study and all the parents gave their 
consent to the children’s participation. The children were also informed by the teachers. All children were 
told they could deny participation. The teachers also openly confirmed when using tablet devices. All 
participants were told they would be anonymous in text reports.    

The project was initiated in December, 10/10/2013 and finished in the end of November 2014, 
research sessions are dated 16/12/2013, 06/03/2014, 23/06/2014, 24/11/2014. The starting point was the 
teachers’ interest for own professional and didactic improvement. Therefore the research was designed as 
focus group research to explore and clarify the teachers’ views in group discussions, to encourage them as 
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research participants to explore their own reflections on issues of importance to them (Kitzinger, 1994). 
Individual reflections were made by the teachers and then discussed collectively during the sessions.  

Participants were 6 preschool teachers, 2 childminders and the principal of the preschool. The study 
was organised into 4 research sessions, in total 11 hours, including instructions, verbal reflections and de-
briefing as the experiential learning cycle based on Gibbs (1988). The data consists of e-mail 
communication, documents, and memos from all of the sessions. The 4th session was audio recorded and 
divided into three groups; two teachers in two and three teachers in one, for a total of 2 hours and 14 
minutes, which is transcribed into verbatim transcription of 16 739 words. The collected empirical material 
has been handled with confidentiality according to the Swedish Research Council (2017) ethical principles.  

The children were organized into groups by age; a group of 15 1-2-years old, a group of 18 2-3-years 
old and a group of 20 3-4 years old.  Teachers worked in the different age groups in slightly different 
constellations during the two semesters that the case study was conducted. The experiential method used 
by the teachers were observations, documented by open research protocols supplemented with audio-
recordings of children’s communication with each other and with the teachers, complemented by written 
logs, and the use of an IPad. The principal organized so it would be possible for the teachers to do their 
own observations, transcriptions and initial reflections. Chosen situations were mealtime, circle time and 
child-initiated play. Each teacher made 3-5 documented observations during semester 1, and the same 
amount of documentation during semester 2. Observations lasted between 4-10 minutes and teachers made 
individual transcriptions and then shared their experiences during the sessions that followed. The research 
is based on the sessions in which the teachers verbalized their reflections. 

Research Sessions 

The first session was designed to give instructions about observations, and documentation as 
protocols in specific situations, logbook notes and audio recordings. Teachers were told to transcribe their 
protocols, or if preferable, they could use a tablet device. The central aspect of the design is that the project 
was to allow teachers to make their own choices in how to document their observations. They were given 
instructions to capture an overall picture of each situation without embellishing or omitting difficult 
details. During the second session teachers presented their observations, reflected and discussed the 
importance of focusing on relations and interactions when observing. During the third and fourth session 
their observations were discussed, and they reflected on content and interrelational aspects. The fourth 
session was a summary.  

Session dialogues were constructed on a model of reflection (Gibbs, 1988) and questions were raised 
associated with the teachers’ interests. The teachers used their own protocols and transcriptions from which 
they described what happened in each situation. They reflected on their own feelings, spoke about what 
they thought about their experience, and what they considered good or bad in each separate situation. Each 
prepared observation was discussed in the focus group; what sense they could make of the observed 
situations, or what else each of them could have done in another way, and what didactic consequences they 
could deduce from those observations.  
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Figure 1  
Illustration of the session dialogues; de-briefing inspired by the experiential learning cycle based on Gibbs, G. (1988).  

 

The Process of Analysis 

Open coding was an ongoing process and based on the idea of key elements of meaning making 
(Moon, 1999). Key aspects from the preschool teachers´ reflections were identified and discussed during 
the sessions and thematic categories emerged in the inductive method of analysis (Bryman, 2004). During 
the sessions the effort was to identify critical incidents. The raw data was systematically coded and 
categorized in identified patterns and themes, to be developed by a theoretical framework that explains 
these patterns of lived democracy as a social phenomenon. The analysis comprises of several levels linked 
to the focus group sessions. Topics were conceptualized respectively, with each specific activity observed 
and then analysed to see if topics were overlapping in the observed activities. All data was read and studied 
repeatedly, focusing on central issues. The analytical process sought regularities and variations, fluctuated 
between the whole, the part and back again to the whole, as an iterative analytical process (Bryman, 2004). 
Such a qualitative content analysis is a process in interplay between empirical data and categories. It is an 
approach towards achieving idea generation and connecting old meanings to new and new to old. The 
validity and reliability of the research findings, are grounded in the iterative process of data collection and 
the long-term ongoing analysis, trying to ensure that the research findings are reliable and robust in the 
internal and ecological validity. Validity and reliability are strongly connected, because the reliability 
criterion is part of being able to discuss the validity of a research instrument and by extension, whether a 
research result can be considered valid knowledge. Reliability can be discussed in the term of stability and 
has to do with the time aspect of an instrument's design (Bryman, 2004). Time has passed during the 
analysis process but not between the occasions for collecting data, so the internal reliability does not variate. 
The analysis has involved extensive reading of theoretical support.  

Findings 

Findings indicate that actively the use of democracy does not always take place, but leads to 
reflections about intergenerational spatial practice. Children’s agency and its meaning for democratic 
practice have been foregrounded to view an agency in a frame of child-adult relations. Children's social 
space for action, their interrelational agency, contributes to their knowledge of whether democratic 
processes exist or not.  

Findings will be presented under following categories: A) Features of lived democracy that became 
visible in the critical incidents. B) The obstacles to children’s democratic participation. C) Teachers facilitate 
a lived democracy. 

 

Description 
What 

happened?

Feelings 
What were 

you thinking 
and feeling?

Evaluation 
What was 

good and bad 
about the 

experience?

Analysis  
What sense 

can you make 
of the 

situation?

Conclusion 
What else 
could you 

have done?

If it arose 
again, what 
would you 

do?
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Features of Lived Democracy that Became Visible in the Critical Incidents 

In everyday educating activities, by playing, cooperating with others, aesthetic activities, 
construction play, music and singing, processes of learning take place.  

Concerning democracy, this brings forward different kinds of pedagogical dilemmas and reflections 
about teachers’ own rationalization in interaction with children during mealtime, circle time (preschool 
teacher initiated gathering) and children´s playtime (child-initiated play). Teachers’ facilitation was the 
main core during the process, thus the children’s agency and its meaning for democratic practice was 
foregrounded and is illustrated below (Table 1). 

Table 1 
Categories of Relational Critical Incidents; Reflections Concern Obstacles and Teachers’ Facilitation for a Lived Democracy to Develop 

Mealtime situations illuminate: Circle time situation about 
mathematics Child-initiated play 

Teacher communicating power relations 
Children’s interests basic for teaching in 
small groups  

Exclusion is not intentional – but caused 
by misunderstandings 

Teacher strives for peace and quiet 
Children are allowed to interchange 
groups 

Children use different strategies to 
participate in play 

Teacher controlling 
Children are encouraged to help each 
other 

Teachers support children to understand 
play signals 

Teacher behaves stressfully  Teachers’ flexibility is a core point  
Teachers support children’s 
communication 

Critical incidents have been analysed from teachers' reflections (table 1) displaying the challenges in 
providing children with democratic space. These categories provided stepping stones for teachers to 
develop their understanding of democracy as an everyday process in interaction with the children. During 
the sessions teachers own documentation and their use of reflective questions were important tools to 
deepen their understanding. Their own reactions and responses when interacting with the children and 
the children’s need of support in their peer interaction were considered. Through their observation logs 
they could discern approaches they had not paid attention to before. Central to the study is the preschool 
teachers´ conscious work with an exploratory approach.   

The teachers' reflections were mostly constructive about how to make the most of everyday activities 
and how to approach the democratic process in their own practice. Two thematic features characterize the 
empirical material: 1) Children's initiative as a source for organizing teaching. 2) Contextual situations, 
norms and values that hinder living democracy and need to be restructured and redefined. The analysis 
highlights these two thematic features that characterize the critical incidents. Next section will explain the 
categories found by viewing contextual obstacles and facilitation. 

Obstacles to Children’s Democratic Participation 

Unresolved Conflicts 

When children have had a lack of group interaction for a period, it creates challenges for teachers to 
manage. Unnecessary conflicts have been noted by teachers and to prevent these from persisting, teachers 
need to process the challenges that are evident in the children's behaviours. After summer break the group 
of children have had some difficulties comprehending each other’s views. 

Paula: Because it started last summer when we came back after the summer holiday, you could say, the interaction 
didn't work at all. So, we had to make some kind of crisis plan. For a couple of weeks, we really focused on the 
children showing respect and consideration for each other. Because they couldn't. They were screaming at each other, 
and it was a disaster. 

 When children had not been in the preschool group for a longer period of time, ambiguities arose 
regarding their attitudes and reactions towards each other. Lack of group activities seemed to be a 
challenge for them and if the teachers were not attentional that could cause uncontrolled conflicts. Learning 
respect and caring behaviour was dependent on regular attendance in the children’s group constellation. 
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Not Joint Play 

Sometimes children did not know how to participate in play. Undeveloped play strategies exposed 
children for difficulties entering and participating in play. Which strategy the child should use to get along 
with the other children turned out to be an important area of development for the teachers. 

Lena: We saw which children needed extra help getting into the ongoing play. I'm thinking of Albert for example, 
you could see that he wanted to join in the play but he didn't have the tools to get in, so it became our area of 
development to make sure he got into the play. 

The children's different personal abilities were recognized by the teachers. If the child did not know 
which strategy to use to get along with the other children, this caused a risk of exclusion if not noticed.   
Caroline described the importance of joining in with children´s play but that they could cause distractions.    

Caroline: I can sometimes experience, when you are playing, for example in the family game, that you are involved, 
and the problem is that the children only interact with us, they don't interact with each other, but they play, it's like 
ten different games, but with us. So that they don't really take the step and talk to each other that much. 

If teachers participate in the play, it can affect the children so they do not pay attention to each other 
but instead focus on the teacher's participation. 

Group Size 

Another obstacle that the teachers try to avoid is the large number of children in a group assembly. 
The more children, the more misunderstandings in children’s relational activities.  

Annie: No, not more than being a present and active educator, and that can be tricky enough when you have many 
children, the more children there are, the harder it is to see every such event. 

The size of the group of children has an impact on how teachers can notice unwanted actions that 
cause misunderstandings.  

Unnecessary Rules 

Reflections gave insights into unclarified rules causing stressful situations. Rules that apply at 
mealtimes were discussed and awareness of stress in meal situations. Rules at mealtimes were stated in an 
attempt to avoid chaos.  

Paula: It becomes clear on a recording like that, and then you start to think about it, like, why do I say that? Why does 
anyone have to? Things like that happened, and the more stressful it was around lunch, the more, it became a bit like 
that, rules or what to say.  

The more rules there was to avoid chaos at lunch, about how to behave, to serve oneself the food 
that is offered, taste at least a little, only caused more stress around lunch. The intention of creating peace 
and quiet with rules at mealtime gave rise to stress and led to insight into the relational power of adults.  

Annie: Yes, and then it led to an insight into what power you have as an adult, especially in the meal situation, where 
you have a lot of power. 

The observations gave insight into the power that teachers exert in mealtime situations through rules 
that children should comply with. They were controlling and striving to get peace and quiet but trying to 
combat mess with even more rules only caused more stress around lunch.  

Pia: It’s about this, a little fear that it will be chaotic, that you want such a control at lunch and eating habits, that you 
are a little afraid that it will run out and get a little hello whoops Pippi Longstocking…Annie: Yes, but to have some 
kind of clarity, to make peace and quiet in the meal situation, it may happen somewhere that you feel like stress, 
when it almost counteracts what you aspire to. 

It became obvious that all the rules were not fulfilling their function. Some unclarified rules the 
children had to cope with were more disturbing, since they had not been informed of why the rules exist, 
thereby also causing the teachers stress reactions.  

Teachers Facilitate a Lived Democracy 

Note and Assist Children's Interests and Play Activities 
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To find out how to contribute to children’s participation acts, the teachers have done surveys at the 
beginning of the semester. They conduct systematic quality work around goals and learning objectives they 
found out by the surveys about children’s interests. To reach specific concrete goals, they have also talked 
to the parents about what they think is important to suggest as their child's interests.  

Lena: We have based our work on the interests that children have expressed in the past to establish an overall plan. 
We experienced earlier that the children began to find it fun to count. They may not be interested in math now, but 
mathematics as a starting point is our goal. The methods are the children's. They are also involved in the decision-
making. It is our task to introduce mathematics into the children's interests and make it interesting and meaningful 
for the children. 

In their planning they used the information they have got to choose subject areas and knowledge 
objectives. Children’s interests also became apparent when teachers interact in children’s play activities. 
Information about children’s interests then helped teachers to structure interest groups for children to 
attend. Caroline says that it has been important to pay attention to what she adds to the play so she does 
not overact but keeps up with children’s authentic interest. By participating in the children’s play they 
could gain insight into what was relevant to focus on as learning objectives. For example, could it be a 
reflective activity with the children about conflicts.    

During play activities, teachers observed children’s activities and whether they need help with what 
the play was about. Verbal comments from teachers when necessary helped the children to make 
appropriate role assignments, and comments on the content also helped to develop the play. Sometimes 
more general instructions could be preferred.  

Paula: You fade into the game and then you need an overview and a little bit of observation. So I think that's 
something that we can talk to the children about, that when you come into the game and want to join in, you can stop 
and look to see what the others are doing. Take a little break to look, what is the game about or what is happening in 
here. And that then it's much easier to get into the game, you're kind of accepted as a new playmate if you do that. 

Teachers needed to be flexible if, or how, joining the children-initiated play. Children had different 
ways of participating in play. Some children were able to give instructions about the play and invite others 
into the play by giving them appropriate roles. Other children prefer to watch and possibly participate if 
invited. 

Avoid Misunderstandings by Closeness to Children’s Intentions 

The interaction aspect was central, among other things, to the complexity of children’s interests, so 
they have set goals by using the information of children’s interests in planning how to create conditions 
for the children to interpret and understand other ways of acting and thinking.  

Paula: Last spring, we looked at mealtime situations more and children's participation and how we could contribute 
as adults, we still have an adult focus, but that we have, one of our goals now is about how we create conditions for 
the children to interpret and understand other ways of acting. A lot of the play is that we talk about interaction, both 
in free play or it can be when we have planned activities where we play games or something like that too. 

The teachers' reflections described that it was important to be close to the children and pay attention 
to their activities and interactions, in order to help to avoid misunderstandings.  

Annie: If I am there as an adult and can clarify what is happening, that maybe it was not meant to be, or help the child 
understand, or look at how it feels for the other person or something, then it doesn't become a conflict, and then the 
children can sort of resolve it themselves, when they take the other person's perspective or understand the other 
person. Then they show both responsibility and care to rectify the situation, but if I hadn't been there and they hadn't 
been helped by me to take the other person's perspective, it probably wouldn't have happened that way.  

Examples are given of occasions where it becomes particularly clear that if the children are supported 
by saying that they did not mean to be disruptive, they can help each other and get along together. 

Annie: The girl who accidentally dropped the plate, she was very worried at first when he protested loudly, but when 
it's said that it wasn't meant to be, and when he picks it up, she bends down under the entire table and asks very 
gently, "Can you take it?" and I think it wouldn't have happened if they hadn't been helped to see that it wasn't meant 
to be, they can't see it themselves. 

Just to be sitting by the children, the children knew that they could turn to the teacher if something 
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surprising happened. Teachers were there as support, so if children did not fix it by themselves, they knew 
that the teacher was there to assist. Enough support from them was saying, with the interpreted fact, that 
it was an accident and not meant to be in that way as it unfortunately occurred. 

Small Groups Provide Opportunities for All Children to Speak and to be Heard 

To enable proximity to the children's relational activities, the children's groups were divided into 
smaller groups. The children also had the opportunity to choose a group according to their own interests. 

Annie: But we have an idea in our working method, the way we plan to work, to divide the children into smaller 
groups as often as we can in order to achieve this as well as possible. 

The teachers' reflections were noticeably about the children being able to speak up and be listened 
to in the smaller group constellations, but also that they should be able to choose group affiliation according 
to their interests. 

Carina: In the mornings, we are always in small groups. To be able to listen to the children much better, because it is 
much easier. We never have a large gathering, if we do have a gathering, it is in these small groups so that all the 
children can have a say, you could say. So that they don't have to compete with 18 others but you sit in your own 
small group and we talk and we listen to the children and what they are interested in and what I had in mind. It feels 
like it is easier to follow the children's interests there even though we have the math lesson on the side, so you listen 
to this small group you have. That way you continue to work with what they want and you put in a little math and 
interaction all the time. 

Teachers needed to be aware of the children's intentions. Verbal interpretations by teachers were 
important for children's interactions to be given the conditions to function, for children to understand each 
other's intentions.  

Lena: We kind of needed to work a lot more on turn-taking and interaction, and that we are involved and interpret a 
lot more, interpret play situations, interpret what the children say and…Carina: That we give the children words so 
they can play together. 

The material shows that teachers were careful to get to know the children in order to be able to make 
interpretations in accordance with each child's intentions.  

Adjusted Rules 

The teachers' reflections expressed the importance of gaining insight into one's own approach 
required in the interaction that took place in the meeting with the children. By them recognizing 
unnecessary rules the teachers could adjust them.  

Pia: And you do not explain to the children why half a glass is good to pour, even if they are welcome to take more, 
but just about the milk there are rules too, which we do not control over, as they come from the kitchen and maybe 
we may not be so clear to the children by telling…Annie: Yes, but we have become clearer since then. 

Stressful situations that the teachers describe, arose in mealtime situations and were analysed so they 
could change the pedagogical approach in relation to the children's understanding of what was happening 
and became more functional and transparent to the children. 

Paula: From a mealtime perspective, it's become a bit more about us being clearer and explaining the reasons for all 
these little rules, because when it comes to food, there are a lot of rules. And we've probably also thought about why 
we have these rules. Are these rules needed? 

The stress during mealtimes gave rise to reflections on what rules were really needed at the dinner 
table. These were explained more clearly to the children. 

Teachers Own Process of Reflection 

By documentation of observations and audio recordings the teachers found out about their own 
approach to children’s perspectives and how to create more appropriate conditions for children’s 
participation. The teachers were supported by the principal of the preschool. 

Karin: And with the help of the audio recording, you become aware quite quickly of what attitude you have and how 
you talk.   



Preschool teachers’ views of democratic learning processes in Sweden:… 

288 

The data shows that consistent reflections in understanding their own approach lead the teachers to 
consider their own approach as crucial to view how children understand the actions of others.  

Carina: I've thought about making an audio recording of myself in the small group and how much consideration I 
show the children when we sit in these groups. To make it visible to myself. I might think I listen to every child, but 
maybe I don't at all. 

During their observations and reflections, they used their own questions to create critical views on 
norms that had become taken for granted. Therefore, they believe that they are supported by the way 
observations and audio recordings were made, even in future work in the small group constellations that 
they prefer to work in.  

Carina: As I said before, we may move on more by continuing to listen to how we in our small groups talk to the 
children or how we show consideration for the children because we want children to show consideration for each 
other, we may have to make visible how we show consideration. 

Conclusion and Discussion 

Children are not automatically considered to be able to contribute in a valuable way as citizens to 
the context in which they themselves participate (Bath & Karlsson, 2016). Therefore, the study is a 
contribution to a deeper understanding of how a democratic culture and a relational agency are created. 
This relates to Mannion (2007) arguing for strategies in making children´s voices heard, to view agency in 
a frame of child-adult relations. The basic assumption is that lifelong learning is a key concept to pragmatic 
democracy. Learning to know, learning to do, learning to be and learning to live together cannot be divided into 
categories of children and adults (Boström & Schmidt-Hertha, 2017). Results tell from an interrelational 
perspective about the features of lived democracy that became visible, obstacles to children’s democratic 
participation, and how teachers facilitate a lived democracy. Time has passed from the empirical occasion, 
but the relevance may still be up to date as well. Democracy in an educational context is not an obvious 
framework for children globally (Sousa & Moss, 2023), but in Sweden, societal development and socially 
sustainable future development need to be taken into account (Swedish National Agency for Education, 
2018). 

Against the backdrop of the theoretical considerations and lack of research on young 
childrens’agentic role in an intergenerational perspective, the discussion addresses the question of how 
children as social actors have an impact on the construction of democratic processes in line with teachers’ 
didactic considerations in a preschool context. If children would be recognized in constructing the social 
world as social actors and societal members, research must search beyond the dichotomy of child-adult 
categories and instead explore intergenerational perspectives (Wyness, 2013). From a democratic point of 
view, if children’s agentic role is not ignored in a preschool setting based on democratic principles, 
children’s expressions are important to create intergenerational spatial practice (Sousa & Moss, 2023). The 
project was initiated by the teachers and the head of the preschool and aimed to support the in-service 
teachers´ professional development. From the beginning, their interest was to get insights into didactics to 
teach children about democracy, but instead their knowledge about children’s agency grew relatively how 
democracy occurs. Results revealed that everyday life itself has a range of knowledge in which children 
are socialized into by interacting with actions performed and languages spoken (Hedges, 2021).  

How Teachers Approach a Lived Democracy in Their Own Practice 

Children’s relational agency has been highlighted in an attempt to include their subjectivities in an 
accountable way (Bath & Karlsson 2016) in the pragmatic everyday democratic process (Biesta, 2020). Key 
aspects in this case study gave rise to discussions of how to support children’s point of view. Teachers’ 
reflections discerned that they themselves were communicating power relations and caused stressful and 
controlling situations during meal time situations just to keep peace and quiet. During the circle time 
gathering on teacher initiatives involved a controlling approach, with instructions to the children on how 
to interact, taking turns and how to communicate. Observations of children’s initiated play gave another 
kind of insight. They could find out about how children exclude each other from play activities, and that 
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children use different strategies to participate. Play signals could be difficult for children to understand, as 
well as communication. Biesta (2011) problematizes the concept of democracy and argues that if viewed as 
"lived democracy", it only can exist via lifelong learning. If so, the question is what kind of lifelong learning 
a democratic education needs. Sousa and Moss (2023) argue that democratic cultures need to develop with 
the support of teachers' creativity. Findings about obstacles are examples of preschool teachers´ insights 
how to view democratic processes. This is in line with Biesta´s (2020) arguement for the concept of 
subjectivity in pedagogical institutions so young childrens participation contribute to their learning about 
democracy in a pragmatic way. It is necessary that research investigates and contextualizes democratic 
processes, also on risks how young people learn not to be involved with questions about democracy and 
citizenship. Results present obstacles such as unresolved conflicts, not knowing how to create joint play, 
big groups do not benefit children’s participation and rules that have become no reflected norms.   

Alnervik (2018) highlights that in a preschool context children and educators are interdependent in 
the learning processes. She discusses how teachers view children’s competencies as supportive in their 
didactic considerations, which relates to presented findings about how the teacher’s own interaction with 
the children had an impact on their didactics and were intertwined with the potential of professional 
learning. But the power order is a structural issue hard to overcome, even with the best intentions as 
Pechtelidis and Kioupkiolis (2020) discussed.  

On Making Democratic Learning Processes  

Making a concrete democratic assignment (Biesta et al, 2019) of preschool’s curriculum did not 
become a task that only concerned children’s learning and development, but it became clear that 
democratic learning processes were primarily visible to the teachers themselves and a source for didactic 
considerations to benefit children’s learning.  

The teachers' reflections on how democracy emerged in their own documented observations have 
helped to visualize both the children's and teachers' learning processes. New questions arose from teaching 
democracy to explore democracy in the actual context which is in line with arguments of subjectivity made 
by Biesta (2020). Findings in this study is in line with understanding democracy at a contextual level, as an 
ongoing project that demands preschool teachers to create learning processes from new viewpoints. 
Findings in this study make visible the necessity of teachers´self-reflection (Moon, 1999; Gibbs, 1988). The 
teachers could deepen their understanding to combine thematic knowledge areas or objectives contiguous 
with the concept of democracy.  

Intergenerational Democracy in Preschool 

In this study democracy is about focusing on the interaction of children and adults. Results tell us 
that the concept of democracy needs to be adapted to the children’s prerequisites, and take into account 
the contextual culture. Working with children's influence is interconnected with what lived democracy 
could be in its own preschool context (Sousa & Moss, 2023). The complexity that occurs has to do with 
considerations how to handle the local context and the universal context, not disturbing and limiting 
children's right for their voices to be heard, but actually to be listened to (United Nations Children's Fund 
[UNICEF], 2020). 

The intergenerational perspective (Mannion, 2007; Wyness, 2013) occurs during the sessions. The 
result shows that teachers could make considerations about their own approach in relation to norms that 
have emerged by their lack of reflection on the hierarchical power order. For example, in the meal 
situations, how they came to realize unjustified rules that only concerned the children but not themselves, 
and without transparency. The core study is in the relationship between children's behaviours here and 
now, and pedagogues fixed and guiding framework in which situations took place. Reflections made 
visible a shared understanding of how different pedagogical processes affect children’s learning 
experiences. Futhermore, the teachers have become aware of approaches that they themselves have 
adopted. To conduct a democratic approach seriously meant to listen to the children's perspective, to be 
able to pick up on the interests that exist in the group of children, but also to be able to curb undemocratic 
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expressions of exclusion. This might give access to a relational learning process where children’s 
perspectives are adopted to create an intergenerational perspective (Wyness, 2023). Children's interactions 
in everyday activities have many dimensions and valuable aspects that could contribute to developing 
democracy as situated knowledge. The results of this study are in line with Ribaeus and Skånfors (2019) 
findings that democracy do not exist as something to be taught but are constantly made and negotiated by 
the actors in preschool.  

This case study empowered the in-service teachers to find new means to understand how their own 
practice is affected and formed by the complexity of situations and the ubiquity of interactions. It became 
obvious that constructive reflections on their joint work in the team is important to improve their approach 
to everyday democratic practice. Childrens’ agentic role as a contribution to the intergenerational agency 
was not self-evident for the teachers. Children’s agency is from an intergenerational perspective a 
productive tool, to make lifelong learning possible (Boström & Schmidt-Hertha, 2017). This makes research 
on children's sphere of participation and influence in preschool context interesting. In such an area of 
relational knowledge, dilemmas on how to replace the conventional hierarchical order, in favour of mutual 
intergenerational learning processes occurs, and could be a challenging individual learning project for in-
service teachers. Findings by Pechtelidis and Kioupkiolis (2020) in an alternative value based educational 
practice made explicit that even good intentions involving children as equal participants by its community, 
still relied on an adult perspective, and needed more support by empirical inquiries from children’s point 
of view. Such relational approach includes epistemological issues of who knows what, how do they know, 
and above all, do they know, which leads to moral and ethical questions about whose knowledge is 
plausible. However, results shed light on the legitimacy of children’s agency and how it could contribute 
to teachers’ competences. Above all, it raises more research questions about methods and responsibilities 
for ethical and moral issues of the child-teacher relationship, with inherent questions about power 
relations, social dynamics and structural constraints. As future orientation the intergenerational learning 
perspective advocates life-wide learning as an ecology of practice (Jackson, 2023) within which learning is 
embedded in authentic situations by teachers creating learning situations in which each participant learn 
from each other.  

In this small-scale study, there are certain limitations, above all regarding validity, because it is 
dependent on its contextual conditions. However, it might be a contribution to the discussion if children 
are considered to have an agentic role in developing social phenomenon such as democracy.  

Two conclusions could be made within this paper. First, through children's agentic role, teachers 
have the opportunity to generate knowledge about situated democracy as parallel learning processes 
through their reflections on their own approach to children's interactions. Secondly, democracy is 
constructed in children-teacher-agency in situated practice and even children’s impact has to be considered 
in respect of democratic practice and taken seriously in the educational contexts.  

Early childhood education has challenges to face, embedded in the global development towards 
more autocratic micro- and macro-systems, which is why new local research projects should aim at 
exploring how preschool, being the first step in the education system, contributes to everyday living 
democratic cultures (Sousa & Moss, 2023). New foundations for developing socially sustainable 
educational contexts where human values are built require reflective teachers who dare to critically 
examine their own assumptions. To continue exploring democracy and adultcentric epistemologies can be 
supported by Foucauldian power relations and the conception of emergence.  
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