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‘If I were prime minister’: Political attentiveness in young children’s 
drawings 

Stine Johansen Utler1 

 

Abstract: The present study investigates how children (6–9-year-olds) express 
political attentiveness through drawings, based on the prompt: What would you decide 
if you were prime minister for a day? The study explores which political issues children 
are engaged with and attentive to, and how they relate to individual versus collective 
concerns. The sample consists of 196 drawings, analyzed thematically, with attention 
to age and gender. The findings show that children display political attentiveness by 
articulating a wide range of decisions, from personal wishes to broader societal issues. 
The most salient variation lay in whether the children’s decisions served themselves, 
a collective, or others beyond themselves. Gender differences were notable: girls more 
frequently emphasized collective well-being and social justice, whilst boys often 
prioritized individual desires and self-empowerment. These findings suggest that 
gendered orientations toward politics may emerge earlier that previously 
documented. Although not necessarily indicating higher political attentiveness 
among girls, the results point to divergent orientation from an early age. 
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Introduction 

Children’s everyday lives are constantly shaped and influenced by politics, but children’s voices are 
rarely heard in politics. Although increasingly recognized as political beings in the present, not merely future 
citizens (Bjerke, 2012; Liebel & Saadi, 2012), children’s perspectives on politics are rarely represented. This 
gap is evident both in public debates and in research, and scholars consistently call for more attention to 
the earliest stages of political socialization, particularly among younger children (Abendschön, 2017; van 
Deth et al., 2011). Insights from different contexts are necessary to understand developments in early 
political socialization, and research from the Norwegian context can be valuable in this regard. Against this 
backdrop, the present study addresses the following research question: “How do children express political 
attentiveness through their drawings?”  

For young children, “political attentiveness” was considered a useful conceptual entry point because 
“attentiveness” is suggested as the first cognitive component of political awareness (Solhaug & 
Christophersen, 2022, p. 37). It precedes the acquisition of political knowledge and understanding, and is 
defined as an individual’s “cognitive attention to and recognition of political objects” (p. 37). In this study, 
“political objects” are interpreted broadly – building on a relational understanding of politics (Kallio & 
Häkli, 2011) , in which the political extends beyond public issues and formal arenas to private and personal 
matters that can be found politically consequential (e.g.Gomart & Hajer, 2002; Isin, 2005; Rancière et al., 
2001; Staeheli et al., 2004). However, the study also investigates children’s attentiveness to public political 
issues – “big-P politics” (Kahne et al., 2013).  

To explore children’s political attentiveness, 206 Norwegian children in second and fourth grade 
(ages 6–9) were invited to respond to the prompt: What would you decide if you were prime minister for a day? 
Drawings were chosen as the primary method of data collection because this is considered a child-friendly 
approach, allowing children to express themselves beyond verbal language (Clark et al., 2005). The prompt 
was designed to elicit what children perceive as meaningful; to see what wishes they hold for society, and 

_____________ 
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to explore their attentiveness to politics and political issues. Exploring children’s decisions in the 
hypothetical role of prime minister offers insight into what “the political” is for young children, and could 
also provide information about which topics from the “adult” political sphere elicit their interest and 
engagement. The study was intended to empower the children (Goul-Andersen, 2004, pp. 23–25), taking 
their political citizenship seriously, by both hearing their voice and giving them the opportunity to express 
their opinions in ways that suit them.  The study was exploratory, as it aimed to present the diversity of 
the decisions that children felt were important, while also examining patterns and variations across age 
and gender, which are considered key variables for political interest and participation.  

Background and Context 

Hearing children’s perspectives on politics is important. Not only because children are worth 
listening to in their own right (Kulynych, 2001; Young, 1997) but also because the development and 
sustainability of democracy are dependent on them (Buckingham, 2000; Kulynych, 2001). Today, future 
generations’ commitment to the democratic ideal we have known since World War II seems more 
important and urgent than ever.  

This study is situated in Norway – a consensual democracy, characterized by high levels of trust and 
low political polarization (Boxell et al., 2024). Globally, Norway is regarded as a leader in gender equality, 
with strong legislation and welfare policies, and was the first Nordic country to have a female prime 
minister (1981) (Culture and Equality Department, 2024). Nevertheless, inequalities remain in pay, labour 
market participation, leadership and representation. Within education, gender gaps is widening as 
women’s attainment of higher education continues to outpace men’s (Culture and Equality Department, 
2024). The Norwegian school system emphasizes children’s participation, democratic engagement, and 
active citizenship (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2013, 2017). Democracy and citizenship are interdisciplinary 
themes across all subjects, with the subject social science (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2020) bearing specific 
responsibility for political education, from first grade. From second grade, there are concrete competency 
goals with expectations for social studies knowledge. Presumably, the children in the present study are 
somewhat attentive to politics and political issues. However, Norwegian teachers report uncertainty about 
how to introduce politics at this level, and what to focus on(Utler, 2021). This is consistent with 
international findings showing that many teachers either avoid or simplify political content for younger 
pupils (Barton, 2016). In this light, examining young children’s political attentiveness is timely and 
necessary. As Solhaug & Christophersen (2022, p. 53) note, “the process of becoming politically aware 
begins with a personal interest in issues”. By investigating the hypothetical decisions children would make 
if they were prime minister, this study offers a platform for children’s political voice and shred light on 
young children’s political attentiveness – and thus their interest and engagement. From both research and 
educational perspectives, this knowledge is important because it informs us about political socialization in 
the 21st century and can help strengthen the foundations of early political education, which may be more 
necessary than ever. 

Previous Research 

Empirical research on Norwegian children’s political engagement and attention remains limited – 
some studies have explored Norwegian 8–9-year-olds’ expressions of agency and views of responsibility 
(Bjerke, 2011a, 2011b) and 9–10-year-olds’ views on children’s participation in a parliamentary election for 
children (Lorgen & Ursin, 2021). Current Norwegian studies show that children’s understanding of politics 
develops rapidly in early primary school years, broadening from first to fourth grade, with fourth-graders 
emphasizies political issues when describing “politics”(Utler, 2026). Traditionally, political issues have had 
a central role in political socialization research (van Deth et al., 2011). Early political socialization studies 
found that children fail to see the conflicting nature of politics in general (Hess & Torney, 1967), differences 
of political opinions (Connell, 1971), or public controversies (Moore et al., 1985). Later research, however, 
indicates that children can identify and meaningfully engage with political issues and problems, although 
their expertise is limited to rather general topics (van Deth et al., 2011). Recent studies have focused on the 
questions or problems that children spontaneously mention as topics of concern, and how they assess the 
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importance of various issues and problems. Limited empirical evidence from these studies suggests that 
children are interested in environmental protection, children’s rights, unemployment, and peace. Nuclear 
energy, finance, and feminist policies have also been emphasised (Burdewick, 2003; van Deth et al., 2011).  

Few political socialization studies have utilized children’s drawings. A review of the current 
literature, shows that Haug (2013, 2017) used children’s drawings as part of the data material to investigate 
German 8–12-year-olds’ interest in politics, encouraging children to draw their “world of politics.” Ten 
main categories were identified: half focused on war and the environment, followed by political 
institutions, tragedies and accidents, refugees, social inequality, and democracy. Daily news received little 
attention (Haug, 2013, 2017). While the present study drew on Haug’s methodology, it differs in so far as 
it gives insight into the Norwegian context – thereby broadening the empirical foundation for comparative 
research on children’s political socialization.  The study’s focus on political attentiveness shows which 
aspects of adult politics that interest young children and, more importantly, “the political” in young 
children’s lives. It also highlights differences by gender and age, long recognized as key factors in political 
interest and participation. 

Theoretical Analytical Approach 

“Politics” is a contested concept (Barry, 1989), but it is conventionally often linked to public issues 
that are handled by governmental institutions, processes, and elected political representatives (Heywood, 
2013). This study seeks to illustrate what children consider to be important – the issues or problems that 
they are concerned about. Previous research argues for broad, interpretative approaches as a prerequisite 
to understand young people and politics (Bhavnani, 1991; Buckingham, 2000; O'Toole, 2003). Instead of 
delimiting the concept of politics to some predefined categories, or limiting politics to something that 
concerns the actions of politicians or political institutions, Buckingham (2000, p. 34) suggests the need to 
emphasize how young people construct and negotiate meaning socially, rather than “judging” their 
perceptions based on “adult” norms – hence, to engage in young people’s interpretation of politics on their 
own terms. 

Consequently, this study follows a relational understanding of politics (Kallio & Häkli, 2011), where 
the political extends beyond public issues and formal arenas to private and personal matters that can be 
found politically consequential (e.g.Gomart & Hajer, 2002; Isin, 2005; Rancière et al., 2001; Staeheli et al., 
2004). This broader view of politics acknowledges children’s political roles and positions (Kallio & Häkli, 
2011). Looking beyond predefined perceptions of what politics is reveals how phenomena become political. 
What counts as politics is therefore an empirical question, and politics can be found in every question, 
cause, or event that has been politicized by someone at a certain time (2011, p. 31). Thus, children’s political 
attentiveness may not only appear as attentiveness to political issues or problems discussed within the 
public political sphere – “big-P politics” (Kahne et al., 2013) – but also in children’s everyday experiences 
– “little-p politics” (Kahne et al., 2013) – where children act to influence people, discourses, or events that 
they perceive as wrong or unfair, thereby positioning themselves as political subjects. In this sense, children 
live their politics, rather than voting for it (Bartos, 2012, p. 159; Farthing, 2010, p. 189).  

However, not everything that children give meaning to, or emphasize in their drawings, is 
necessarily political. From a political socialization perspective, it is interesting to attempt to identify 
characteristics that distinguish “the political”, or political thought and action, from other forms of thought 
or action, and consequently to examine whether these are present in young children. Drawing on a 
relational understanding of politics as something created in relationships between people (Kallio & Häkli, 
2011) – attempts are made to pinpoint “the political” within human relationships. 

In its essential form, politics is “claims-making activity” (Frödin, 2011). The decision children say 
they would make as prime minister are thus inherently political. However, political claims are made in 
relation to others and imply counterclaims or contestations  (Sheehan, 2006), and is necessarily collective. 
Similarly, Arendt (2005), conceptualizes politics as arising through interaction, where individuals see 
themselves and their actions as part of a collective, and where collective interests and arguments are 
formed. Politics is thus the world that arises between people throug interaction and the aggregation of 
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individual into collectives (Arendt, 2005). This relational view is echoed by Buckingham, describing 
“political thinking” as a socio-cultural phenomenon grounded in seeing oneself in social terms, where 
viewing one’s own experiences as representative of a larger group is a prerequisite for political 
consciousness (Buckingham, 2000, p. 204). Similary, Freeden (2008, p. 198) argues that everyone (including 
children) engages in some form of political thinking as part of their daily life, whereby thinking politically 
refers to a range of thought practices of and concerning collectives. Children can thus be seen as political 
when they think about, confront, argue or discuss different issues or problems considered important by 
others than themselves. These could include formal and informal political issues or problems, and can vary 
in importance, from concerning the very “close” and immediate issues to those that are more distant or 
global. Following Freeden (2008) and Buckingham (2000), one aspect of investigating children’s 
attentiveness to politics is to examine how they relate to collectives in their drawings – i.e., to what extent  
they are “collectively” or “individually” oriented in their topic-emphasis. However, distinguishing 
individual and collective claims or wishes is not necessarily a simple exercise, and in some cases, this 
distinction might be more blurred.  

Compared to older children, young children tend to have less-advanced perspective-taking abilities 
(Selman, 1980) and are more self-focused in moral judgements (Eisenberg et al., 1987). Conversely, recent 
research shows that young children’s moral judgments are often intuitive and emotion-driven rather than 
egocentric, and that perspective-taking abilities increase in early primary grades (Gautam et al., 2023; 
Tomasello, 2018). Consequently, the younger children in this study may focus more topics or 
issues/problemd that reflect their own needs or interests, while the older children may be more collectively 
oriented.  

Regarding gender differences, the individual/collective orientation is especially interesting to 
explore. Studies have repeatedly found that women and adolescent girls have lower levels of political 
knowledge and interest than men and adolescents boys (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1993; Fraile & Sánchez‐
Vítores, 2020). A gender gap in political knowledge and interest is identified already in early childhood 
(Abendschön & Tausendpfund, 2017; Haug, 2017). One of the theories proposed to explain this is the 
existence of a gendered political socialization process (Bos et al., 2022), ascribing gender differences in 
political knowledge and interest to the learning of different political roles, whereby girls are raised to be 
more home-oriented, caring, and empathetic than boys (Abendschön & Tausendpfund, 2017; Bos et al., 
2022; Orum et al., 1974). Bos et al. (2022) argue that gendered socialization shapes children’s understanding 
of gender-appropriate traits, with implications for political socialization (pp. 484–486). Studying American 
children and young people aged 11–12, 17–18, and 22–25, they find that gender gaps in political interest 
and ambition emerge in childhood and increase with age, with girls consistently less interested in politics 
and political careers than boys. As gender roles become internalized, girls are steered away from politics, 
shaping their perceptions and preferences (Bos et al., 2022, p. 496), which is reinforced by school, media 
and society framing politics as a masculine domain focused on electoral competion (Dittmar, 2015, p. 6), 
and  agnetic rather than communal goals (Schneider & Bos, 2014), signaling that politics is for boys (Bos et 
al., 2022, p. 486).  

The theory of gendered political socialization with individual/collective orientation is assessed on 
the background of Norway’s high scores on gender equality, where less structural or educational 
conditions  hinder women’s political participation, nor promote politics as a domain primarily for men. If 
the gendered political socialization theory is confirmed, the girls in the present study might be more 
inclined to emphasize the interests of others or a collective, rather than themselves or their own individual 
wishes or needs. However, as suggested by Haug (2013), it might be that girls are not less interested in 
politics but are instead interested in different ways (Haug, 2013, p. 261), whereby a male understanding of 
politics is assumed to conceal women’s real interests (Jacobi, 1991, p. 99). This hypothesis is presented as 
an explanation for women but might just as well be applicable for young children and girls.  

Another aspect of this might be differences in children’s political self-efficacy. “Political self-efficacy” 
– the belief in one’s ability to influence the political process (Campbell et al., 1980; Lane, 1959) – has been 
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shown to develop during secondary school (ages 11–16). Boys’ political self-efficacy is initially higher and 
also increases more during secondary school, whilst that of girls does not (García-Albacete & Hoskins, 
2024). This can also be seen in relation to gender differences in self-confidence. According to Wolak (2020), 
gender gaps in political interest and efficacy are not explained by resources, parental socialization, or 
gender-role attitudes, but by differences in self-confidence, where women’s lower self-confidence partly 
limits their political engagement, making self-confidence a key psychological asset for political interest, 
attention, and perceived competence. Both of these perspectives are relevant to the present study: if a 
gender gap in political self-efficacy exists early on, it could shape how children engage with the task of 
“being prime minister,” whereby those with higher political self-efficacy (or general self-confidence) may 
be more likely to prioritize their own interests or to empower themselves, or also show more attentiveness 
to political issues because they are initially more interested in politics. Hopefully, the broad interpretation 
of politics proposed for this study captures variation in children’s attentiveness.  

Children’s attentiveness to collectives is one dimension of their political attentiveness.  However, it 
is also of interest to investigate children’s political attentiveness to political issues – i.e., their “cognitive 
attention to and recognition of political objects” (Solhaug & Christophersen, 2022, p. 37). This aspect opens 
for exploring children’s attentiveness to political issues that are discussed within the political arena – i.e., 
issues that are currently or frequently discussed by politicians - political issues discussed by adults. Whilst 
the term “political issue” refers to a specific situation considered to be undesirable, it also includes potential 
or suggested alternative actions to deal with the situation. Both aspects – the definition of the situation and 
the actions available – are often debated. These conflicts establish so-called “political issues”, where social 
and political problems are perhaps the most concrete topic to deal with politics (van Deth et al., 2011, p. 
154). The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (2006) defines a “political issue” as “a 
point or matter of discussion, debate or ‘dispute’ within the political arena.” The present study therefore 
takes starting point in this understanding of a political issue when investigating children’s attentiveness to 
political issues discussed within the political arena.  

Method 

Children’s Drawings as Research Method 

Using drawings as a research method highlights the children’s intentions, the drawing process, and 
the meaning embedded in their representations. Drawing constitutes a form of meaning-making process 
(Cox, 2005; Matthews, 1999; Wright, 2007) and should be interpreted within its social and cultural context 
(including the classroom context), as well as peer and adult interactions (Light, 1985). Particularly for 
younger children with limited literacy skills, drawing facilitates communication beyond verbal language 
and integrates both cognitive and emotional dimensions – conscious as well as unconscious (Schoppe, 1991, 
p. 174). For the present study, drawings were seen as an appropriate approach because they allow children 
to express themselves without being limited by oral or linguistic skills. Also, it was assumed that drawing 
was something the children found more appealing - a more engaging and enjoyable way to participate.  

Given the context-dependent nature of children’s drawings, their interpretation requires close 
attention to the children’s intentions and their own narratives about their drawings (Cox, 2005; 
Einarsdottir, 2007; Haug, 2013). In the present study, children received a drawing sheet (Appendix 1), 
divided into two boxes: one for drawing and one for a description of their drawing. The descriptions were 
statements written by the child (or provided orally and transcribed by me or their teacher if they were 
unable to write on their own) describing the decisions that they would like to make if they were prime 
minister for a day and/or a description of what they had drawn. The children’s descriptions were central 
to the analysis. The visual elements of the drawings, such as objects, use of color, and size, were considered 
of secondary importance, and were analyzed more closely in cases where drawings were difficult to 
categorize or included multiple topics. Typical characteristics of the children’s drawings, such as size, detail 
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or vivid use of colours – can indicate perceived importance (Matthews, 2003, p. 168; Schuster, 2010, pp. 
108–122) – and were therefore reported.  

Possible Disadvantages of Using Drawing as a Method  

Although drawing is often perceived as enjoyable, it is not equally suitable for all children (Fargas-
Malet et al., 2010, p. 183), some feel self-conscious about their drawing ability, others may feel that they 
have outgrown the activity, or may lack drawing experience (Punch, 2002, p. 331). In the present study,  
children who preferred not to draw were given the opportunity to write, as capturing their views was 
prioritized over the drawing itself. Second-graders generally showed greater enthusiasm for drawing, and 
girls – regardless of age – appeared to prefer drawing more than boys. A few children were unable to 
complete their drawing, although they had clear ideas about what they “would decide”. Some chose to 
discard their work at the end, although they had completed their drawings. These children were offered to 
take their drawings home and finish them later, to write, or to withdraw. Only two children chose to 
withdraw, whilst the remaining children chose to write instead.  

Another potential drawback is the issue of anonymity. When created in classrooms, drawings  may 
be visible to peers, teachers, or researchers. In this study, all drawings were produced in class, with the 
children seated individually. Both I and the respective teachers of each class could observe the drawing 
process. This was considered okay, and as a part of the meaning-making process (Cox, 2005). In some cases, 
I or the teacher helped to write their descriptions. Each drawing was anonymized upon submission, only 
marked by gender and grade level. Teachers only viewed those drawings for which they assisted in the 
writing of the description. Given the non-sensitive nature of the drawing task, anonymity concerns were 
deemed minimal*. 

Data Collection and Selection 

Data was collected in Spring 2021, during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study included ten school 
classes – five second-grade classes and five fourth-grade classes – from four different schools in central 
Norway. A total of 206 children participated. Ten drawings were excluded due to missing content or lack 
of accompanying descriptions. The final sample consisted of 196 children aged 6–9 years old: 95 second-
graders (46 girls, 49 boys) and 101 fourth-graders (45 girls, 56 boys). The recruitment process began with 
an invitation that was sent to the principals of all primary schools in the municipality. Responses varied – 
some replied directly, several did not respond or declined due to the pandemic. Ultimately, four schools 
participated. Due to travel restrictions, the study was geographically limited but it included schools from 
diverse socio-economic areas. Although individual socio-economic data were not collected, the sample 
reflects varied backgrounds through the inclusion of schools serving different communities. Second and 
fourth-graders were selected to represent different stages of Norwegian lower primary education. Second-
graders were prioritized over first-graders due to the presence of defined competency goals in the 
Norwegian social science curriculum and because they already had prior experience of attending school. 
Two different age groups were included as this enabled comparison between age groups.  

The project were introduced in plenary, where the purpose of the study was explained, the voluntary 
nature of participation, and that they could withdraw at any time. Specific political issues was not 
mentioned; instead, children were encouraged to draw decisions they would make if they were prime 
minister, given such decision-making power. In the introductory conversation, the impression was that the 
children had clear ideas about what a prime minister is and does. Also, due to the ongoing pandemic, the 
prime minister was very present in the media, and was probably also visible to the children. It was 
emphasized that the assignment was not a school test, but more like “free drawing,” a familiary activity 
from their everyday school life. This introductory session lasted for 15–25 minutes. The children then went 
to their desks, got their pencils, received the drawing sheet, and had 45-60 minutes to complete the 
drawing. In some classes, individual assistants assisted some of the children in their processes. The children 
were observed  as they drew, contextual information was noted, and it was attempted to document the 

_____________ 
* Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in Education and Research: https://sikt.no/en/home 
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drawing process continuously, while also being available for questions from the children. Ideally, if the 
drawing had been performed in smaller groups, or one-to-one, speaking with each child as they drew 
would probably have created more data on the drawing process and the children’s meaning-making. 
However, due to time, resources, and pandemic restrictions, a classroom solution was chosen, observing 
the group as a whole.  

Ethics  

As the study concerned children, the provision of extra care and information was emphasized, and 
several procedures were conducted to ensure this. A child-friendly approach was adopted to reduce the 
adult–child power imbalances (Punch, 2002), including conducting the study in familiar classroom settings 
and allowing the children to engage with the drawing on their own terms. Children’s assent, as well as 
parental consent was obtained in advance as the children were under 16 years of age (NESH, 2021), and 
the project was approved by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD)**. All drawings were 
anonymized and securely stored after collection.  

Validity and Reliability 

The study was exploratory and based on a limited sample, which makes statistical generalization 
difficult. However, the study still allows for analytical generalizations (Martinussen, 1984). Efforts have 
been made to ensure the validity of the study by the transparent presentation of the data collection and 
selection, as well as how I arrived at my interpretations of the data (Thagaard, 2003). Although the drawing 
task was open-ended, the prompt – inviting children to draw what they would like to decide if they were 
prime minister for a day – likely influenced the themes chosen. Alternative prompts or settings might have 
yielded different responses and should be explored in future research to enhance external validity. As the 
analysis is based on my interpretation of the children’s drawings and descriptions, different analytical 
frameworks and perspectives could provide alternative interpretations. Furthermore, although the sample 
includes socio-economically diverse schools, SES was not systematically controlled for and should be 
addressed in future studies.  

Data Analysis 

The study employed several methodological procedures developed by Haug (2013, pp. 248–250). 
Haug’s analytical approach builds upon Niesyto’s (2006) interpretative framework, originally developed 
for analyzing photos. This framework does not draw upon developmental or psychological models of 
interpretation but instead focuses on content analysis. Before the analytical process started, all drawings 
were scanned and imported into NVivo14. They were then organized into two primary data sets based on 
school grade (second and fourth grade). Each drawing was grouped according to which class it belonged 
to and assigned a variable for gender. The accompanying description and/or title provided by the child 
was also attached to each drawing.  

Although children’s own descriptions (verbal data) formed the starting point for the analysis, the 
drawings (visual data) were also important in the analytical process. Primarily because it was a prerequisite 
for the study that the children could choose ways to express themselves, but also because the combination 
of data types could potentially provide deeper insight into the children’s opinions. Although the 
combination of verbal and visual data made the coding and the analytical process more complex and time-
consuming, it helped to provide deeper insight into the children’s thoughts and often helped to reinforce 
their priorities and opinions, especially in cases where several themes were emphasized. The analytical 
process proceeded as follows. 

First, an initial “first impression” analysis was performed. This involved writing a preliminary 
interpretation of each drawing, including a descriptive account of its visual content. This stage gave a 
comprehensive overview of the data material. In the next step, all drawings – along with their respective 
descriptions – were inductively coded. Descriptive codes were generated to capture the thematic content 

_____________ 
** Now called SIKT: https://sikt.no/ 
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of each drawing (e.g., “save all animals,” “COVID-19,” “free candy and ice cream”). In the third stage, 
drawing on Haug (2013), a systematic and rule-guided approach for qualitative content analysis was 
applied, which aims at “preserving some methodological strengths of quantitative content analysis and 
widen the to a concept of qualitative procedure” (Mayring, 2000, p. 1). Here, the drawings were coded 
based on the children’s descriptions, as this was considered the “key message” of the drawings. This 
resulted in approximately 150 inductive codes. These were subsequently refined and combined into a set 
of final categories (Table 1). These categories represent “the political” for the children in the present study. 
Each drawing was assigned to one or more of these categories, as many of the children addressed multiple 
topics within their drawings. In the final stage of analysis, the drawings were assessed in terms of whether 
they addressed issues or problems that were perceived relevant to a broader collective (Arendt, 2005; 
Buckingham, 2000; Freeden, 2008; Frödin, 2011; Sheehan, 2006), or individual issues or problems. Drawings 
expressing individual preferences (e.g., “I decide that my house should be made of jelly” or “I decide that 
it rains candy”) were perceived as individually oriented. Drawings that were not perceived as individually 
oriented were then assessed in terms of whether they addressed concerns that were meaningful to the child 
as a member of a wider collective (e.g., “I decide that we build more playgrounds for children”) or if they 
addressed matters of importance to others beyond themselves (e.g., “I decide that Norway should allow 
more immigrants”). Furthermore, to assess the children’s attentiveness to public political discourse, 
drawings were evaluated to determine whether they engaged with themes that were currently or 
frequently debated in the “adult” public political sphere.  

To ensure the validity of the categorization, external coders (teacher students) were asked to 
categorize 10% of the drawings according to the criteria outlined for each category, as a part of their 
teaching in methods. Their categorization was consistent with that which had been previously performed. 
The number of drawings within each category was then quantified and analyzed according to grade level 
and gender.  

Table 1 
Themes/Issues Adressed in Children's Drawings 

Category Description 

“Myself, my everyday 
life/school life” 

Individual (personal) wishes: 
For everyday life: e.g., to eat unlimited candy, access money, play computer games, engage in 
adult privileges (e.g., to decide as much as adults, to drive a car, etc.) 
For everyday school life: more or no school, less homework, pool in the classroom, more of 
certain equipment, etc. 

“A good, ‘right’ society/life” 

Ideas about how society ought to be, how people should behave and treat each other, normative 
assessment of a “good”/“right” way of life. Norms, kindness, behavioral rules, prohibitions, 
animal welfare 
Socially/collectively oriented 

“Prime minister forever” 
Empowerment. Providing oneself with political power forever (either as prime minister, 
president, or constant power) 
Individually oriented 

“New inventions, fantasy 
figures or machines” 

Individual fantasies: creation, innovation, or self-enhancement through imagined abilities. New 
machines or robots 

“COVID-19” 
Preferences or solutions related to different aspects of the pandemic (tightening or easing 
restrictions, vaccines, closing/opening schools) 
Individually/collectively oriented 

“The environment/the 
climate” 

Addressing climate and environmental concerns, offering solutions/practices 
Collectively oriented 

“Social equality” 
Issues/aspects related to social equality: economic, gender, racism 
Collectively oriented 

“Wolves and sheep” 
Opposition to wolf-hunting 
Collectively oriented 

“Immigration” 
Opinions on immigration policy: general and case-specific 
Collectively oriented 

“Peace and international 
organizations/cooperations” 

Addressing international politics, organizations, global economic actors, or world peace 
Collectively oriented 
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Results 

The following presentation is structured according to the categories in Table 1. The children 
addressed a range of issues in their imagined roles as prime minister. While many children seized the 
opportunity to express personal wishes - a substantial number also demonstrated a concern for a broader 
collective, or engagement for someone else other than themselves, as well as attentiveness to political issues 
discussed within the political arena. In total, 125 of the 196 drawings addressed topics that were evident 
within the public political discourse, thereby indicating a notable degree of political attentiveness. Except 
for five, all children “claimed” something in their drawings – thus, their drawings were inherently political 
(Frödin, 2011). Table 2 presents the thematic categories of the children’s drawings and the distribution of 
drawings within each category. These categories reflect the children’s attempts “to articulate, to affect social 
change or to maintain status quo” (Sheehan, 2006, p. 3). However, few drawings advocated for maintaining 
the status quo; most expressed a desire for change or some sort of action. Similar to previous research, 
children’s engagement and concerns were mostly related to general topics (Burdewick, 2003; Haug, 2013; 
van Deth, 2007). However, there were differences in terms of whether the children focused on issues 
extending beyond themselves, whether their claims were individually or collectively oriented (Arendt, 
2005; Buckingham, 2000; Freeden, 2008), and the extent to which they were attentive to political issues 
being debated in the public sphere (Solhaug & Christophersen, 2022), including in terms of which issues 
they showed attentiveness toward. Gender and age have an impact here. Several of the drawings 
emphasized multiple issues/themes, expressing both individual preferences and issues of importance for 
others than themselves, or a broader collective. The following sections outline the identified thematic 
categories, before discussing the children’s individual/collective orientation and their attentiveness to 
political issues. 

Figure 2 

Topic Distribution. 

 
Myself, My Everyday Life 

Of the 196 drawings, 103 (49 second-graders and 54 fourth-graders, 68 boys and 35 girls) expressed 
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Topic/Issue Distribution 

My self, my everday life/school life A good, "right" society/life

The environment/the climate Social equality

Peace, international organizations Sheep-wolves

Immigration Prime minister for ever

Covid-19 New inventions or fantasy figures/machines
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individual wishes for the child’s everyday life or school life, such as more leisure time, going to the 
swimming pool, access to computer games, or more public playgrounds. Yet, most of the drawings within 
this category focused on “free” or “unlimited” candy, food, ice-cream, or drinks. Several drawings also 
reflected aspirations to engage in adult privileges, such as driving, accessing parental money, or having 
equal decision-making power, all indicating wishes for empowerment. Still others conveyed school-related 
wishes (e.g., more school, more of certain subjects, no homework, banning or closing school, or more 
playground equipment). This category was the largest thematic category. Although it could have been 
divided into subcategories, all drawings shared the common feature of communicating personal, 
individual desires or preferences. The drawings often depicted cheerful figures, usually intended to 
represent the child themselves, enjoying what was being wished for (e.g., eating candy, swimming in a 
pool in the classroom, etc.). Most of these drawings were done by boys, which could indicate a greater 
individual orientation among the boys. There were no clear grade-level patterns, although fourth-graders 
more frequently expressed preferences concerning school, or school subjects, with fourth-grade boys more 
often suggesting the closing of schools. In contrast, second-graders tended to portray more imaginative 
school scenarios, such as classrooms with trampolines and disco lights. 

“There is free candy in the shop and no school” 
(Boy, 4th grade) 

 

  “I would like to go home from school” 
(Boy, 2nd grade) 

 

“I would decide that we got a bubble bath in the 
school yard and a disco light"(girl, 2nd grade) 

 

Prime Minister Forever 

When presented with the hypothetical role of being “prime minister for a day,” seven fourth-grade 
boys seized the opportunity to secure themselves the role as “prime minister forever.” Thus, again, gender 
and age appears to influence how the children responded to the task.  – where boys appeares to be more 
inclined to empower themselves. The significance of these specific drawings should not be overstated – 
they could just as well be a result of a spontaneous idea, lack of task engagement, or humor. However, it is 
still notable that this emerged exclusively among boys, and only among fourth-grade boys. Another 
plausible explanation for these drawings could be that these boys recognized power as a feature of politics 
– that it entails having or taking power. The drawings within this category typically depicted a person 
(apparently meant to illustrate themselves), larger in size than other elements within the drawing, often 
giving commands or a message.  
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“I want to be prime minister forever” (Boy, 4th grade) 

 
 

New Inventions, Fantasy Figures or Machines  

Seven drawings (6 boys and 1 girl, all second-graders) presented imagined inventions or machines, 
while others illustrated fantasy scenarios, such as turning the Earth into a gingerbread planet. Two children 
depicted themselves as robots with superpowers. These drawings did not express explicit “decisions” or 
“claims,” nor did they refer to a larger collective; rather, the reflected individual fantasies centered on 
creation, innovation, or self-enhancement through imagined abilities. Again, it appears that gender and 
age were decisive for emphasis. There were few common features of these drawings as they all represented 
a fantasy or invention of the individual child. 

“A flyfish airplane and a car you have to run 
in” (Boy, 2nd grade) 

 

“The Earth is made of gingerbread” (Boy, 2nd 
grade) 

 

“That everyone can shoot lasers and 
flames and water out of their arms and 

fly” (Boy, 2nd grade) 

 

COVID-19 

Twenty-nine drawings (11 second-graders and 18 fourth-graders, 13 girls and 16 boys) addressed 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. The drawings either focused on tightening or easing restrictions, 
eliminating the virus, developing or distributing vaccines, reopening or closing schools and borders, or 
expressing preferences for homeschooling. There were no significant age-related differences within this 
category, but there were some gender differences: boys, regardless of age, tended to express more 
aggressive or assertive responses (in their descriptions), such as “I would kill everybody with corona” or 
“kill COVID-19”. The drawings often depicted masked figures, vaccine administration, or representations 
of the virus, often marked with a large X. 
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“No corona, little vacation" (Boy, 2nd 
grade) 

 

“That COVID is over, that we have a 
vaccine, and that everybody should 
wear facemasks" (Boy, 2nd grade) 

 

“I decide that Pfizer and Astrazeneca 
(COVID vaccines) should be provided 

to everyone” (Girl, 4th grade) 

 

The Environment/the Climate 

A total of 45 drawings (21 second-graders and 24 fourth-graders, 29 girls and 16 boys) addressed 
climate and environmental concern, indicating an engagement for this topic across both age groups. 
However, second and fourth-graders differed in terms of what they focused on and to whom they 
addressed their concerns. Second-graders focused primarily on pollution and plastic waste, particularly in 
oceans and forests; their drawings often illustrated correct and incorrect disposal practices among 
individuals, as within other drawings, often indicated using X and V (check-marks). Positive actions were 
typically depicted in bright colors with happy people, animals, and flourishing nature. In contrast, fourth-
graders emphasized more systemic concerns, such as reducing CO2 emissions, electrifying cars, and 
promoting public transportation. Their self-descriptions often invoked collective pronouns such as “we” 
or “the people,” suggesting a broader societal/collective orientation, whilst second-graders emphasized 
individual behavior and responsibility. 

“No garbage in nature, the one with V is 
right, the one with X is wrong” (Girl, 2nd 

grade) 
 

 

“I would make a rule that said that it was 
not allowed to dispose of plastic” (Girl, 2nd 

grade) 

 

“We should not use the car, use the car only 
if you are going far” (Boy, 4th grade) 

 

 

 

Social Equality 

Thirty-five drawings (19 second-graders and 16 fourth-graders, 23 girls and 12 boys) addressed 
issues related to social equality. Economic equality was the most prominent theme, expressed through 
statements such as “the rich should give money to the poor,” “everyone should earn the same,” or “leisure 
activities and school/dental care should be free.” Such emphasis was seen in 24 drawings (13 girls and 7 
boys). The second-most frequent theme was gender equality, with statements such as “women should earn 
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the same as men” or “girls should be allowed to go to school.” Only one of the nine drawings emphasizing 
gender equality was drawn by a boy, and only two second-graders emphasized this topic. The final 
subtheme within this category was racism (4 drawings), often conveyed through statements such as “stop 
racism” or “don’t discriminate.” Only girls emphasized this aspect – one second-grader and three fourth-
graders. Many of the drawings within this category illustrated harmonious conditions, such as happy 
people, exchanging money, or holding hands. The use of Xs was common here too, to indicate something 
that should be changed or abolished. Some of the drawings also included protests signs, illustrating people 
protesting against something, such as racism. 

“The poor should get more money from the 
rich” (Girl, 2nd grade) 

 

 

“Women should get paid as much as men, 
don’t bully” (Girl, 2nd grade) 

 

 

“Ban racism” (Girl, 4th grade) 
 

 
Wolves and Sheep 

These drawings reflect a rural–urban political divide in Norway – the contested issue of wolf-
hunting. Whilst the “wolf–sheep” debate is more salient in rural farming regions of Norway, it was 
somewhat unexpected that six children (4 fourth-graders and 2 second-graders, 4 girls and 2 boys) from 
this sample showed attentiveness to it. The drawings expressed opposition to wolf-hunting, stating things 
as “the shooting of wolves should be stopped” or “forbidden.” Thus, the children appeared to have an 
“animal welfare perspective” on this issue. The issue does not seem to have any personal importance but 
is rather something that engaged them because they were concerned with animals. At the time of data 
collection, this issue was not currently being debated in the media, so media coverage does not seem to 
explain the children’s emphasis on the matter. The drawings often contained illustrations of someone 
shooting wolves, often reinforced with a bright red color that indicated blood. X was also common here, 
showing that the killing of wolves should not be allowed to happen.  

“Don’t be racist to others, don’t say boys’ things and girls’ things, 
our planet does not need plastic and you don’t need to shoot wolves 
when you bring your sheep to the mountains where they naturally 

don’t belong and get killed” (Girl, 4th grade) 

 

“I draw that Mustafa should stay in Norway, and that we should 
treat animals better, don’t kill wolves, and higher interest rates” 

(Boy, 4th grade) 
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Immigration  

Another issue identified within the sample concerned immigration policy. Five drawings addressed 
this (2 second-graders and 3 fourth-graders, 3 girls and 2 boys). Three of these expressed general support 
for more-inclusive policies, such as “letting more immigrants stay in Norway” or “Norway should help 
more immigrants.” Two fourth-graders specifically referred to a specific political immigration issue that 
was current in Norway at the time, “the Mustafa case,” whereby they urged the prime minister to let him 
remain in Norway, stating for example that: “Erna (the prime minister of Norway at the time) has to 
understand that Mustafa has to stay, Mustafa should get to stay in Norway.” These drawings illustrate 
fourth-graders’ attentiveness to not only general political issues but also current political issues. It is also 
interesting that when they showed concern for a specific case within Norway, these children addressed the 
actual prime minister in their descriptions, and did not speak on behalf of themselves as prime minister. 
Visually, the drawings within this category often depicted emotional appeals, with one or several people 
standing in front of another person (usually drawn in bigger size), seemingly meant to illustrate the prime 
minister. The people standing in front commonly had sad faces, whilst the prime minister seemed to be 
smiling at them. 

“Erna has to understand that Mustafa has to stay, Mustafa should 
get to stay in Norway, homework every other week” (Girl, 4th grade) 

 

“There should come more immigrants from other countries so they 
can get help” (Girl, 4th grade) 

 

 

Peace and International Organizations/Cooperations  

The final category of drawings (3 fourth-grade boys and 1 fourth-grade girl) did not address a 
specific issue but rather demonstrated attentiveness towards international politics, organizations, and 
global economic actors. Two drawings stated “world peace,” whilst another advocated for donating money 
to the UN, indicating recognition of international institutions and economic inequality. The final drawing 
within this category stated that “Jeff Bezoz has to give half of his income to Norway.” This boy was clearly 
knowledgeable of who Bezos is, and his fortune. Although the drawing does not indicate attentiveness to 
a specific political issue, it can be argued that it indicates the boy’s attentiveness to money dirtribution, 
taxation, or economic equality. Nevetheless, it is interesting that this is information exhibited by a 
Norwegian fourth-grade boy. At the time of data collection (2021), Bezos was not a very well-known name 
in Norway. The same boy also advocated for “neutere toilettes” – presumably referring to gender-neutral 
toilets, which can be used by everyone regardless of gender and identity. Although this emphasis might 
indicate that this boy had awareness of issues related to inclusion and/or discrimination related to gender 
indentity, the boy did not elaborate on this statement, and in his description of the drawing, he emphasized 
that he had drawn Jeff Bezos giving money to Norway. Therefore, its is not any information that could 
confirm the boy’s thoughts behind “neutere toilettes.” Children’s choice of emphasis within this category 
does indicate attentiveness to international political relations, but it can also be interpreted as reflecting a 
social equality perspective, as indicated by the emphasis on distributing wealth between “the poor” and 
“the rich.” 
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“Everyone should donate some money to the UN” (Boy, 4th grade) 

 

“Neutere toilettes and Jeff Bezos has to give half his income to 
Norway” (Boy, 4th grade) 

 

Discussion 

“The Political” of Children  

In 103 drawings, children promoted individual wishes concerning their everyday lives, also 
expected given the opportunity to access resources or experiences normally restricted to them. However, 
several also emphasized issues that were of importance to a greater collective – to others than themselves 
– as well as showing attentiveness to political issues discussed within the political arena. Children’s 
articulation of individual wishes does not imply  “non”-attentiveness to politics, but suggests that decisions 
were often grounded in personal meaning and self-interest, consistent with previous research (Haug, 2017). 
Interestingly, gender differences were evident: boys were more inclined to promote self-oriented decisions, 
whereas girls more often emphasized collective or the interests of others. As for promotion of children’s 
agency, this was explicitly addressed in 7 drawings, arguing for children to have the same rights and 
possibilities as adults (e.g. “deciding as much as adults,” or “voting rights for children”), or for children’s 
right to privacy. Twenty-nine of the individual-oriented drawings expressed a preference regarding school. 
This included preferences for less homework, shorter school days, alternative schooling arrangements, 
more of certain school subjects, access to playground equipment, or a pool/disco lights in the classroom. 
Although these drawings expressed individual preferences regarding the school – with some seeming 
somewhat utopian – certain wishes appear repeatedly. Issues such as homework-free schools and the 
length of the school day are also questions of ongoing political debate in Norway. Although these drawings 
emphasize individual preferences, they also reveal key political dimensions of children’s everyday lives  
(Buckingham, 2000), in which children’s perspectives on their everyday school life should be heard in 
policy-making processes. Furthermore, the articulation of such individual preferences is important as it  
may also represent an early step toward developing a collective awareness and collective opinion 
formation (Arendt, 2005; Young, 1997).  

Within the category “A good/‘right’ society/life,” there are drawings that are distinct from the 
drawings discussed above. Although these drawings do not explicitly express opinions of specific political 
issues or demonstrate attentiveness to “big-P politics,” they do reflect children’s emerging social and 
collective awareness. Here, children emphasized norms, values, and social conditions that facilitate 
coexistence within larger communities, thereby underscoring ideas of appropriate behavior and mutual 
responsibility. The drawings within this category often conveyed empathy and concern for others – 
including animals. No clear age-differences appeared, (16 second-graders and 12 fourth-graders), although 
a notable gender difference was evident (19 girls and 9 boys). This points to the fact that girls, to a greater 
extent than boys, are more socially, collectively, and care-oriented from an early age, and thus indicates 
that girls and boys are attentive to and inclined to emphasize different aspects from early childhood. 
Whether this is evidence of gendered political socialization process (Bos et al., 2022) or the fact that boys 
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and girls are simply differently oriented and attentive, remains open.  

Attentiveness to Political Issues  

Despite their young age, a significant number of children (127 of 196 drawings) demonstrated 
attentiveness to politics. Approximately 65% cent, 127 of 196 drawings addressed issues discussed within 
the political arena. Not surprisingly, many of these displayed collective or societal concerns, such as climate 
policy, social equality, and immigration, and a large proportion addressed aspects related to the COVID19 
pandemic. Consistent with previous research, the children in the present study addressed a limited number 
of issues, and most appear to possess only general knowledge about the issues raised (Burdewick, 2003; 
Haug, 2013; van Deth, 2007). Therefore, children’s engagement in political issues seems to be emotionally 
– and personally – grounded, not ideologically founded, which is also expected given the study’s intention 
of exploring political attentiveness.  

Differences Related to Age  

Overall attentiveness to political issues did not differ significantly between second- and fourth-
graders, however, how the children framed the issues varied notably by age. Second-graders were 
individually oriented, focusing on behavior-based or moral aspects, whereas fourth-graders more 
frequently expressed systemic or structural understandings. For instance, in the climate/environment 
category, second-graders highlighted actions on the individual level, such as littering or using less plastic, 
whilst fourth-graders more often suggested policy-level solutions, such as electrification of cars or 
increased public transport. A similar pattern appeared in the drawings emphasizing aspects related to 
social equality. Second-graders often appealed to the need for fairness (e.g., “the rich should give money 
to the poor”), whilst fourth-graders showed more issue-specific knowledge and offered policy-oriented 
solutions (e.g., “Dentist should be free for everyone” or “People with higher income should pay more 
taxes”). Fourth-graders demonstrated increased knowledge, and engagement was evident within the issue 
of wolf-hunting and by explicitly referring to the “Mustafa case,” which was not mentioned by second-
graders. Regarding the hunting of wolves, second-graders simply stated that wolves should not be shot, 
whereas some fourth-graders provided justifications for their claims (e.g., “that the sheep don’t naturally 
belong in the mountains”). Moreover, attentiveness to international organizations and relations was only 
seen among fourth-graders, who addressed the UN and global monetary policies, as well as addressing 
internationally powerful actors, such as Jeff Bezos. Interestingly, this only applied to boys, which could 
indicate that differences in interests might lead to unequal possession of information and knowledge from 
an early age (Bos et al., 2022; Orum et al., 1974).  

Previous studies have reported that interest in specific political issues does not vary significantly 
between younger and older children (Haug, 2017; van Deth et al., 2011), which is also evident here, 
although the findings do indicate age-related differences in how children articulate and frame these issues. 
Whilst second and fourth-graders highlight similar overarching issues/topics, there are differences in the 
level of abstraction and in terms of to whom they refer. These differences likely reflect developmental 
changes in perspective-taking and abstract reasoning (Eisenberg et al., 1987; Gautam et al., 2023; Selman, 
1980; Tomasello, 2018). The findings in the present study suggest that the individual vs collective 
orientation of children could have an impact on what they perceive as politically important and interesting; 
it thus appears as important in the development of political thinking and should be considered a 
foundation in children’s emerging political understanding (Arendt, 2005; Buckingham, 2000; Freeden, 
2008). Seeing one’s own individual preferences and opinions in relation to a larger collective therefore 
seems essential to the development of political awareness, in which political attentiveness (initially 
individually oriented) might be the first step on that path.  

Differences Related to Gender 

Clear gender differences emerged. Within the topics of “a good ‘right’ society/life” (19 girls and 9 
boys) and “social equality” (23 girls and 12 boys), girls were overrepresented, whilst only boys were 
represented in the category of “prime minister forever” (7 boys). In the category of a “good or ‘right’ 
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society/life,” girls promoted kindness, good behavior, empathy, and consideration for others, whilst the 
boys were more concerned with prohibitions, such as “stealing/tagging is not allowed”. Only girls argued 
for animal welfare and health-related claims, perhaps indicating early internalization of gendered health 
norms, empathy, and care. In contrast, seven boys (all fourth-graders) claimed indefinite power. These 
patterns may reflect an early expression of ambitions, self-empowerment, or perhaps earlier political self-
efficacy (García-Albacete & Hoskins, 2024) among boys. Another possible interpretation is that such 
patterns reflect broader patriarchal values and power structures, whereby men/boys are more often 
encouraged toward agency, autonomy, and power, whilst women/girls are socialized into care-oriented, 
relational, and responsibility-driven roles (Connell, 2005; Ridgeway & Correll, 2004; West & Zimmerman, 
1987). Perhaps it is precisely this observed early difference in attentiveness and orientation among girls 
and boys that also contributes to the development of a gendered political socialization. That boys and girls 
initially differ in their propensity to emphasize or promote themselves vs a collective or others, and that 
girls’ orientation toward others, or care may “inhibit” their attentiveness or interfere with the development 
of their political self-efficacy. Given the social, - political, - and educational context that the children in this 
sample grow up in, I would ascribe more explanatory power to the latter. 

Girls were overrepresented within the categories representing political issues frequently discussed 
within the political arena. Girls’ drawings appeared more frequently in the categories “the climate/the 
environment” (29 girls and 16 boys) and “social equality” (23 girls and 13 boys). Only girls addressed 
gender equality explicitly. The emphasis on “immigration” (3 girls and 2 boys) and the “wolf- sheep” 
debate (4 girls and 2 boys) showed a relatively balanced distribution of attention. “COVID-19” showed no 
major gender imbalance, although boys’ descriptions  were more hard or extreme – e.g., stating “I would 
kill everybody with corona” – illustrating a different form of expression, rather than attentiveness. 

Based on the findings, it may seem that girls are more attentive to politics than boys, although this 
is not necessarily the case. One explanation might originate in how politics is defined here, in which the 
collective vs individual dimension used in the study, perhaps has made girls’ political attentiveness more 
apparent than seen in earlier studies. Also, the use of the collective vs individual dimension has highlighted 
clear gender differences in attentiveness, orientation, and interest from an early age, in which girls’ and 
boys’ attentiveness is oriented toward different dimensions of political and social life. This pattern give 
support to the argument that women are not less interested than men, rather they are interested in another 
way (Jacobi, 1991, p. 99). While the overrepresentation of girls in the categories of political issues discussed 
within the political arena could indicate that boys are less attentive to politics than girls, another argument 
could steam from boys’ and girls’ different perceptions.  

How boys and girls perceive expectations to them, and also how their self-confidence (Wolak, 2020) 
influences how they approached the drawing-task. A significant majority of the boys are represented in the 
“myself, my everyday life” category (68 of the 103 drawings). However, many of them combined personal 
and collective concerns, although many drawings were also exclusively self-oriented. Perhaps the boys 
simply approached the task with a different mindset – maybe they were not as seriously engaged, or 
alternatively, they allowed themselves more freedom to express personal desires. Conversely, the girls may 
have been more inclined to produce what they perceived to be “appropriate” responses - drawing what 
they believed was expected from them. Generally, girls are more conscientious, responsive to expectations, 
and motivated in school, with stronger self-regulation from early childhood, which supports higher 
achievement and adherence to norms (Ministry of Education and Research, 2019 ; OECD, 2015). Boys, on 
the other hand, are more concerned with peer acceptance and societal norms from early age, often 
discouraging academic interest – contributing to declining motivation (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Rubin et 
al., 1998). Together, these factors can help explain how girls and boys initially evaluated the importance of 
the drawing task, as well as variations in their level of engagement.   

The findings should not be interpreted as a lack of political attentiveness among boys, but rather as 
an indicative of differing expressive orientations shaped by gendered socialization patterns. The findings 
give support to the hypothesis of a gendered political socialization process (Abendschön & Tausendpfund, 
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2017; Bos et al., 2022; Orum et al., 1974). Nevertheless, there is no evidence that can ascribe this to 
differences in the children’s political socialization, in the sense that politics is presented as a male domain, 
or that educational or structural conditions in Norway systematically hinders women (and girls’) political 
participation. The observed gender differences in children’s attentiveness and interests should be 
attributed to variations in orientations, self-confidence, and measurement, rather than to genuine 
differences in underlying political socialization and political engagement. In contrast to previous studies, 
the findings suggest that girls were more attentive than boys to political issues discussed within the 
political arena. Thus, the girls in the preset study were not less interested in politics, but were interested in 
a different way (Haug, 2013, p. 261; Jacobi, 1991), whereby their early collective orientation may come into 
conflict with promoting individual political opinions and engagement, and later political self-efficacy. 

Conclusion 

When asked what they would decide as prime minister for a day, children articulated diverse wishes 
and concerns. The key variation concerned whether children’s decisions primarily served themselves, a 
broader collective, or others beyond themselves. Children who addressed the needs or concerns of a greater 
collective also demonstrated political attentiveness. 

Consistent with prior research (Burdewick, 2003; Haug, 2013; van Deth, 2007) children in the study 
showed attentiveness to several prominent political themes. However, certain topics frequently 
emphasized before– such as unemployment (Haug, 2013) – were largely absent. This likely reflects the 
socio-political context in which the children are situated. Unemployment has not been a major issue in 
Norway, and although war is highly visible globally, it was not very prominent in the news context in 
Norway at the present time. The data was collected during the COVID-19 pandemic, dominating both 
media and daily life, and thus likely captured a substantial proportion of the children’s attention. 
Interestingly, the wolf-hunting debate emerged as a theme, despite its absence in prior research on 
children’s political interest. This suggests a context-specific form of political attentiveness, possibly rooted 
in children’s concerns for animal welfare.  

Significant gender differences were observed – both in attentiveness and engagement. Girls were 
more socially and collectively oriented, whereas boys were more inclined to promote individual wishes or 
aspirations. These findings can be attributed to variations in orientations, self-confidence, as well as 
measurement (definition of politics applied in the present study). Previous research has identified a gender 
gap in political self-efficacy emerging between the ages of 11 and 16 (Fox & Lawless, 2014; García-Albacete 
& Hoskins, 2024); however, the findings of the present study suggest that the gendered tendencies in 
political orientation may already be visible at a younger age. This early difference in political self-efficacy 
may also help to explain the persistent gender gap in political interest, orientation, and knowledge  
documented in adolescence and adulthood (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1993; Fraile & Sánchez‐Vítores, 2020). 

The findings underscore the importance of recognizing children’s early political orientations – 
particularly emerging gendered differences. The observed early differences potentially shape how young 
citizens understand their society, and how they may eventually engage and participate in democratic life. 
This highlights the need for future research to explore how early orientations develop over time and across 
different socio-political contexts, as well as adopting definitions of politics that also capture girls and 
women’s interests. The concept of political attentiveness—including collective attentiveness—offers an 
interesting analytical lens for capturing children’s early political interest and engagement beyond 
conventional measures. Further theoretical and empirical exploration of this concept may therefore 
contribute to a more nuanced understanding of early political socialization.  

Limitations 

The study is based on a small, geographically limited sample. A larger and more diverse sample 
might have revealed greater variation within children’s attentiveness. Local issues, such as wolf-hunting, 
may have appeared differently in other regions of the country. The analysis relies on my interpretation of 
the children’s drawings and descriptions, and other analytical or theoretical frameworks might yield 
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different conclusions. It is also important to question how genuinely engaged the children really were, or 
how they actually interpreted the drawing task. One objection could be that some of the children expressed 
what can be described as more “general” wishes (e.g., not going to school, or less homework). If the study 
had been designed differently – i.e., with room to follow each individual child in the drawing process - 
more detailed explanation for this could have been obtained. The study’s operationalization of political 
attentiveness may also shape the findings, and other measures should be explored in future research. 
Although this study includes a diverse sample, factors such as ethnicity or class were not controlled for. 
Future studies should examine whether and how ethnicity and class influence emphasis on themes/issues. 
The children in the present study stated identifying as either “boy” or “girl”. Consequently, gender was 
treated primarily as binary, although one child raised gender-neutral issues. With the awareness that 
young people may identify beyond the duality of male/female, future studies should also be aware of the 
limit perspective of gender duality, especially to further investigations of gendered political socialization.  

Implications  

Gender differences in political attentiveness emerge in the early primary school years. Recognizing 
early differences is important for reducing potential gender gaps in political knowledge and engagement, 
with clear implications for school practice and educational policy. Citizenship and democracy education 
should be introduced early, in age-appropriate ways, using diverse pedagogical approaches to ensure that 
all children, regardless of gender or communicative preferences, have equal opportunities to engage with 
political and civic issues. Teaching should build on broad and inclusive understandings of politics as 
something that takes place in everyday life and in interactions between people.  

The broader significance of this study lies in its potential contribution to understanding how early 
differences between genders in political attentiveness may shape later political engagement, attitudes, and 
participation. If such differences remain unaddressed, they may contribute to persistent gender gaps in 
political interest and involvement later in life. Future research should examine the stability of these 
differences and their origins, as well as how classroom practices, peer dynamics and teacher expectations 
shape these developments.   

Recognizing multiple ways of demonstrating political attentiveness can help counteract early 
gendered patterns. “Political attentiveness” – including “collective attentiveness” – offers an interesting 
conceptual and theoretical lens for examining children’s political interest, engagement, and for 
understanding early political socialization, and should be explored further. It shifts focus from formal 
knowledge to how children notice, interpret and emotionally engage with political issues in everyday life 
and within collectives. Further investigations of “collective awareness” may help to further identify when  
and how children’s awareness of politics as a collective affair emerges, and age and gender differences in 
individual versus collective orientations, and may help explain early differences in political self-efficacy.  

Drawing proved a fruitful methodological approach for studying early political socialization. While 
interviews alone were possible, drawing allowed inclusion of children who struggelede verbally, or 
children needing individual support. Drawing also enabled a larger sample than would have been possible 
with interviews, although a smaller sample could allowed deeper insights. Analysis showed that drawings 
without children’s explanations were insufficient, while verbal descriptions alone could not capture the 
emotional expressions, priorities, and knowledge conveyed visually. Combined, drawings and verbal data 
produced a more robust dataset. Future studies should apply drawings, but be aware that it requires careful 
planning, ethical consideration, methodological rigor, and analytical resources, ensuring that children’s 
descriptions guide interpretation. Analytical tools that go beyond cognitive or motor skills, should be 
developed, emphasizing procedures that contextualize both visual and verbal data. 

Declarations 

Authors’ Declarations 

Acknowledgements: I would like to express my deepest gratitude to all the children who articulated their views through their 
drawings, as well as their teachers for giving their pupils the time to participate in the project. I would also like to acknowledge Lena 



Stine JOHANSEN UTLER 

255 

Haug for her time, willingness, and kindness. The ability to discuss the project with her, getting tips, help, and recommendations 
during the initial phase of the project, was crucial. 

Authors’ contributions: The author solely conceived, designed, and wrote the manuscript. 

Competing interests: The authors declare that there are no competing interests. 

Funding: The author received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article. 

Ethics approval and consent to participate: The study was approved by the Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in Education and 
Research. Written parental consent for participation and publication was obtained for all participants as the children were under 16 
years of age. All participating children actively consented to their participation both orally and in writing. 

Publisher’s Declarations 

Editorial Acknowledgement: The editorial process of this article was completed under the editorship of Dr. Carmen Huser through a 
double-blind peer review with external reviewers. 

Publisher’s Note: Journal of Childhood, Education & Society remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliation.  

References 

Abendschön, S. (2017). Children and politics. American Behavioral Scientist, 61(2), 163–166. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764216689119  

Abendschön, S., & Tausendpfund, M. (2017). Political knowledge of children and the role of sociostructural factors. The American 
Behavioral Scientist, 61(2), 204–221. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764216689122  

Arendt, H. (2005). The promise of politics. Schocken Books  

Barry, N. P. (1989). An introduction to modern political theory. Springer.  

Barton, K. (2016). Social studies in the primary grades: Preparing students for democratic participation. In M. Olson & S. I. Aldenmyr 
(Eds.), SO-undervisning på mellanstadiet. Forksning og praktik (pp. 13–29). Gleerups.  

Bartos, A. E. (2012). Children caring for their worlds: The politics of care and childhood. Political Geography, 31(3), 157–166. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2011.12.003  

Baumeister, R. F., & Leary, M. R. (1995). The need to belong: Desire for interpersonal attachments as a fundamental human motivation. 
Psychological Bulletin, 117(3), 497–529. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497  

Bhavnani, K.-K. (1991). Talking politics: A psychological framing of views from youth in Britain. Cambridge University Press.  

Bjerke, H. (2011a). Children as ‘differently equal’ responsible beings: Norwegian children’s views of responsibility. Childhood, 18(1), 
67–80. https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568210371987  

Bjerke, H. (2011b). ‘It’s the way they do it’: Expressions of agency in child–adult relations at home and school. Children & Society, 25(2), 
93–103. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-0860.2009.00266.x  

Bjerke, H. (2012). Barns perspektiver på samfunnsborgerskap: Kritiske refleksjoner om rettigheter, ansvar og deltakelse [Doctoral Thesis NTNU]. 
Trondheim. https://hdl.handle.net/11250/269030 

Bos, A. L., Greenlee, J. S., Holman, M. R., Oxley, Z. M., & Lay, J. C. (2022). This one’s for the boys: How gendered political socialization 
limits girls’ political ambition and ınterest. American Political Science Review, 116(2), 484–501. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055421001027  

Boxell, L., Gentzkow, M., & Shapiro, J. M. (2024). Cross-country trends in affective polarization. The review of economics and statistics, 
106(2), 1–60. https://doi.org/10.1162/rest_a_01160  

Buckingham, D. (2000). The making of citizens: Young people, news and politics. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203132272  

Burdewick, I. (2003). Jugend-politik-anerkennung. Eine qualitative empirische Studie zur politischen partizipation 11- bis 18-Jähriger. 
Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung.  

Campbell, A., Converse, P. E., Miller, W., & Stokes, D. (1980). The american voter (Unabridged ed.). The University of Chicago Press.  

Clark, A., Moss, P., & Kjørholt, A. T. (2005). Beyond listening: Children's perspectives on early childhood services. Policy Press.  

Connell, R. W. (1971). The child's construction of politics. Melbourne University Press.  

Connell, R. W. (2005). Work/life balance, gender equity and social change. Australian Journal of Social Issues, 40(3), 369–383. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1839-4655.2005.tb00978.x  

Cox, S. (2005). Intention and meaning in young children's drawing. International Journal of Art & Design Education, 24(2), 115–125. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1476-8070.2005.00432.x  

https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764216689119
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764216689122
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2011.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568210371987
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-0860.2009.00266.x
https://hdl.handle.net/11250/269030
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055421001027
https://doi.org/10.1162/rest_a_01160
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203132272
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1839-4655.2005.tb00978.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1476-8070.2005.00432.x


‘If I were prime minister’: Political attentiveness in young… 

256 

Culture and Equality Department. (2024). Strategy for equality between woman and men 2025-2030. The Norwegian government. 
https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/strategi-for-likestilling-mellom-kvinner-og-menn-2025-2030/id3077968/  

Delli Carpini, M. X., & Keeter, S. (1993). Measuring political knowledge: putting first things first. American Journal of Political Science, 
37(4), 1179–1206. https://doi.org/10.2307/2111549  

Dittmar, K. (2015). Navigating gendered terrain: Stereotypes and strategy in political campaigns. Temple University Press.  

Einarsdottir, J. (2007). Research with children: methodological and ethical challenges. European Early Childhood Education Research 
Journal, 15(2), 197–211. https://doi.org/10.1080/13502930701321477  

Eisenberg, N., Shell, R., Pasternack, J., Lennon, R., Beller, R., & Mathy, R. M. (1987). Prosocial development in middle childhood: A 
longitudinal study. Developmental Psychology, 23(5), 712–718. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.23.5.712  

Fargas-Malet, M., McSherry, D., Larkin, E., & Robinson, C. (2010). Research with children: Methodological issues and innovative 
techniques. Journal of Early Childhood Research, 8(2), 175–192. https://doi.org/10.1177/1476718x09345412  

Farthing, R. (2010). The politics of youthful antipolitics: Representing the ‘issue’ of youth participation in politics. Journal of Youth 
Studies, 13(2), 181–195. https://doi.org/10.1080/13676260903233696  

Fox, R. L., & Lawless, J. L. (2014). Uncovering the origins of the gender gap in political ambition. American Political Science Review, 
108(3), 499–519. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055414000227  

Fraile, M., & Sánchez‐Vítores, I. (2020). Tracing the gender gap in political interest over the life span: A panel analysis. Political 
Psychology, 41(1), 89–106. https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12600  

Freeden, M. (2008). Thinking politically and thinking about politics: language, interpretation, and ideology. In D. Leopold & M. Stears 
(Eds.), Political theory: Methods and approaches (pp. 196–215). Oxford University Press  

Frödin, O. (2011). The art of the possible - the bullet or the ballot box: Defining politics in the emerging global order. Theoria: Journal 
of Social and Poltical Theory, 58, 1–20. https://doi.org/10.3167/th.2011.5812801  

García-Albacete, G., & Hoskins, B. (2024). The gender gap in political efficacy: the accelerating effect of classroom discussions. Social 
Forces, 103(3), 1167–1185. https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/soae100  

Gautam, S., Owen Hall, R., Suddendorf, T., & Redshaw, J. (2023). Counterfactual choices and moral judgments in children. Child 
Development, 94(5), e296–e307. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13943  

Gomart, E., & Hajer, M. (2002). Is that politics? For an inquiry into forms in contemporary politics In B. Joerges & H. Nowotny (Eds.), 
Looking back ahead: The 2002 yearbook of the sociology of the sciences (pp. 33–62). Kluwer Publishers  

Goul-Andersen, J. (2004). Et ganske levende demokrati. Aarhus Universitetsforlag.  

Haug, L. (2013). A picture paints a thousand words: Children`s drawings as a medium to study early political socialisation. In S. 
Abendschön (Ed.), Growing into politics - contexts and timing of political socialisation (pp. 231–264). ECPR Press.  

Haug, L. (2017). "Without politics ıt would be like a robbery without police”: Children’s ınterest in politics. American Behavioral 
Scientist, 61(2), 254–272. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764216689125  

Hess, R. D., & Torney, J. V. (1967). The Development of Political Attitudes in Children. An-chor Books.  

Heywood, A. (2013). Politics. Palgrave Macmillian  

Isin, E. F. (2005). Engaging, being, political. Political Geography, 24(3), 373–387. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2004.07.002  

Jacobi, J. (1991). Sin Mãdchen unpolitischer als Jungen? . In W. Heitmeyer & J. Jacobi (Eds.), Politische sozialisation und ındividualisierung. 
Perspektiven und chancen politischer bildung (pp. 99–118). Juventa.  

Kahne, J., Crow, D., & Lee, N. J. (2013). Different pedagogy, different politics: High school learning opportunities and youth political 
engagement. Political psychology, 34(3), 419–441.  

Kallio, K. P., & Häkli, J. (2011). Are there politics in childhood? Space and Polity, 15(1), 21–34. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562576.2011.567897  

Kulynych, J. (2001). No playing in the public sphere: Democratic theory and the exclusion of children. Social Theory and Practice, 27(2), 
231–264. https://doi.org/10.5840/soctheorpract200127211  

Kunnskapsdepartementet. (2013). Læreplan i samfunnsfag (SAF01-03). The Norwegian Government.  https://data.udir.no/kl06/SAF1-
03.pdf 

Kunnskapsdepartementet. (2017). Overordnet del – verdier og prinsipper for grunnopplæringen (LK20). The Norwegian Government. 
https://www.udir.no/lk20/overordnet-del/?lang=nob 

Lane, R. (1959). Political life: Why people get ınvolved in politics. Journal of American History, 46(2), 356–356.  

Liebel, M., & Saadi, I. (2012). Cultural variations in constructions of children’s participation. In M. Liebel (Ed.), Children’s rights from 

https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/strategi-for-likestilling-mellom-kvinner-og-menn-2025-2030/id3077968/
https://doi.org/10.2307/2111549
https://doi.org/10.1080/13502930701321477
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.23.5.712
https://doi.org/10.1177/1476718x09345412
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676260903233696
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055414000227
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12600
https://doi.org/10.3167/th.2011.5812801
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/soae100
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13943
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764216689125
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2004.07.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562576.2011.567897
https://doi.org/10.5840/soctheorpract200127211
https://data.udir.no/kl06/SAF1-03.pdf
https://data.udir.no/kl06/SAF1-03.pdf
https://www.udir.no/lk20/overordnet-del/?lang=nob


Stine JOHANSEN UTLER 

257 

below. studies in childhood and youth. (pp. 162–182). Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230361843_11  

Light, P. (1985). The development of view specific representation considered from a sociocognitive standpoint. In N. H. Freeman & 
M. V. Cox (Eds.), Visual order: The nature and development of pictorial representation (pp. 214–230). Cambridge University Press  

Lorgen, L. C., & Ursin, M. (2021). A children’s election—Dilemmas of children’s political participation. Children & Society, 35(3), 333-
347. https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12433  

Martinussen, W. (1984). Sosiologisk analyse: En innføring. Universitetsforlaget.  

Matthews, J. (1999). The art of childhood and adolescence: The construction of meaning. Falmer Press  

Matthews, J. (2003). Drawing and painting: Children and visual representation. Sage https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446216521  

Mayring, P. (2000). Qualitative content analysis. Forum : Qualitative Social Research, 1(2), Art 20.  

Ministry of Education and Research. (2019 ). NOU 2019: 3 Nye sjanser – bedre læring. Kjønnsforskjeller i skoleprestasjoner og utdanningsløp. 
The Norwegian Government. https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/nou-2019-3/id2627718/?ch=2 

Moore, S. W., Lare, J., & Wagner, K. A. (1985). The child's political world: A longitudinal perspective. Praeger  

NESH. (2021). Guidelines for research ethics in the social sciences and the humanities. NESH 
https://www.forskningsetikk.no/en/guidelines/social-sciences-and-humanities/guidelines-for-research-ethics-in-the-social-
sciences-and-the-humanities/ 

Niesyto, H. (2006). Bildverstehen als mehrdimensionaler Prozess. Vergleichende Auswertung von bildinterpretationen und 
methodische reflexion. In M. Winfried & N. Horst (Eds.), Bildinterpretation und bildverstehen: Methodische ansätze aus 
sozialwissenschaftlicher, kunst-und medienpädagogischer perspektive (pp. 253–286). VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.  

OECD. (2015). The ABC of gender equality in education: Aptitude, behaviour, confidence. OECD-Publishing.  

Orum, A. M., Cohen, R. S., Grasmuck, S., & Orum, A. W. (1974). Sex, socialization and politics. American Sociological Review, 39(2), 
197–209.  

O'Toole, T. (2003). Engaging with young people's conceptions of the political. Children's Geographies, 1(1), 71–90. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280302179  

Punch, S. (2002). Research with children: The same or different from research with adults? Childhood 9(3), 321–341. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568202009003005  

Rancière, J., Panagia, D., & Bowlby, R. (2001). Ten theses on politics. Theory & event, 5(3). https://doi.org/10.1353/tae.2001.0028  

Ridgeway, C. L., & Correll, S. J. (2004). Unpacking the gender system: A theoretical perspectives on gender beliefs and social relations. 
Gender & Society, 18(4), 510–531. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243204265269  

Rubin, K. H., Bukowski, W., & Parker, J. G. (1998). Peer interactions, relationships, and groups. In W. D. N. Eisenberg, & R. M. Lerner 
(Ed.), Handbook of child psychology: Social, emotional, and personality development, Vol. 3, 5th ed. (pp. 619–700). John Wiley & Sons, 
Inc.  

Schneider, M. C., & Bos, A. L. (2014). Measuring stereotypes of female politicians. Political psychology, 35(2), 245–266. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12040  

Schoppe, A. (1991). Kinderzeichnung und Lebenswelt. Neue Wege zum verständnis des kindlichen gestaltens. Verlag für Wissenschaft und 
Kunst GbR.  

Schuster, M. (2010). Kinderzeichnungen: Wie sie entstehen, was sie bedeuten (3rd ed.). Reinardt.  

Selman, R. L. (1980). The growth of interpersonal understanding. Academic Press.  

Sheehan, J. (2006). The problem of sovereignty in european history. American Historical Review, 111(1), 1–18.  

Solhaug, T., & Christophersen, K.-A. (2022). Political awareness, concept and measurement. In N. N. Kristensen, T. Denk, M. Olson, 
& T. Solhaug (Eds.), Perspectives on political awareness: Conceptual, theoretical and methodological ıssues (pp. 35–56). Springer. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-90394-7  

Staeheli, L. A., Kofman, E., & Peake, L. (2004). Mapping women, making politics: Feminist perspectives on political geography. Routledge  

Thagaard, T. (2003). Systematikk og innlevelse: En innføring i kvalitativ metode (2nd ed.). Fagbokforlaget.  

The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language. (2006). Political issue. In The American Heritage Dictionary of the English 
Language. Houghton Mifflin  

Tomasello, M. (2018). A natural history of human morality. Hardvard University Press  

Utdanningsdirektoratet. (2020). Læreplan i samfunnsfag (SAF01-04). https://www.udir.no/lk20/saf01-04 

Utler, S. J. (2021). Political education of young children. Journal of Social Science Education, 20(3), 102-129. https://doi.org/10.11576/jsse-

https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230361843_11
https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12433
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446216521
https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/nou-2019-3/id2627718/?ch=2
https://www.forskningsetikk.no/en/guidelines/social-sciences-and-humanities/guidelines-for-research-ethics-in-the-social-sciences-and-the-humanities/
https://www.forskningsetikk.no/en/guidelines/social-sciences-and-humanities/guidelines-for-research-ethics-in-the-social-sciences-and-the-humanities/
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280302179
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568202009003005
https://doi.org/10.1353/tae.2001.0028
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243204265269
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12040
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-90394-7
https://www.udir.no/lk20/saf01-04
https://doi.org/10.11576/jsse-3986


‘If I were prime minister’: Political attentiveness in young… 

258 

3986  

Utler, S. J. (2026). “The Blue party? No, wait, is there really a blue party?” – A study of young Norwegian Primary School children’s perceptions 
of politics. [Unpublished manuscript]. NTNU.  

van Deth, J. W. (2007). Politische themen und probleme. In J. W. van Deth, S. Abendschön, J. Rathke, & M. Vollmar (Eds.), Kinder und 
Politik: Politische Einstellungen von jungen Kindern im ersten Grundschuljahr (pp. 83–118). Springer. 

van Deth, J. W., Abendschön, S., & Vollmar, M. (2011). Children and politics: An empirical reassessment of early political socialization. 
Political psychology, 32(1), 147–174. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9221.2010.00798.x  

West, C., & Zimmerman, D. H. (1987). Doing gender. Gender & Society, 1(2), 125–151. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243287001002002  

Wolak, J. (2020). Self-confidence and gender gaps in political ınterest, attention, and efficacy. The Journal of Politics, 82(4), 1490–1501. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/708644  

Wright, S. (2007). Young children's meaning-making through drawing and ‘telling’:Analogies to filmic textual features. Australasian 
Journal of Early Childhood, 32(4), 37–48. https://doi.org/10.1177/183693910703200408  

Young, I. M. (1997). Difference as a resource for democratic communication. In J. Bohman & W. Rehg (Eds.), Deliberative democracy. 
Cambridge Press. https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/2324.003.0016 

 

 

  

https://doi.org/10.11576/jsse-3986
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9221.2010.00798.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243287001002002
https://doi.org/10.1086/708644
https://doi.org/10.1177/183693910703200408
https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/2324.003.0016


Stine JOHANSEN UTLER 

259 

Appendix 1 

The Drawing Sheet 

 
 

 

 



Journal of Childhood, Education & Society 
Volume 7, Issue 2, 2026, 260-277                                                                                                                         ISSN: 2717-638X 
DOI: 10.37291/jces.839 Research Article 

 

 
©2026 Author.  

Corresponding author: Hannah Price-Jones                                                                                                                                                             This is an open access article under the CC BY- NC- ND license. 

Exploring child protection professional's perspectives on ethnic 
inequalities in the United Kingdom 

Hannah Price-Jones1 

 

Abstract: Ethnic inequalities within the children's social care system remain a 
concern in the United Kingdom, with evidence that children from certain “minority'’ 
ethnic groups enter care at rates higher than their proportion in the general child 
population. While some ethnicities, including Black and Gypsy, Roma and Traveller 
communities, face heightened intervention, others such as children from Asian 
communities, are underrepresented. Children’s social care in the United Kingdom 
refers to the statutory services provided by local authorities to safeguard and promote 
the welfare of children who are at risk of harm. This research reports the quantitative 
findings from Phase 1 of a larger sequential mixed-methods study. The quantitative 
phase consisted of an online survey of 244 professionals across children’s social care. 
The survey explored patterns in the professional perspectives, training experiences, 
and knowledge, providing an empirical foundation for later qualitative phases. This 
study responds to limitations in the evidence base, including inconsistencies in how 
ethnicity is recorded and interpreted in children’s social care, by examining patterns 
of ethnic inequalities where certain groups experience disproportionate intervention, 
unequal outcomes across referrals, assessments and longer-term care experiences.  
Descriptive and inferential analyse revealed that 39.8% of participants had witnessed 
ethnic inequalities and 53.3% reported racial prejudice within the system. Cultural 
misunderstandings, poverty and inadequate training were identified as key 
influences. Professionals from marginalised ethnic backgrounds were more likely to 
recognise inequalities. Findings highlight gaps in cultural competence and workforce 
training, indicating the need for stronger professional development and culturally 
informed policy. 
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Introduction 

Children’s social care is widely recognised as a socially constructed system, shaped by evolving 
Eurocentric values, cultural norms, legal frameworks and historical developments (Featherstone, 2018). As 
a result, professional interpretations of risk, parenting and harm do not occur in isolation; they are 
influenced by broader social narratives, institutional histories, and unconscious biases, as well as by 
intentional and strategic forms of bias grounded in Eurocentric values, particularly within the context of 
systemic cultural, structural, and socioeconomic inequalities. These influences are deeply rooted in the 
UK’s wider socio-political context, including the enduring legacy of racism and colonialism, which 
continues to shape the distribution of resources, opportunities and outcomes both between and within 
ethnic groups, as well as producing hierarchies among racialised groups who are positioned as ‘other’ 
(Fanon, 1952). Systemic racism is embedded within institutional policies and practices and operates 
through intentional and strategic processes that perpetuate ethnic inequalities, while also manifesting in 
everyday practice through differential thresholds, culturally mismatched social care assessments, and the 
inconsistent recognition of contextual disadvantage (Banaji, 2021; Feely, 2021). 

Ethnic inequalities within the children's social care system remain a pressing concern in the United 
Kingdom, particularly as the demographic diversity of the population continues to expand (National 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children [NSPCC], 2025). Although research indicates that White 
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British children are statistically more likely to enter the care system than children from 'minority' ethnic 
backgrounds overall (Bywaters, 2020), substantial ethnic inequalities persist within and between specific 
ethnic groups. For example, children of Black ethnicity and those from Gypsy, Roma and Traveller (GRT) 
communities are consistently overrepresented, reflecting underlying structural bias in contrast, children 
from Asian ethnicities tend to be underrepresented, raising questions about bias in intervention rates. 
These misrepresentations raise concerns regarding differential visibility, referral pathways, and cultural 
perspectives of risk (Department for Education, 2024). Understanding how these patterns are produced 
and interpreted by professionals is essential for identifying the mechanisms through which inequality is 
maintained. 

'Minority' ethnic families frequently experience intersecting disadvantages including poverty, 
overcrowded housing, limited access to community resources and structural discrimination that place 
them at heightened risk of intervention (White, 2017). These social determinants often intersect with 
cultural misunderstandings, such as differing parenting practices or communication barriers, which may 
lead to misinterpretation in intervention rates or heightened scrutiny by professionals (Alvarez & 
Waldfogel, 2025; Robinson & Scott, 2016). 

Professional perspectives play a crucial role in shaping the operation of children’s social care. 
Professionals’ experiences, interpretations and underlying knowledge inform assessment decisions, 
thresholds for intervention, and the support offered to families. Limited cultural competence, gaps in 
training, and insufficient understanding of 'minority' ethnic communities, particularly those such as GRT 
groups, who remain poorly represented within professional training, can inadvertently contribute to 
inequitable outcomes (Shah, 2023).  

This study explores child protection professionals’ perspectives on ethnic inequalities within the 
children's social care system. The wider project employs a sequential mixed-methods design, and this 
article reports exclusively on the quantitative findings from Phase 1: a survey capturing patterns in 
perspectives, training experiences and professional knowledge. These findings provide an initial empirical 
foundation for the subsequent qualitative phases of the study. 

Literature Review 

Ethnic inequalities in the children's social care system have been widely documented in the UK, 
though the nature and extent of these ethnic inequalities vary within and between ethnic groups and local 
contexts. Research consistently highlights differential representation, ethnic inequalities in decision-
making, and unequal access to services, reflecting systemic inequalities (Bywaters et al., 2019). An 
understanding of these ethnic inequalities requires examining how ethnicity is conceptualised and 
operationalised within social care, alongside consideration of the broader socio-historical forces that shape 
institutional practices. 

Ethnic Representation and Disproportionality in Care 

Ethnic representation concerns both the numerical presence of different ethnic groups within public 
systems and the extent to which the diverse experiences, perspectives, and cultural identities of individuals 
within and between these groups are recognised and valued (Yeo & Jeon, 2023).  This uneven patterning 
has prompted debate about whether ethnic inequalities reflect differential needs, variations in help-
seeking, structural disadvantage, or potential biases in decision-making. 

A recent systematic review by Javed et al. (2025) reinforces concerns about inconsistencies in how 
ethnicity is recorded and analysed. Over half of the reviewed studies did not report ethnicity data, and 
those that did used inconsistent categorisation, for example binary categories such as ‘White’ and 
‘non‑White’. This categorisation limits the ability to compare findings, obscures important ethnic 
differences, and weakens the research base on ethnic inequalities. The lack of standardised data collection 
limits both national monitoring and local service planning, making ethnic inequalities difficult to identify 
and address systematically. 
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Ethnic Inequalities and Socioeconomic Disadvantage 

Ethnic inequalities, such as poverty, inadequate housing, insecure employment and limited access 
to support services, disproportionately affect 'minority' ethnic families and intersect with child protection 
pathways (White, 2017). These determinants are strongly associated with increased referrals and 
interventions (White, 2017). Families living in socially disadvantaged   circumstances face heightened 
scrutiny from public services, often leading to greater surveillance and more frequent involvement in 
statutory systems (Robinson & Scott, 2016). For some communities, structural disadvantage may mimic or 
be misinterpreted as risk, contributing to a cycle in which socioeconomic deprivation is reframed as 
individual parenting failure (Rashmi, 2020). 

Bywaters et al. (2017) provides empirical evidence of how poverty and socioeconomic disadvantage 
intersect with ethnicity to shape involvement in the children’s social care system. Their research 
demonstrates that children from minority ethnic families are disproportionately represented in statutory 
services not solely because of parenting, but due to structural inequalities that increase risk exposure. 
Bywaters et al. (2017) highlights that higher intervention rates often reflect the impact of socioeconomic 
disadvantage, showing how systemic factors rather than individual failings drive overrepresentation in the 
children’s social care system. 

Cultural Competence and Professional Practice 

Cultural competence is defined as the ability of individuals or organisations to work effectively with 
people from different cultural backgrounds by being aware of cultural differences, gaining relevant 
knowledge, and using appropriate skills and attitudes (Paric et al., 2025). Cultural competence remains a 
central concern within the literature. Differences in parenting norms, communication styles and help-
seeking behaviours can be misinterpreted by professionals who lack adequate understanding of 'minority' 
ethnic communities (Dettlaff & Rycraft, 2009). Misinterpretation may heighten perceived risk, lead to 
disproportionate thresholds for intervention, or result in missed opportunities to provide culturally 
appropriate early support. Training in cultural diversity is widely acknowledged to be inconsistent, often 
optional rather than compulsory, and insufficiently detailed to equip professionals for complex, cross-
cultural practice (Pollock et al., 2024). These gaps can reinforce both implicit and explicit biases and 
contribute to differential treatment within assessments and decision-making. 

GRT communities exemplify the consequences of inadequate cultural understanding. Studies 
consistently show that these groups exhibit high levels of mistrust toward statutory agencies, shaped by 
historical conflict, discrimination and poor engagement (Allen & Hamnett, 2022). Limited practitioner 
knowledge and insufficient training further constrain meaningful engagement, heightening barriers to 
support. 

Systemic Racism and Institutional Processes 

The literature highlights the continued influence of systemic racism on the structures and practices 
of children’s social care (Shah, 2023). Systemic racism refers to institutional policies, norms, and practices 
that may appear neutral because they reflect and privilege Eurocentric beliefs, values, and ways of 
working, yet produce inequitable outcomes for 'minority' groups (Banaji, 2021).  These systemic challenges, 
such as biased professional decision-making, the effects of socioeconomic and cultural disadvantages, and 
the failure to consider structural ethnic inequalities during child protection assessments, can exacerbate 
inequalities in outcomes for minority families (Feely, 2021). For example, a family from a minority ethnic 
background living in social housing may be perceived as higher risk due to poverty and household 
instability, even when similar circumstances in a White family would not trigger the same level of scrutiny 
(Bywaters et al., 2017). Researchers have further connected these patterns to the influence of racism and 
colonial histories, which continue to shape the organisation of modern institutions and societal attitudes 
toward ethnic minority communities (Fanon, 1952). 
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Professional Perspectives and Decision-Making 

Professionals play a critical role in shaping children’s social care outcomes, yet research indicates 
that practitioner awareness of inequality varies considerably across the workforce (Bywaters et al., 2019). 
Studies suggest that personal background, professional experience, and training exposure influence how 
ethnic inequalities are recognised and interpreted. Individuals from 'minority' ethnic backgrounds may be 
more attuned to subtle or systemic forms of prejudice, while practitioners of white ethnicity may struggle 
to identify ethnic inequalities without structured training or reflective practice frameworks (Department 
for Education, 2024). Understanding these differences is essential, as professional judgments are central to 
referral, assessment and placement decisions. These differences provide a foundation for Phase 1 of the 
current study which comprised of a questionnaire distributed to 244 child protection professionals across 
the UK, including social workers, children’s residential workers and other child protection professionals. 
Phase 1 aimed to explore perspectives from a multi-level perspective by recruiting professionals across the 
hierarchy, from frontline practitioners to team managers, to ensure that variation in experience, decision-
making, and awareness of ethnic inequalities could be examined. Phase 1 aimed to answer the following 
research questions: 

1. What perspectives exist regarding ethnic inequalities in the children's social care system? 
2. What training, practice and knowledge barriers currently prevent social care from adequately 

supporting families and children from 'minority' ethnic backgrounds? 
3. What training, practice and knowledge needs are identified by professionals working in the 

sector? 

Method 

Research Design 

This study forms the first phase of a larger sequential mixed-methods research examining child 
protection professional's perspectives on ethnic inequalities within the children's social care system. The 
broader design consisted of three phases, an initial survey, followed by qualitative interviews and a 
document analysis. Consistent with the aims of this article, only the findings from Phase 1 are reported 
here. The survey provided an initial overview of child protection professionals’ perspectives, enabling the 
identification of patterns in attitudes, awareness and training experiences that informed the subsequent 
qualitative phases. 

Participants and Recruitment 

The survey targeted professionals working within the children's social care system across the UK. A 
total of 244 professionals participated. Recruitment took place between February and April 2024 through 
professional networks, email lists, university contacts and social media platforms. Participation was 
voluntary, and all participants provided informed consent. 

Participants represented a range of demographic backgrounds. They varied in ethnicity, professional 
role, length of experience and region of practice, allowing for comparison across different subgroups. 
Because the study aimed to examine perspectives of ethnic inequality, capturing a diverse sample of 
participants was considered important for analysing variation in awareness and experience (Shea et al., 
2022). Additionally, a key aim of the research was to capture perspectives from a multi-level perspective 
and therefore, it was also important to recruit professionals ranging from both front-line to management 
positions. 

Method of Data Collection  

Data was collected using an online survey developed for this study and informed by the literature 
on social, cultural and socioeconomic inequalities in children’s social care (Javed et al., 2025; Bywaters, 
2017; Allen & Hamnett, 2022). The questionnaire comprised of both closed and open questions to balance 
quantitative measurement and qualitative insight. Closed-ended questions provided structured data that 
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could be easily compared and analysed statistically, while the open-ended questions enabled participants 
to express nuanced perspectives, elaborate on experiences, and highlight issues not anticipated by the 
researcher (Bryman, 2016). This combination elevated the richness and validity of the data collected.  

The questions covered the following topics: 

1. Context of children placed into the care system, including the number of referrals to the 
children’s social care system, the impact of COVID-19 and ethnic inequalities within the 
children’s social care system.  

2. Working with children of a marginalised ethnicity 
3. Inequalities in the care system e.g.  social, cultural and socioeconomic factors 
4. Parenting and cultural contexts e.g. parenting styles 
5. Training e.g. frequency and quality of training 

These areas were chosen as the main focus in response to the literature review, which highlighted 
the most significant factors driving ethnic inequalities in the UK children’s social care system (Bywaters et 
al., 2017; Pollock et al., 2024; White, 2017). 

Procedure 

The survey was hosted online and took approximately ten minutes to complete. Questions used a 
combination of yes/no formats, Likert-type responses and multiple-choice items. The Likert scale was 
utilised to measure the intensity of participants’ attitudes and opinions (Jebb et al., 2021). This approach 
facilitated statistical analysis of trends and patterns across participants, while also enabling comparisons 
between groups or sub-groups within the sample (Joshi et al., 2015). Ethical approval was granted and all 
data was anonymised at the point of collection, and no identifiable information was retained. 

Data Analysis 

Survey data was exported into SPSS for analysis. Initial descriptive statistics were used to summarise 
frequencies and distribution patterns across key variables. This was crucial in determining the most 
prevalent responses and identifying any trends in the data, such as the level of agreement or disagreement 
among participants (Kim, 2017). The descriptive statistics provided an overview of the survey responses 
and enabled initial insights to be drawn into the participants attitudes and perspectives.  

Cross-tabulations and chi-square tests were conducted to examine relationships between 
demographic characteristics (e.g., ethnicity, years of experience and age) and perspectives of inequality. 
The Chi-square test was selected as it would allow for the examination of potential associations between 
categorical variables (Pandis, 2016). This helped determine whether certain demographic groups were 
more likely to report witnessing ethnic inequalities, therefore contributing to a deeper understanding of 
potential patterns or disparities within the data. By highlighting these significant associations, it is possible 
to identify specific groups that may be disproportionately affected by or more aware of ethnic inequalities 
(Rana & Singhal, 2015). This finding will be particularly useful for informing targeted policy or training 
interventions. Patterns identified in the quantitative data were used to inform the sampling and topic areas 
for subsequent phases of the mixed-methods research. As this article focuses solely on the Phase 1 data, 
qualitative findings are not presented here but are referenced only in relation to the wider research design. 

Results 

This section presents the quantitative findings from Phase 1 of the study. The survey explored child 
protection professionals’ perspectives relating to ethnic inequalities within the children's social care 
system.  

Descriptive Statistics of the Sample 

A total of 244 child protection professionals participated in the survey. This diverse sample included 
those working in children’s social work, children’s residential, and other child protection roles, offering 
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broad insights into experiences across the children’s care sector. The gender distribution reflected wider 
national workforce patterns, most participants were female (168), followed by males (72), while two 
participants selected ‘other’. Two responses were coded as system missing because the participants left the 
field blank. The predominance of female participants is consistent with national data, which shows that 
women make up the majority of the UK’s social care workforce (UK Parliament, 2025). 

In terms of ethnicity, two-thirds of participants identified as White (66.0%). Black participants 
represented 8.2%, Asians 6.1%, and Mixed Race 3.3%. Forty responses were coded as system missing 
because participants listed either religious identities or nationality.  

Age distribution covered a wide span. The largest category was 31–40 years (38.5%), followed by 21–
30 years (27.9%). Those aged 41–50 years represented 18.9%, and 13.9% were aged 51–64. Only 0.8% were 
aged 65 or above. This age spread reflects a generally experienced workforce, with both early-career and 
senior professionals represented. Professional experience was similarly varied. The majority of participants 
had more than 4 years’ experience, indicating a relatively established workforce. Only 12.3% had been in 
the field for less than a year. 

Job roles showed that 42.6% identified as social workers and 37.7% worked in children’s residential 
services. A further 19.7% worked in a range of other child protection roles, including family support 
workers, education welfare officers, and early help professionals. The variety of roles within the sample 
enhances insight from a multi-level perspective. 

As a whole, these descriptive statistics indicate that the dataset represents a broad variety of 
children’s social care professionals, allowing for analysis across demographic categories and providing a 
foundation for interpreting patterns in subsequent sections. 

Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics of Sample 

Descriptive Statistics  Count  Column Total N % 

Job Title  

Social Workers 104  42.6% 
Children's Residential  92  37.7% 
Other  48  19.7% 
Total  244  100.0% 

What is your gender identity?  

Female  168  68.9% 
Male  72  29.5% 
Other  2  0.8% 
Total  242  100.0% 

How would you identify your ethnicity?  

Asian  15  6.1% 
Black  20  8.2% 
Mixed Race  8  3.3% 
White  161  66.0% 
Total  204  100.0% 

What is your age?  

21 – 30  68  27.9% 
31 – 40  94  38.5% 
41 – 50  46  18.9% 
51 – 64  34  13.9% 
65+  2  0.8% 
Total  244  100.0% 

How long have you worked in Child 
Protection Services?  

Less than a year  30  12.3% 
1 - 2 years  46  18.9% 
2+ - 4 years  44  18.0% 
4+ - 8 years  62  25.4% 
8+ years  62  25.4% 
Total  244  100.0% 
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Recent and COVID-19 Impacts on Referrals 

Participants were asked whether referrals to children’s services had increased in the past year. A 
substantial proportion (42.6%) agreed that referrals had increased, while 25.8% strongly agreed. Only 3.3% 
disagreed, and overall, the responses indicate that the majority of professionals have experienced 
intensifying demand. These findings mirror national datasets that report a sustained rise in the number of 
children entering the care system (UK Parliament, 2024).  

Participants also reflected on changes observed during the COVID-19 pandemic. Almost a third 
(29.9%) agreed that referrals increased during COVID-19, and 20.5% strongly agreed. While COVID-19 
created well-documented barriers to service access, these findings suggest that it also led to the increase of 
concerns that prompted professional involvement. Regarding ethnic inequalities specifically, 32.4% agreed 
and 9.0% strongly agreed that ethnic inequalities increased during COVID-19. This suggests that many 
professionals believe the pandemic magnified pre-existing ethnic inequalities among ethnic 'minority' 
groups. However, 13.9% disagreed, indicating that not all professionals observed the same pattern. This 
divergence may reflect variations in local authority demographics or differences in service models. 

Overall, the findings indicate that the pandemic had an impact on both referral patterns and 
perspectives of inequality. The mixed responses highlight the need for further research to understand how 
the pandemic’s disruptions interacted with systemic factors to shape outcomes for ethnic 'minority' 
families. 

Table 2 
Recent and COVID-19 Impacts on Referrals 

   Count Percentage 

During my experience as a child protection 
professional, I have noticed the number of referrals 
increasing within the past year. 

Strongly Disagree  2  0.8%  

Disagree  8  3.3%  

Neutral  23  9.4%  

Agree  104  42.6%  

Strongly Agree  63  25.8%  

Don't Know  44 18.1% 

I have noticed the number of referrals increasing 
throughout COVID-19 compared to the usual 
expectation or previous trends.  

Strongly Disagree  5  2.0%  

Disagree  25  10.2%  

Neutral  44  18.0%  

Agree  73  29.9%  

Strongly Agree  50  20.5%  

Don't Know  47 19.4%  

Ethnic inequalities within the children’s care 
system have increased due to the impacts of 
COVID-19.  

Strongly Disagree  4  1.6%  

Disagree  34  13.9%  

Neutral  49  20.1%  

Agree  79  32.4%  

Strongly Agree  22  9.0%  

Don't Know  56 23.0% 

Perceived Inequalities Within the Children’s Social Care System 

A central aim of the study was to investigate whether professionals perceived ethnic inequalities 
within the children's social care system. The results demonstrate that a significant proportion of 
participants had observed ethnic inequalities. The findings showed that 39.8% agreed and 13.5% strongly 
agreed that they had witnessed ethnic inequalities. Only 18.4% disagreed, with the remainder neutral or 
unsure. 

These findings suggest that many professionals see ethnic inequalities as a real and ongoing concern 
within their practice. Given the diversity of roles within the sample, these observations likely reflect 
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experiences across multiple types of frontline work rather than being limited to a single area of practice. 
This finding helps to address a gap in the existing literature, which has predominantly focused on the 
perspectives of social workers (Ferguson, 2017; Department for Education, 2024). By capturing the views 
of a broader range of child protection professionals, these findings offer new insights into professional 
experiences and perspectives of ethnic inequalities within the children’s social care system. 

Perspectives of prejudice followed a similar pattern. When asked whether they had witnessed 
prejudice within the care system, 42.2% agreed and 11.1% strongly agreed. Only 14.4% disagreed, and a 
small proportion (3.7%) selected ‘Don’t Know’. The presence of neutral and ‘Don’t Know’ responses 
suggests that some professionals may struggle to recognise discrimination, possibly due to limited training 
or unfamiliarity with what constitutes racialised prejudice. 

Overall, the perspective of widespread ethnic inequalities and prejudice, as indicated by a 
substantial proportion of participants, highlights the significance of social, cultural, and socioeconomic 
factors that may contribute to differential outcomes for children from 'minority' ethnic backgrounds. 

Table 3 
Perceived Inequalities Within the Children’s Social Care System 

   Count Percentage 

I have witnessed significant ethnic inequalities 
within the care system.  

Strongly Disagree  12  4.9%  

Disagree  45  18.4%  

Neutral  46  18.9%  

Agree  97  39.8%  

Strongly Agree  33  13.5%  

Don't Know  11  4.5%  

I have witnessed prejudice within the child 
protection system.  

Strongly Disagree  20  8.2%  

Disagree  50  20.5%  

Neutral  35  14.3%  

Agree  103  42.2%  

Strongly Agree  27  11.1%  

Don't Know  9  3.7% 

Ethnicity of Children in Care 

The survey explored which ethnicities were represented among the children professionals had 
worked with. Children of White ethnicity constituted the largest category (40.5%), followed by Black 
ethnicity (24.3%) and Asian (21.2%) children. Mixed Race children accounted for 6.1%, and GRT children 
accounted for only 3.3%. Twenty-one responses were coded as missing due to references to religion or 
nationality rather than ethnicity. 

Table 4 
Ethnicities of Children Worked with by Participants 

 N  % 

Missing  21  4.6%  

Asian  97  21.2%  

Black  111  24.3%  

Gypsy  15  3.3%  

Mixed Race  28  6.1%  

White  185  40.5% 

The comparatively low proportion of professionals who had worked with GRT children is notable. 
This is particularly significant given ongoing concerns highlighted in previous literature (Allen and 
Hamnett, 2022) about the low intervention rates with GRT children from key services. This finding may 
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reflect limited engagement with services, possibly driven by historic mistrust of state systems. This trend 
becomes more pronounced when considering the responses regarding the frequency of working with GRT 
children. Two-thirds (66.8%) reported that they had never worked with GRT children, the largest response 
category by a significant margin. This pattern raises questions about whether GRT communities’ needs are 
being appropriately identified and whether service access barriers persist.  

Participants were also asked whether they believed GRT children experience a higher risk of harm. 
Responses were divided: 20.9% disagreed, 19.3% agreed, 25.4% were neutral and 23% selected ‘Don’t 
Know’. The distribution suggests considerable uncertainty among professionals about the particular 
vulnerabilities of GRT children. This uncertainty may be linked to limited training and exposure, 
reinforcing the earlier finding that many professionals lack experience with this group (Allen, 2018).  

Overall, the findings regarding GRT children highlight a potentially important area of inequality: 
the intersection of limited exposure, cultural misunderstanding, and uncertainty about risk may contribute 
to inconsistencies in safeguarding responses. 

Table 5 
Gypsy Community 

   Count Percentage 

I have worked with many children from Gypsy 
Communities within the care system.  

Yes  81  33.2%  

No  163  66.8%  

National statistics show that children from Gypsy 
communities are overrepresented within the care 
system. How much do you agree with the 
statement “I believe that Gypsy communities are 
more at risk of harm than other children.”   

Strongly Disagree  6.6%  16  

Disagree  20.9%  51  

Neutral  25.4%  62  

Agree  19.3%  47  

Strongly Agree  4.9%  12  

Don't Know  23.0%  56 

Cultural and Socioeconomic Factors 

Culture has been defined as relating to factors such as ethnicity, religion, nationality and language 
(Jahoda, 2012). Culture emerged as an important factor in participants’ perspectives of ethnic inequalities. 
A strong majority (58.6%) agreed and 22.1% strongly agreed that cultural factors play a role in ethnic 
inequalities in the children's social care system. This suggests that professionals routinely encounter 
cultural differences that may shape risk assessments, engagement, and parental responses to intervention. 

Participants were also asked whether they observe different parenting styles among ethnic 'minority' 
parents. Two-thirds (66.8%) reported witnessing significantly different parenting styles in comparison to 
Eurocentric beliefs regarding parenting practices, and 15.6% indicated these differences were visible ‘all 
the time’. This suggests that cultural norms relating to discipline, supervision, and family roles may 
frequently influence professional decision-making. 

The misperception that maltreatment can go unreported within certain ethnic groups due to cultural 
norms was also widely held, 60.7% agreed and 20.5% strongly agreed. These findings are consistent with 
research showing that stigma, community dynamics, and differing conceptions of abuse can affect 
reporting behaviours among 'minority' communities (Gilligan, 2006) 

Socioeconomic factors were also widely recognised as influencing ethnic inequalities. A substantial 
majority (35.7% agreed, 54.9% strongly agreed) believed that poverty contributes to higher referral rates. 
This reflects longstanding research demonstrating the strong link between deprivation and child welfare 
intervention. Since ethnic 'minority' families in the UK are disproportionately represented in lower-income 
categories, socioeconomic inequalities may compound cultural and structural disadvantages (Webb et al., 
2020). 

However, participants were more divided regarding whether all children have equal access to 
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services. While 26.2% agreed that access is equal, 35.2% disagreed. The remainder were neutral or unsure. 
This variation suggests that ethnic inequalities in service accessibility may depend on local demographic 
contexts, resource allocation, and the presence or absence of culturally tailored support. 

Collectively, these findings indicate that professionals attribute ethnic inequalities to a combination 
of cultural and socioeconomic influences. The combination of parenting norms, poverty, stigma, and 
unequal access to services creates a complex situation where ethnic inequalities can appear in several 
different ways. 

Table 6 
Cultural and Socioeconomic Factors 

   Count Percentage 

I feel that cultural factors play a role within inequalities of children 
entering the care system. 

Strongly Disagree  5  2.0%  

Disagree  8  3.3%  

Neutral  29  11.9%  

Agree  143  58.6%  

Strongly Agree  54  22.1%  

Don't Know  5  2.0%  

Research suggests that ethnic minority parents use significantly 
different parenting styles to White British parents. Have you 
experienced this while working in Child Protection Services? 

All the time  38  15.6%  

Some of the time  163  66.8%  

Not much of the time  25  10.2%  

Hardly ever  15  6.1%  

Never  3  1.2%  

All the time  38  15.6%  

How much do you agree or disagree with the statement “Maltreatment 
can go unreported within certain ethnicities due to different 
approaches towards parenting in different cultures.” 

Strongly Disagree  8  3.3%  

Disagree  8  3.3%  

Neutral  23  9.4%  

Agree  148  60.7%  

Strongly Agree  50  20.5%  

Don't Know  7  2.9%  

Poverty plays a role in the number of children referred to Child 
Protection Services. 

Strongly Disagree  6  2.5%  

Disagree  5  2.0%  

Neutral  8  3.3%  

Agree  87  35.7%  

Strongly Agree  134  54.9%  

Don't Know  4  1.6%  

People from different ethnic groups have the same opportunities in 
accessing Child Protection services. 

Strongly Disagree  17  7.0%  

Disagree  86  35.2%  

Neutral  33  13.5%  

Agree  64  26.2%  

Strongly Agree  33  13.5%  

Don't Know  11  4.5% 

The Social Care Profession and Training 

Participants were asked whether they believed the level of intervention varies depending on 
ethnicity. A combined 50% agreed or strongly agreed that intervention levels differ across ethnic groups. 
This indicates a substantial perspective that practice decisions may be influenced, consciously or 
unconsciously, by racial or cultural factors. These findings reinforce earlier survey observations about the 
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visibility of ethnic inequalities within the system. 

Training was identified as a significant factor influencing professionals’ ability to address ethnic 
inequalities. Only 16% reported receiving ‘significant’ training on cultural diversity. A further 6.1% 
reported receiving no training at all. Most reported receiving training only ‘seldom’ (31.6%) or ‘quite often’ 
(27.5%). These results indicate that current training provision varies substantially and is often insufficient. 

This perspective was also reflected in responses to whether training is sufficient. A notable 39.3% 
disagreed that they received adequate training. Only a 'minority' felt that current training was appropriate 
for supporting ethnically diverse families. This suggests a disconnect between the training needed to 
navigate cultural differences and the training available within children’s services. 

Despite these gaps, professionals strongly endorsed the value of training as a mechanism for 
reducing ethnic inequalities, 50% agreed and 23% strongly agreed that additional training could help 
reduce ethnic inequalities in the children's social care system. The combination of widespread training 
insufficiency and strong support for further training highlights its importance as a targeted intervention. 

These findings collectively suggest a pressing need for increased investment in comprehensive, 
culturally informed professional development. Without this training, professionals may struggle to 
identify ethnic inequalities, understand cultural differences, or challenge biases within practice (Gorski, 
2019). 

Table 7 
The Social Care Profession  

   Count Percentage 

How much do you agree with the statement “The level of 
intervention from child protection professionals varies 
significantly across different ethnic groups.” 

Strongly Disagree  10  4.1%  

Disagree  36  14.8%  

Neutral  50  20.5%  

Agree  99  40.6%  

Strongly Agree  23  9.4%  

Don't Know  26  10.7%  

Godfrey et al (2020) defines cultural diversity as the inclusion of 
a variety of cultural or ethnic groups within society. During your 
role within Child Protection services have you received any 
training on cultural diversity?  

None  15  6.1%  

Seldom  77  31.6%  

Quite Often  67  27.5%  

Very Often  41  16.8%  

Significant  39  16.0%  

Don't Know  5  2.0%  

How much do you agree with the statement “The training 
provided to child protection staff on cultural diversity is 
sufficient.” 

Strongly Disagree  20  8.2%  

Disagree  96  39.3%  

Neutral  40  16.4%  

Agree  63  25.8%  

Strongly Agree  18  7.4%  

Don't Know  7  2.9%  

I feel that additional staff training on topics relating to cultural 
diversity would help to reduce inequalities within the children’s 
care system. 

Strongly Disagree  9  3.7%  

Disagree  10  4.1%  

Neutral  36  14.8%  

Agree  122  50.0%  

Strongly Agree  56  23.0%  

Don't Know  11  4.5% 
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Demographic Variations in Perspectives of Inequality 

The final part of the analysis examined whether perspectives of ethnic inequalities varied by 
participant ethnicity, age, or level of professional experience. These comparisons offer insight into how 
different groups within the workforce interpret and experience ethnic inequalities. 

Ethnicity 

A chi-square analysis revealed a statistically significant association between participants’ ethnicity 
and whether they had witnessed ethnic inequalities (X² = 14.83, df = 2, p < 0.001). Marginalised ethnic 
participants were significantly more likely to report witnessing ethnic inequalities than White participants. 

Only 7.3% of marginalised ethnic participants said they had not witnessed ethnic inequalities, 
compared with 29.9% of White participants. In contrast, 80.5% of marginalised ethnic participants reported 
witnessing ethnic inequalities, compared with 47.4% of White participants. 

While the small cell sizes warrant caution, the trend is clear, lived experience appears to heighten 
awareness of ethnic inequalities. This is consistent with research suggesting that individuals from 
'minority' ethnicities are more likely to recognise discriminatory patterns that may be overlooked by others 
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). 

Table 8 
Cross-tabulation of Ethnicity of participant and Witnessed Inequalities 

 
  

Total  
Disagree  Neutral  Agree  

Ethnicity  

Majority Ethnicity  
Count  46  35  73  154  
% within 
Ethnicity  

29.9%  22.7%  47.4%  100.0%  

Marginalised 
Ethnicity  

Count  3  5  33  41  
% within 
Ethnicity  

7.3%  12.2%  80.5%  100.0%  

Total  
Count  49  40  106  195  
% within 
Ethnicity  

25.1%  20.5%  54.4%  100.0% 

Age 

A chi-square test examining the relationship between age and perspectives of inequality showed no 
significant association (X² = 7.34, df = 4, p = 0.12). However, descriptive patterns revealed notable trends. 
Younger professionals, particularly those aged 21–30, were more likely to report witnessing ethnic 
inequalities (67.2%) than older participants. Only 41.2% of those aged 50+ reported witnessing ethnic 
inequalities. 

These patterns may reflect generational differences in the recognition of discrimination or shifts in 
training over time. Younger professionals may have received more contemporary training on cultural 
diversity or may be more attuned to issues of social justice. 

Table 9 
Cross-tabulation of Age of participant and Witnessed Inequalities 

   
Witnessed Inequalities 

Total 
Disagree Neutral Agree 

Age   

21 – 30   
Count   14 8 45 67 
% Age   20.9% 11.9% 67.2% 100.0% 

31 – 50   
Count   32 29 71 132 
% Age   24.2% 22.0% 53.8% 100.0% 

Over 50   
Count   11 9 14 34 
Age   32.4% 26.5% 41.2% 100.0% 

Total   
Count   57 46 130 233 
% within Age   24.5% 19.7% 55.8% 100.0% 
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Experience Level 

The association between years of experience and witnessing ethnic inequalities was not statistically 
significant (X² = 8.34, df = 4, p = 0.08). However, early-career professionals reported slightly higher rates of 
witnessing ethnic inequalities than more experienced colleagues. For example, 63.1% of those with 1–4 
years’ experience had witnessed ethnic inequalities, compared with 50% of those with over 4 years’ 
experience. 

More experienced professionals may have developed strategies to navigate ethnic inequalities or 
may perceive them differently. However, newer professionals may be more alert to systemic issues because 
of recent training or more diverse professional environments or changes to the content of the professional 
qualifications. While age and experience were not statistically significant predictors, demographic trends 
suggest meaningful differences in the awareness of ethnic inequalities across different segments of the 
workforce. 

Table 10 
Cross-Tabulation of Participant Experience Level and Witnessed Inequalities 

 
Witnessed Inequalities 

Total 
Disagree Neutral Agree 

Experience  

Less than a year  
Count  3 9 17 29 

% Experience  10.3% 31.0% 58.6% 100.0% 

1+ - 4 years  
Count  19 12 53 84 

% Experience  22.6% 14.3% 63.1% 100.0% 

Over 4 years  
Count  35 25 60 120 

% Experience  29.2% 20.8% 50.0% 100.0% 

Total  
Count  57 46 130 233 

% Experience  24.5% 19.7% 55.8% 100.0% 

Conclusion and Discussion 

This study explored child protection professionals’ perspectives of ethnic inequalities within the 
children's social care system, focusing on the quantitative findings from Phase 1 of a mixed-methods study. 
The findings provide insight into the perspectives that exist regarding ethnic inequalities and the current 
training, practice, and knowledge needs within social care., 

Key Findings from the Research 

Recognition of Ethnic Inequalities in Practice 

The results indicate that a substantial proportion of professionals perceive ethnic inequalities and 
prejudice within the system, aligning with wider evidence highlighting disproportionate outcomes for 
particular 'minority' groups, (Bywaters et al., 2019; Department for Education, 2024). Participants’ 
perspectives support existing literature that highlights how ethnic inequalities are experienced and 
observed as part of everyday practice (Bernard, 2020). That almost 40% of professionals reported 
witnessing ethnic inequalities, and over half observed prejudice, highlights that concerns are widespread 
and perceived as embedded within the system. 

These findings support existing research emphasising that children’s social care operates within a 
broader socio-cultural context shaped by social, cultural, socioeconomic and systemic inequalities 
(Featherstone, 2018; Feely, 2021).  

Cultural Competence and Training Limitations 

The survey demonstrates clear dissatisfaction with existing cultural diversity training, echoing 
critiques in the literature that these programmes are often superficial, inconsistent or optional (Pollock et 
al., 2024). Participants identified a lack of depth, overreliance on online modules and limited opportunities 
for reflective practice or scenario-based learning. These concerns are consistent with research arguing that 
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training without face-to-face engagement or lived experience perspectives is unlikely to shift practitioner 
attitudes or practice behaviours (Cullen et al., 2023). 

The particularly limited knowledge reported regarding GRT communities highlights a recognised 
gap within the child protection workforce. As existing literature notes, GRT families often exhibit deep-
seated mistrust toward children’s social services, shaped by historical discrimination and cultural 
misunderstanding (Allen & Hamnett, 2022). The lack of training specific to this group may exacerbate these 
challenges, potentially contributing to misinterpretation and disproportionate interventions. 

Influence of Professional Ethnicity on Perspectives 

An important finding in the survey is the association between professionals’ ethnicity and their 
recognition of ethnic inequalities. Participants from 'minority' ethnic backgrounds were significantly more 
likely to report witnessing inequality and prejudice. This aligns with research suggesting that lived 
experience shapes sensitivity to structural disadvantage and recognition of bias (Department for 
Education, 2024). It also raises questions about the limited cultural diversity within children’s social care 
and the extent to which   White professionals are exposed to, or trained in, recognising ethnic inequalities 
within the system. 

This pattern highlights the importance of a more diverse workforce and highlights the need for 
organisational cultures that create space for 'minority' ethnic professionals’ perspectives to inform practice 
development and policy decision-making. 

Structural Factors and Systemic Pressures 

Participants frequently identified socioeconomic disadvantage, particularly poverty, housing 
instability and limited access to resources, as a key contributor to ethnic inequalities. This supports 
longstanding arguments that poverty is often reframed as parental failure, disproportionately affecting 
'minority' groups who are more likely to experience economic hardship (White, 2017). The survey suggests 
that professionals recognise the need for a more nuanced understanding of the interaction between 
structural conditions and child welfare concerns. 

Additionally, many participants linked training and inequality to broader systemic pressures, such 
as high caseloads, limited time, and insufficient resources. These findings align with studies showing that 
practical constraints restrict opportunities for cultural learning, meaningful engagement and reflective 
practice (British Association of Social Workers [BASW], 2021). In this sense, cultural competence cannot be 
separated from working conditions, without time and capacity, even well-designed training is unlikely to 
shift practice. 

Contributions to the Existing Literature 

The findings contribute to national debates on disproportionality by providing clear evidence that 
ethnic inequalities remain embedded within the children's social care system and are actively recognised 
by the child protection professionals who play a key role in supporting ethnic 'minority' families. The 
findings reinforce existing concerns about insufficient training, limited cultural understanding of certain 
'minority' groups, and demographic differences in how professionals perceive inequality. Importantly, this 
study offers a new and timely perspective by capturing professional views in the aftermath of COVID-19 
which has reshaped frontline practice in significant ways. 

A further contribution lies in the study’s multi-level approach, which uniquely highlights how 
experiences of inequality differ between frontline professionals and those in managerial positions. By 
comparing these perspectives, the research reveals gaps in understanding, engagement, and training needs 
across the workforce. 

Implications for Practice 

Professionals’ reports of witnessing ethnic inequalities and prejudice indicate an urgent need to 
enhance culturally informed practice. Strengthening cultural competence is central to this, particularly 
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through training that is mandatory, reflective and embedded within everyday practice contexts. A varied 
approach, combining face-to-face discussion, scenario-based activities and lived-experience perspectives, 
is necessary to build deeper understanding (Alvarez & Waldfogel, 2025; Pollock et al., 2024). 

Findings relating to limited knowledge of GRT communities point to the need for more targeted 
professional development. Meaningful early engagement with families and community organisations 
could help build trust and reduce the misinterpretation of cultural differences during assessments. 
Additionally, professionals linked training limitations to systemic factors such as high caseloads and time 
constraints. This suggests that improving cultural competence must be accompanied by structural changes 
enabling professionals to apply learning meaningfully in practice. 

Finally, participants’ recognition of socioeconomic disadvantage as a contributing factor to 
inequality reinforces the need for practice frameworks that differentiate between poverty-related need and 
concerns about parenting capacity. Without a more nuanced approach, children and families from 
marginalised ethnic groups remain at heightened risk of disproportionate intervention. 

Implications for Policy 

The findings highlight the need for policy reform to support inequality in service delivery. 
Professionals’ concerns about inequality, insufficient training and limited resources highlight the 
importance of government and local authority leadership in addressing systemic ethnic inequalities. 
Stronger policy direction is required to ensure that cultural competence training becomes mandatory, 
sustained and adequately funded. 

Workforce diversity also carries policy implications. Differences in the recognition of ethnic 
inequalities across ethnic groups highlight the need for recruitment and retention strategies that ensure a 
more representative workforce. National policies guiding anti-racist practice, cultural inclusion and 
equitable service access would further support efforts to reduce ethnic inequalities (Dominelli, 2018). 

Implications for Research 

The findings highlight the need for further research into how ethnic inequalities are produced and 
addressed within children’s social care. The inconsistency of ethnicity data reporting noted in existing 
literature (Javed et al., 2025) demonstrates a continuing need for robust, standardised data collection across 
local authorities. Research is also required to examine the effectiveness of different cultural competence 
training approaches, particularly those involving lived experience or community collaboration. 

Longitudinal research would be valuable in exploring how changes within the children's social care 
system translate into practice over time. These studies could track whether improvements in training lead 
to measurable shifts in professional judgement, decision-making, or outcomes for 'minority' ethnic 
children. Additionally, longitudinal studies could monitor the impact of increased funding for services in 
socioeconomically deprived areas, assessing whether enhanced resources contribute to greater stability, 
more effective support, or reductions in inequality (Schaie & Willis, 2016).  

Additionally, the limited awareness of GRT communities reported by professionals highlights the 
need for focused research into the specific barriers and facilitators that shape engagement with these 
groups. Finally, a crucial area for future inquiry is the direct inclusion of 'minority' ethnic families and 
children themselves. Capturing their experiences, perspectives, and priorities would provide insights that 
cannot be accessed solely through professional accounts and would offer a more comprehensive 
understanding of how ethnic inequalities are produced, experienced, and potentially reduced within the 
system. The next two phases of the research also identified additional themes that influence ethnic 
inequalities in the children's social care system, further highlighting the importance of continued, multi-
level investigation. 

Conclusion 

This study examined child protection professionals’ perspectives of ethnic inequalities within the 
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children's social care system, drawing on quantitative findings from the first phase of a sequential mixed-
methods project. The survey results show that concerns about inequality are widespread across the 
workforce, with many professionals reporting direct experiences of prejudice, cultural misunderstanding 
and inconsistent practice. These findings reinforce existing evidence that ethnic inequalities in children’s 
social care are shaped by a complex interplay of socioeconomic disadvantage, systemic bias and limited 
cultural competence (Dettlaff & Rycraft, 2009; Pollock et al., 2024). 

Training emerged as a central issue. Although cultural diversity training is widely available, 
professionals described it as inconsistent, overly generic and lacking sufficient depth to support culturally 
informed practice. Limited knowledge of specific 'minority' groups particularly GRT communities further 
highlights the need for more targeted and experiential professional development. The strong association 
between professionals’ ethnicity and their likelihood of recognising ethnic inequalities highlights the 
importance of workforce diversity and the need for organisational cultures that value a broad range of 
perspectives. 

The findings also demonstrate that professionals view ethnic inequalities not only as a matter of 
individual practice but as a structural issue shaped by chronic underfunding, high caseloads and limited 
time for meaningful engagement with families. These systemic pressures restrict opportunities for 
reflective practice, inhibit the application of training, and may exacerbate existing ethnic inequalities. 

Overall, the study contributes to ongoing debates by providing evidence of how ethnic inequalities 
are perceived within the workforce. The results highlight clear areas for improvement: strengthening 
cultural competence training, investing in a representative workforce, and enhancing research on the 
factors that produce unequal outcomes. These insights form a foundation for the subsequent qualitative 
phases of the wider research, which will explore in greater depth how professionals experience and 
navigate these issues in practice. 
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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. 

 
Article History 
Received: 26 May 2025   
Accepted: 17 March 2026 
 
Keywords 
Situated democracy; Lifelong 
learning; Subjectification; 
Children’s agency; Reflexive 
processes 

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. 
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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 



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

286 

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.   
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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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Professional development opportunities for early years’ 
practitioners in disadvantaged communities 

Chinedu Ifedi Okeke1 

 

Abstract: This paper aims to increase understanding of the professional 
development opportunities available to support the transformative capacity-building 
of early years practitioners. The context of this study was South Africa’s 
underprivileged Motheo district municipalities in the Free State province. The 
convergent mixed-methods design facilitated the collection of both quantitative and 
qualitative data. The sample size was n = 211; the participants were recruited through 
convenience sampling. The researcher tested two hypotheses to determine whether 
significant relationships existed between educational qualifications and years of 
teaching experience, and whether early childhood practitioners were aware of 
professional development opportunities available to them. Qualitative data were 
analysed thematically, and SPSS Version 25 was used for quantitative data analysis. 
Quantitative and qualitative data reveal that the practitioners were aware of 
professional development opportunities, though they did not take them up. 
Hypothesis testing revealed that the professional development opportunities 
available to practitioners were independent of their education qualifications and years 
of experience. The practitioners who participated in the research study seemed 
underprepared to deliver quality early childhood education services. This situation 
could change if they participate in relevant professional development opportunities. 
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Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to provide insight into the professional development opportunities 
available to practitioners providing early childhood care and education (ECCE) services to children and 
their families in underprivileged contexts. Specifically, the paper emphasizes the need for professional 
development opportunities that enable the effective capacity-building of the ECCE workforce. The 
researcher provides thought-provoking insights and reflections on how feelings of regret over missed 
opportunities led to distressing emotional experiences with long-term implications for the well-being and 
careers of practitioners who participated in the study. Mezirow’s (1981) disorienting dilemma, embodied 
in transformative learning and the theory of regret intensity (Beike et al., 2009; d’Avelar, 2022; Feeney et 
al., 2018; Papé & Martinez, 2017), provide insight into how ECCE practitioners felt about unexplored 
professional development opportunities. 

Studies report ongoing attempts to provide an accurate understanding of what professional 
development entails (Bicaj & Buza, 2020; Ingleby, 2018). Generally, scholars acknowledge that professional 
development can be interpreted differently across contexts. Participants in Russell’s (2021) study in 
Australia perceived professional development as a continuous learning process that sustained and 
supported existing knowledge and enabled the acquisition of new skills. The Ghanaian study by Dzamesi 
and Van Heerden (2020) suggests that a shared understanding of professional development in ECCE could 
facilitate the unified and effective development of comparable programs that could benefit practitioners 
across different contexts. Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) describe professional development as organized 
professional learning that leads to positive developments in practitioner practices that could improve the 
learning outcomes for learners. The National Childhood Network (2021)  in Dublin defines professional 
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development as a range of learning activities undertaken by teachers to improve their skills. 

But there is a need for a common, global understanding of the term. Pinchas (2019) in Australia, 
Jensen et al. (2017) in Denmark, Ingleby (2018) in England, and Bicaj and Buza (2020) in Kosovo agree on 
the need for a common understanding of what constitutes professional development in the ECCE context. 
In China, Yang et al. (2024) argue that professional development in the ECCE sector encompasses all 
planned activities aimed at developing educators’ expertise in service delivery. In the South African 
context, Van der Westhuizen and Hannaway (2024) agree that it is imperative to develop a common 
understanding of what professional development in ECCE entails, so that practitioners understand what 
they should do to remain relevant in their roles. 

The National Professional Development Center on Inclusion in the United States (NPDCI) (2008) 
identified five guiding principles, namely i) Incorporating various types of learning opportunities for ECCE 
practitioners, ii) Acknowledging the expansive and diverse nature of the early years’ teaching workforce, 
iii) Acknowledging the central role of the family as an essential partner in ECCE, iv) Acknowledging 
learners’ preferences when providing professional development for the ECCE workforce, and v) 
Recognizing three interconnecting components: the who, the what and the how of professional 
development. Consequently, the NPDCI (2008, p. 3) asserts that professional development in ECCE refers 
to the totality of assisted teaching and learning competencies acquired through planned interactions within 
a community of practice. 

The researcher adopted the NPDCI (2008) definition because it aligns with Mezirow’s (1981) notion 
of a disorienting dilemma, which refers to a combination of crises through which earlier ways of knowing 
or doing something no longer make sense to the people involved. This situation creates an urgency for 
change that energizes individuals to critically reflect on their assumptions and to enact change. In this 
study, the disorienting dilemma entailed the practitioners’ assessment of their practices in delivering ECCE 
services in their communities, and their views on how effective need-based professional development 
programs could improve their ability to mitigate challenging situations. For instance, living in an 
underprivileged community that lacks essential infrastructure can be a source of a disorienting dilemma 
involving dissatisfaction and regret that are exacerbated by the notion that they selected the wrong career, 
lived in the wrong place, and missed out on professional development opportunities; thus causing 
frustration, job dissatisfaction, and work-related stress (Macharaga, 2021). 

The dilemma and its concomitant disorientation vary across individuals and contexts (Macharaga, 
2021). In this study, the researcher assumed that the dilemmas and disorientations confronting ECCE 
practitioners in disadvantaged communities would differ from those confronting their counterparts in 
affluent communities, where professional development opportunities were more readily available. It is, 
therefore, plausible to argue that the congruence between Mezirow’s (1981) disorienting dilemma and the 
theory of regret intensity emanates from practitioners’ feelings of regret, which were informed by their 
decision to live in a particular community to pursue careers as ECCE practitioners. Beike et al. (2009) and 
Feeney et al. (2018) argue that regret stems from a human tendency to self-blame when individuals hold 
themselves responsible for their current situation and believe it results from imprudent choices in the past. 
For instance, if individuals who live in disadvantaged communities had not chosen to live there but had 
relocated to a city, this regret would not have arisen. This feeling appears to be intensified by the awareness 
of untapped opportunities to change their situation. Because regret helps people learn from their mistakes, 
d’Avelar (2022) contends that, owing to its productive power, regret can prompt people to recognize the 
need for change, which, in turn, persuades them to engage in critical self-reflection (Mezirow, 1981). 

To ensure more balanced interpretive outcomes, the researcher examined practitioners’ 
demographic variables and their relationship to professional development opportunities. Hürsen (2012) 
and Mahdi and Al-Dera (2013) found that educators’ work experience and education levels influenced their 
approach to professional development. Therefore, the researcher formulated and tested two hypotheses to 
establish if significant relationships existed between these demographic variables and the PD opportunities 
available to early years’ education practitioners in underprivileged communities. 
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Figure 1 
A Graphical Presentation of the Theoretical Framework 

 

The theoretical framework linking a Disorienting Dilemma (Mezirow, 1981) and the Theory of Regret 
Intensity (Beike et al., 2009) to professional development shows that intense professional discomfort or 
regret can lead to deep learning and behavioural change. The central thesis is that a disorienting dilemma, 
which is a circumstance that calls into question preexisting professional presumptions (such as a job loss, 
a poor performance assessment, or an interdisciplinary issue), creates a "lost opportunity" or "neglected 
opportunity" that causes deep regret. This level of emotion serves as a trigger for critical thought and, in 
turn, professional growth, which often takes the form of learning new skills to close the observed capability 
gap. 

The emerging empirical knowledge gaps this study intended to fill were, i) The absence of a context-
based, systematic needs assessment exploring the views of early years’ education practitioners on the 
professional development opportunities available to them, ii) The conceptual novelty emerging from the 
combination of education and psychology theories to facilitate the understanding of practitioners on the 
implications of missed opportunities, and iii) The absence of a clear understanding of professional 
development opportunities for practitioners in disadvantaged communities, which implies that the needs 
of this workforce will continue to be unfulfilled. The study was guided by a sole research question and two 
null hypotheses, which were tested at a 0.05 significance level (p-value) (Di Leo & Sardanelli, 2020). 

What professional development opportunities are available to practitioners in the Motheo district, 
Free State province, South Africa? 

H01: Education qualifications of ECCE practitioners have no significant influence on the professional 
development opportunities available to them. 

H02: Years of teaching experience of ECCE practitioners have no significant influence on the 
professional development opportunities available to them. 

What Disadvantaged Communities Entail 

The study was situated in disadvantaged communities in the Motheo district, Free State province, 
South Africa. A disadvantaged community is characterised by very limited or no amenities, a chronic lack 
of basic resources, and often a shortage of the skills necessary to improve residents’ own lives (Barnes, 
1994). The population often comprises mainly illiterate, unskilled, and unemployed people, and those still 
affected by the lingering effects of the previous Apartheid regime (Buys et al., 2020). During visits to the 
communities where the study was conducted, the researcher spent long hours driving over long stretches 
of gravel roads that were unimaginably difficult to navigate. The residential buildings in the communities 
were mainly made of zinc roofing sheets – popularly known as shacks – that appeared to house an 
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incredibly large population, ranging from infants to elderly persons. As the fieldwork took place during 
the summer, travelling on the gravel roads was almost nightmarish, as the dust kicked up by moving 
vehicles was so thick it was beyond human imagination. Quite notable was the number of both high- and 
low-voltage electrical cables that crisscrossed each other in no planned order. Some of these electrical cables 
were suspended from rickety poles, some of which seemed almost at breaking point. The National 
Development Agency (2012) notes that ECCE centres in such communities are likely to operate in 
multipurpose spaces, such as abandoned garages, inhabited homes, shipping containers, prefabricated 
rooms, or wood or iron structures. In addition, practitioners in centres within such communities are likely 
to have received little or no training, while the children’s learning activities may or may not be linked to 
regular quality education programs. Given the above scenario, it is obvious that, if practitioners are to 
contribute to the transformation agenda as popularized by Mezirow’s (1981) transformation theory, they 
must be transformed.  

Literature Review 

Different types of professional development offer opportunities to effectively build the ECCE 
workforce's capacity. Below are descriptions of some of these professional development types. 

In-Service Training 

According to Adika and Mung’ala (2018), in-service training involves all relevant, deliberately 
planned, and executed learning activities intended to upgrade workers' professional knowledge and skills. 
The training could take the form of conferences, workshops, and seminars; enrolling in correspondence 
courses; engaging in professional readings; and delivering presentations (Michael, 2017; Osamwonyi, 
2016;). If effectively planned and managed, in-service training can be a major source of professional 
development for teachers. A study in Singapore explored the effects of in-service training on educators and 
found that it was enriching, providing an avenue for learning how to select relevant and rich information 
that could broaden learners' knowledge base (Cheung, 2013). In Tanzania, Michael (2017) and in Ghana, 
Banki (2017) explored the influence of in-service programs and found a strong association between 
teachers’ job performance and practical in-service training. In Limpopo, South Africa, Mbuvha (2018) found 
that in-service training enhanced the professional and personal competencies of participating teachers in a 
special-needs school. 

Empirical evidence aligns with Mezirow’s (1981) transformative learning theory, which suggests 
that in-service professional development training can be a valuable resource for advancing the professional 
development of teachers. However, practitioners’ awareness of the benefits of in-service training may lead 
to feelings of disillusionment and disorientation when they fail to take up the opportunities and reap those 
benefits. d’Avelar (2022, p. 2) asserts that the extent of individuals’ regret regarding missed opportunities 
is extreme, such that the individual may become consumed by overthinking. Papé and Martinez (2017) 
suggest that individuals experiencing emotional distress over missed opportunities may be assisted in 
regaining or achieving what they thought they had lost. 

Professional Learning Communities 

Literature across contexts affirms that practitioners’ conversations and collaborations within 
professional learning communities (PLCs) improve the quality of their teaching through professional 
development opportunities. Spencer-Johnson (2018) examined teachers' perspectives on the effectiveness 
of PLCs for improving learners’ learning in Connecticut, United States, and found that PLCs improved 
mutual relationships among participants, a critical benefit of working in PLCs. Dampson’s (2021) study 
examined the efficacy of PLCs in primary schools in Ghana and found that PLCs play a significant role in 
improving primary school teachers' basic-level knowledge and skills. Ndunda (2022) explored the 
influence of PLCs on elementary school teachers (n = 42) in Tanzania and found that PLCs were sustainable 
agents of professional development, in part because of their affordability. 

While PLCs could provide valuable opportunities for teachers’ professional development, it is 
essential that relevant agencies create enabling environments that motivate individuals to participate; if 
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this is not done, individuals could develop negative feelings and believe that their services are not seen as 
relevant, which would hamper their professional growth. According to Brewster and Miller (2020), such 
feelings could result in an unhealthy emotional state of regret because of anxiety caused by a feeling of 
failure. This could lead individuals to engage in self-blame and feel they failed to serve their communities 
because they missed opportunities to equip themselves. 

Individual and Group Coaching 

Coaching in the teaching and learning context refers to job-specific professional development 
activities in which a coach works with an individual or a group of teachers in their classrooms to support 
best-practice pedagogical strategies and build capacity (Daniels, 2020). A study by Anchunda (2021, p. 932) 
in Thailand aimed to determine teachers' level of satisfaction with the application of a professional 
development coaching model. The study found that a suitable teacher development coaching program was 
effective in improving teachers’ motivation to teach and resulted in high-quality learner performance. 
Upon reviewing the literature, I found that in South Africa, there is a notable lack of research on the impact 
of coaching. Only a few studies briefly mention coaching in their broad literature reviews (Gomba, 2019; 
Zulu & Mukeredzi, 2021). The coaching model of professional development has the potential to become a 
promising, transformative model that can inspire teachers (Daniels, 2020). 

Mentoring 

A mentoring model is generally described as a relationship between an expert and a novice. Context-
specific experts utilize their expertise and communication skills to provide support to a teacher or a group 
of teachers (Harrison, 2019). Mentoring could be a crucial element of the professional development model 
for teacher capacitation (Li, 2018). In Kenya, a study by Muraya and Wairimu (2020) investigated the effect 
of mentoring and found that educator mentoring is an effective professional development model for 
improving educators’ classroom practices. In South Africa, Nel and Luneta (2017) investigated the efficacy 
of mentoring as a professional development strategy to equip struggling mathematics teachers at rural 
schools. They found that mentoring provides relevant support for mathematics educators in both content 
and teaching. 

While the above professional development typologies are the traditional types mostly in use, the 
recent COVID-19 pandemic underscores the urgent need for an expert-driven, innovative approach to 
teacher professional development for pandemic preparedness. Studies like those of Perry (2023) and Anis 
(2024) note that the pandemic triggered major shifts in teachers’ and schools’ practices, necessitating 
momentous and widespread changes to teacher preparation and professional development programs 
worldwide. Ajani and Govender (2025) note that this paradigm shift has disrupted education systems 
worldwide, highlighting the need for technology-driven professional development for teachers to adapt 
rapidly to remote and mixed learning environments. It is crucial to note that the pandemic led to the total 
lockdown of schools, necessitating a shift to online learning and exposing the crisis of teachers’ 
unpreparedness for new ways of practicing their profession. Teachers are required to prepare for remote 
teaching, underscoring the urgency of learning the necessary instructional technology and digital literacy 
skills, with significant professional development consequences for practitioners and children in 
underprivileged communities like those reported in the current paper. Hence, there is a need for 
technology-driven professional development. Ajani and Govender (2025) note that with the rise of virtual 
learning platforms and various online educational tools, including digital resources, it becomes imperative 
for teachers to engage in continuous professional learning to remain relevant. Kalman et al. (2022) argue 
that technology-driven professional learning can help teachers effectively use relevant digital tools to 
improve instruction and learner achievement. In the concluding part of this paper, the implications of this 
post-COVID-19 paradigm shift for practitioners and children in underprivileged communities will be 
highlighted. 
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Influence of Qualification and Years of Teaching on Attitudes to Professional Development 

Studies report that education qualifications and years of experience appear to affect teachers’ 
approaches to professional development (Irvine, 2019). A study of Indonesian teachers found that focused 
training significantly improved teacher competence (Redjeki & Santoso, 2020). These authors suggest that 
giving teachers the opportunity to train and improve their capacity enhances their competence; hence, 
educational institutions should provide ongoing professional development to facilitate the acquisition of 
new knowledge. An earlier study by Liakopoulou (2011), which lists the qualifications Greek teachers must 
demonstrate to fulfil their core duties, argues that teachers lacking these qualifications struggle to fulfil 
them. 

In the Netherlands, Louws et al. (2017, p. 491) interviewed teachers and found various associations 
between the teachers’ professional learning objectives and their teaching experience. By classifying teachers 
as either early, mid, or late-career educators, Louws et al. (2017) found that educators who were in the early 
or middle stages of their careers were more interested in professional development programs that assisted 
them with curriculum-related matters and teaching approaches. Teachers late in their careers were more 
interested in professional development programs that created opportunities for them to engage in 
extracurricular activities and innovative tasks. It was evident that early- and mid-career teachers needed 
exposure to skills related to teaching and learning, because they required more experience in these aspects, 
which were less important to late-career teachers (Louws et al., 2017). 

When professional development is well planned and effectively executed, it addresses the 
knowledge gaps that remain after initial pre-service training programs. There is a substantial knowledge 
gap regarding the professional development of ECCE practitioners, as no systematic needs assessment has 
been conducted to explore their views on the professional development opportunities available to them. 
The lack of clear knowledge of professional development opportunities for ECCE practitioners in 
disadvantaged communities suggests that the capacity-building needs of these teachers are likely to remain 
unfulfilled in the long run. If ECCE practitioners are to make a significant contribution to transforming 
their communities, research exploring available professional development opportunities is imperative. 

Method 

Study Design 

The convergent mixed-methods research design was suitable for the study because it enhances data 
complementarity, completeness, confirmability, compensation, and diversity, thereby increasing the 
richness of the findings and results (Hafsa, 2019). Furthermore, the strategy enabled the researcher to collect 
both qualitative and quantitative data concurrently (Ngulube & Ngulube, 2022). 

Sample and Data Collection 

A non-probability sampling technique (Etikan et al., 2016) was employed to select five communities, 
45 ECCE centers, and 211 practitioners to participate in the study. Semi-structured, in-depth interviews (n 
= 20) and a self-constructed early years’ practitioner professional development needs questionnaire were 
utilized to collect data. The face and content validity of the questionnaire were confirmed by two experts. 
The experts’ suggestions helped refine the final version of the instrument. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
(Bonett & Wright, 2014; Creswell & Creswell, 2018) was used to determine the questionnaire instrument’s 
reliability; it yielded a score of 0.94. Bonett and Wright (2014) state that an instrument is reliable when a 
Cronbach's alpha coefficient is at least 0.70. 

Methodological triangulation and data trustworthiness measures enabled the researcher to remain 
transparent while aiming to achieve the necessary credibility. Using a mixed-methods research approach 
comprising a questionnaire and a semi-structured interview guide, the researcher deliberately sought 
methodological triangulation. Data credibility was achieved through peer debriefing, which involved 
sharing the research questions, data collection instruments, and the results with peers. Through member 
checking, the researcher returned to the study participants to review the findings and assess whether the 
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content accurately reflected their own consciousness and contexts. 

Once all the ethical requirements had been met (Ref: HSD2022/0990/22), the researcher started 
collecting quantitative and qualitative data. The researcher approached all relevant gatekeepers to obtain 
permission to access the research sites, using a list of registered ECCE centers in the participating district. 
To access the research sites, the researcher enlisted an ad hoc guide to communicate with individuals at the 
centers. All participating sites were visited at a time convenient to the 211 practitioners, who provided their 
informed, voluntary, and signed consent. It is essential to note that participants were informed about 
potential emotional risks that may arise during data collection and about available support services. 

Data Analysis 

Qualitative data obtained through one-on-one interviews were recorded, transcribed, coded, 
categorized, and labelled; these processes culminated in the identification of themes aligned with the 
study's specific objective (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). A Microsoft Excel spreadsheet was used to capture 
responses to the questionnaire items, and SPSS Version 25 was used to analyze the data. Means and 
standard deviations were calculated, and the information obtained was utilized to answer the relevant 
research sub-question. Additionally, ANOVA (analysis of variance) was used to test research hypotheses. 
Before conducting the ANOVA, Shapiro-Wilk and Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests were performed on the data 
to assess normality. The null hypothesis was tested at 5% probability level. 

Results 

The results of the quantitative analyses, informed by both the research question and the two 
hypotheses, are presented in Table 1. The findings from the semi-structured interviews are then presented, 
followed by an integrated discussion of both results and findings. 

What professional development opportunities are available to ECCE practitioners in the Motheo district, Free 
State province, South Africa? 

Table 1 
Percentage and Means Analysis of the Practitioners’ Responses Regarding the professional development Opportunities Available to Them 

S/No Item Statement SA 
n (%) 

A 
n (%) 

D 
n (%) 

SD 
n (%) Mean SD Remark 

1 Training on getting ready for preschool centers 181(85.8) 30(14.2) 0(0) 0(0) 3.86 .35 Agree 
2 Being trained on how to develop new ideas for 

learning activities 
183(86.7) 28(13.3) 0(0) 0(0) 3.87 .34 Agree 

3 Being trained in measuring children’s progress 176(83.4) 34(16.1) 1(.5) 0(0) 3.83 .39 Agree 
4 Training on building character or social 

development 
181(85.8) 29(13.7) 1(.5) 0(0) 3.85 .37 Agree 

5 Training on children’s mental health 185(87.7) 26(12.3) 0(0) 0(0) 3.88 .33 Agree 
6 Training on children’s discipline and guidance 176(83.4) 34(16.1) 1(.5) 0(0) 3.83 .39 Agree 
7 Training on practitioner and program evaluation 161(76.3) 49(23.2) 1(.5) 0(0) 3.76 .44 Agree 
8 Training on stress management for practitioners 177(83.9) 32(15.2) 2(.9) 0(0) 3.83 .40 Agree 
9 Training on child nutrition 172(81.5) 37(17.5) 1(.5) 1(.5) 3.80 .45 Agree 

10 Training on children’s health issues 173(82.0) 37(17.5) 0(0) 1(.5) 3.81 .43 Agree 
11 Training on dealing with emotions 175(82.9) 34(16.1) 1(.5) 1(.5) 3.82 .44 Agree 
12 Training on early childhood professionalism 183(86.7) 26(12.3) 1(.5) 1(.5) 3.85 .41 Agree 
13 Training on practitioner health and wellness 175(82.9) 33(15.6) 3(1.4) 0(0) 3.82 .42 Agree 
14 Training on keeping records of children 174(82.5) 35(16.6) 2(.9) 0(0) 3.82 .41 Agree 
15 Training in managing one’s temperament 171(81.0) 40(19.0) 0(0) 0(0) 3.81 .39 Agree 
 Cluster mean     3.83 .30 Agree 

Table 1 presents the percentage and means analyses of participants’ responses regarding the 
professional development opportunities available to them. It shows that most participants strongly agreed 
with all items (1-15), with percentages ranging from 76.3% to 87.7%. Analysis reveals that practitioners' 
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mean responses to items 1–15 exceeded the criterion mean of 2.50. The overall mean is 3.83, with a standard 
deviation of 0.03. This implies that the statements in items 1–15 of Table 1 accurately reflect the professional 
development opportunities available to the practitioners who participated in the fieldwork. 

H01: Education qualifications of ECCE practitioners have no significant influence on the professional 
development opportunities available to them 

Table 2 
Analysis of Variance of the Influence of ECCE Practitioners’ Education Qualifications on the PD Opportunities Available to Them 

Education qualification N Mean SD 
95% CI for means 

Lower bound Upper bound 
Below Bachelor's degree 200 3.85 .30 3.80 3.88 
Bachelor's degree 10 3.62 .35 3.37 3.87 
Master's degree 1 4.00 .00 .00 .00 
Total 211 3.83 .30 3.79 3.87 
 Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig. 
Between groups .481 2 .240 2.632 .074 
Within groups 19.001 208 .091   
Total 19.482 210    

Table 2 indicates that the practitioners who had education qualifications below a Bachelor’s degree 
had a mean response of (Mean = 3.85, SD = .30), those who had Bachelor’s degrees had a mean response of 
(Mean = 3.62, SD = .35), while those who had Master’s degrees had a mean response of (Mean = 4.00, 
SD = .30). Analysis reveals that education qualifications of ECCE practitioners had no significant influence 
on the PD opportunities available to them (F (2, 208) = 2.632, p = .074). This implies that the practitioners' 
responses to statements on the PD opportunities available are independent of their educational 
qualifications. 

H02: Years of teaching experience of ECCE practitioners have no significant influence on the professional 
development opportunities available to them 

Table 3 
Analysis of Variance of the Influence of Years of Teaching Experience of ECCE Practitioners on the Professional Development Opportunities 
Available to Them 

Age N Mean SD 
95% CI for means 

Lower bound Upper bound 
1–10 Years 118 3.83 .28 3.78 3.89 
11–20 Years 62 3.81 .33 3.72 3.89 
More than 20 Years 31 3.85 .33 3.73 3.97 
Total 211 3.83 .30 3.79 3.87 

 Sum of Squares df Mean square F Sig. 
Between Groups .047 2 .024 .252 .777 
Within Groups 19.435 208 .093   
Total 19.482 210    

Table 3 indicates that the practitioners who had 1–10 years of teaching experience had a mean 
response of (Mean = 3.83, SD = .28), those with 11–20 years of teaching experience had a mean response of 
(Mean = 3.81, SD = .33), while those who had more than 20 years of teaching experience had a mean response 
of (Mean = 3.85, SD = .33). The data, thus, reveals that years of teaching experience of ECCE practitioners 
had no significant influence on the professional development opportunities available to them 
(F (2, 208) = .252, p = .777). This suggests that practitioners’ responses to statements about the professional 
development opportunities available to them are independent of their years of teaching experience. 

This section presents the findings derived from the analysis of data collected through interviews 
with practitioners. Practitioners were aware of various opportunities to upskill and deliver quality service, 
but they failed to take advantage of them. The findings resonate through five dominant themes: 1) Training 
in child development, 2) Opportunity for child-specific pedagogical training, 3) Training in dealing with 
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special education needs, 4) Training in partnering with parents, and 5) Regret about pursuing a career in 
the ECCE sector. 

Theme 1: Training in Child Development 

Practitioners’ lack of knowledge of child development presents a clear and valuable opportunity for 
planned, focused professional development. Consistent with the quantitative data analysis, the interviews 
provided explicit evidence of the urgent need to equip practitioners to meet the standards of best practices. 
Practitioners’ frustration about their lack of training was conveyed by three practitioners: 

P1: Difficult to deal with a child with no training. So, we need training in early childhood development. 

P4: If we can be trained on how to develop the ECD [early childhood development] centers’ children … child 
development … I think it will be better. 

P5: We need to be qualified as practitioners. For now, we only have NQF [National Qualifications Framework] level 
4. If we can further educate ourselves about our children, so we can teach them in a way that is appropriate for their 
age, it would be much better. 

It is obvious that untrained practitioners pose risks, not only to the children but also to the other 
practitioners at the center. This is because untrained practitioners often rely on trial-and-error, which can 
cause irreparable cognitive and socio-emotional harm to children. 

Theme 2: Opportunity for Child-Specific Pedagogical Training 

Participants were unanimous in declaring that they were unprepared for ECCE service delivery and 
thus expressed their readiness for targeted professional development. They were aware of existing 
opportunities to engage in professional development, develop teaching-learning skills, learn how children 
engage in play activities, and thoroughly prepare lessons, but did not take them up. Practitioners also 
expressed a desire to learn how to manage their classrooms, receive training on assessment practices, and 
interpret assessment feedback reports. Four practitioners confirmed these needs:  

P1: Yes, if the practitioners have been trained on how to play with the children, that can do a lot for us because learning 
is based on play. 

P9: There are so many things, like maybe we have trained on how to write the lesson plan, how to prepare yourself 
before you go to class, how to manage a class, and then how to make a progress report. And then to evaluate the child 
periodically. 

P18: We don’t know how to start with a lesson plan. We don’t know how to teach the new lesson plan they gave us. 
In our classes, we have daily programs like art corners. Sometimes, we need those pieces of training to get things 
right. 

Undoubtedly, the practitioners’ desire to undergo training makes the planning and execution of such 
training sessions easier for the relevant experts (facilitators). The practitioners’ responses clarified their 
readiness to and genuine interest in attending training sessions focused on planned teaching and learning 
areas. This drive should motivate planners and funders to realize the value of investing in professional 
development. The practitioners themselves helped identify the training opportunities available to them, 
which they should seize. Doing so could make meaningful contributions to foster sustainability in the 
community-based ECCE sector. 

Theme 3: Training in dealing with special education needs 

The growing number of children with special education needs presents unique opportunities to 
equip ECCE practitioners. The practitioners expressed deep concern about the lack of professional 
development workshops that could equip them with the skills to support children with special education 
needs. The practitioners requested training on how to detect conditions of physical, intellectual, emotional, 
or sensory impairments or disabilities, as well as learning difficulties. Three practitioners expressed their 
training needs as follows: 

P3: I don’t know how to put it. Children with autism. We don’t understand how you look after that. 
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P14: These days, we deal with kids with difficulties. Yes, special needs. Knowing how to differentiate them from others 
is important. We require training on identifying specific characteristics and assisting them going forward. 

P18: We need workshops to prepare us to deal with them. How to teach these children, such as how to identify if they 
have a problem. How do you see the signs and symptoms? So, we need that training. 

It is difficult to argue against providing training opportunities to help practitioners work with 
children with special education needs. The researcher was aware of the increasing number of children with 
special education needs at the centers participating in the study. This type of training is important because 
even some of the affected children's parents were unaware of the difficulties their children faced. Given the 
special roles practitioners are expected to play in supporting children with special education needs, it is 
imperative to take urgent action to train them in the necessary skills and knowledge. 

Theme 4: Training in partnering with parents 

Parents are important stakeholders in the delivery of childcare services at the community level or at 
ECCE centers. The practitioners recognized the benefits of structured professional development training 
programs to equip them with the relevant skills, as expressed by three practitioners: 

P3: Oh, right, some of us are not friendly with parents, and some parents complain. Last year, one of the parents said 
to me, you must learn how to smile at us. Give us a workshop on how to deal with parents. 

P7: I want the skills to work with the community … different types of parents come here and have different attitudes. 
It is important to train on how to work with them. 

P8: Some parents think we are lacking. It can be frustrating to some when parents tell you these things. Someone must 
teach us the right way to work with parents. 

This finding corroborates that of Råde (2020), who acknowledges the importance of the family and 
parents in ECCE, as well as the need to prepare teachers to engage effectively with family members. Given 
that children of different age groups (birth to four years) attend these centers, there is obviously a likelihood 
that diverse categories of parents will be involved. Given the location of these centers – mostly in 
disadvantaged communities – practitioners working at ECCE centers require adequate and specialized 
training in partnering with parents. The practitioners appeared ill-prepared to communicate harmoniously 
and effectively with this important stakeholder group. 

Theme 5: Feelings of Regret About Pursuing Careers in the ECCE Sector 

Although this theme did not emanate from an intentional search for such regret in practitioners, the 
researcher believed it necessary to include it in this paper. These feelings are significant because they 
require a focus on the well-being of everyone who works with children. Hence, it would be unwise for 
ECCE centers to continue employing practitioners who are unhappy in their jobs. In this study, feelings of 
regret about embarking on careers as ECCE practitioners in a disadvantaged community emerged from the 
interviews. The following three practitioners responded in this regard: 

P3: Some do not even love the job. But how can we love this job when no one seems to care about our own future? If 
you don’t have love with children, that means you have come to the wrong place. 

P12: But we have been waiting for this training for over 13 years. No one thinks that the job we do is important. 
However, we recognize the importance we hold for the children. And sometimes you wonder if you made the correct 
choice to be a practitioner. 

P15: Now, it is like this job is not for me. But I need to survive, too. I met my friend who took a chance and moved to 
the city. She is now fine. How can I remain in this job? It would be better for me to quit and consider doing something 
else to help myself. 

The regret evident in participants’ utterances about their career decisions should be taken seriously, 
as this stress-inducing emotional state can have devastating consequences for the well-being and health of 
individuals experiencing it. The seriousness of this condition, as articulated by the participants, should 
prompt all relevant stakeholders to act with urgency and provide opportunities for focused, expert training 
to mitigate its effects. 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

In this paper, the researcher explored professional development opportunities to build 
transformative capacity among ECCE practitioners in disadvantaged communities. The decision to apply 
a convergent mixed methods design (Creswell & Creswell, 2018) ensured data complementarity. The 
researcher employed a questionnaire and semi-structured interviews as data collection instruments to 
generate a comprehensive dataset that would support the study objectives. Additionally, in alignment with 
the study's research question and the two hypotheses, the results confirm the availability of numerous 
unexplored professional development opportunities for practitioners. The researcher had noted above that 
the practitioners were aware of existing opportunities to engage in professional development, develop 
teaching-learning skills, learn how children engage in play activities, and thoroughly prepare lessons, yet 
they did not take them up. Studies have highlighted factors that could prevent practitioners from taking 
up professional development opportunities to improve their skills. In China, Guo (2025) mentioned a lack 
of motivation, limited time due to work commitments, non-formalization of professional training, and the 
absence of a logical professional training framework as some of the preventative factors. The absence of a 
needs-based approach and support structure was also mentioned in a Nigerian study by Edu (2025).  

In addition to the above, a study in Turkey by Zengin (2025) revealed that, despite knowledge of 
various professional development opportunities, teachers still could not participate due to family 
responsibilities, which are mainly shaped by one’s marital status and parenting. Zengin (2025) concluded 
that participation in professional development is shaped by a combination of factors, including the 
individual’s circumstances, environmental conditions and workplace preferences and policies. Dyosini’s 
(2024) study of foundation phase teachers in South Africa found that the lack of a formal mentoring 
structure within the school environment played a major role in teachers’ failure to utilize available 
opportunities. When the relevant authorities become insensitive to practitioners’ professional development 
needs, children’s learning and development will suffer. It is therefore essential that relevant agencies create 
enabling environments that motivate individual practitioners to take full advantage of professional 
development opportunities within their communities.  

Within the framework of sustainable transformation of disadvantaged communities through 
changes in the ECCE workforce, Mezirow’s (1981) transformative theory of learning was the most suitable 
for this study. Mezirow’s (1981) describes how people develop and use critical self-reflection to analyze 
their beliefs and experiences, thereby dispelling dysfunctional ways of seeing the world over time. Sanchez 
(2018) describes transformative learning as adult learning that aims to transform problematic frames of 
reference while fostering individuals to become more inclusive, reflective, open, and emotionally capable 
to change. Mezirow (1981) believes that for people to change their worldviews, they must experience a 
disorienting dilemma that conflicts with their current beliefs. The dilemma compels them to reconsider 
their beliefs, to ensure that their thinking aligns with the rest of their worldview. This transformation often 
occurs through critical reflection during interaction with others. An example of such contextual dialogue 
is the discussions on PLCs (Mogren, 2019; Núñez-Donnelly, 2019). During one-on-one interviews with 
practitioners, the researcher discovered that practitioners encountered serious disorienting dilemmas as a 
result of their working conditions, especially their self-confessed lack of skills, their awareness of the 
availability of numerous untapped professional development opportunities, the Department of 
Education’s apparent lack of concern about practitioners’ professional development needs, and their 
feelings of regret about choosing this career, especially in the context of an under-resourced community.  

The quantitative results and qualitative findings on the availability of professional development 
opportunities reveal the urgent need for thorough training to prepare ECCE practitioners to teach at ECCE 
centers, the need for innovative ideas and new knowledge concerning lesson planning, methods of 
evaluating children’s progress, and how to write reports (Cheung, 2013; Michael, 2017; Osamwonyi, 2016). 
Other findings that corroborate that of other studies include the need for training to learn about children’s 
mental health, child development, children’s discipline and guidance, practitioner and program 
evaluation, stress management for practitioners, children’s nutrition, children’s health issues, dealing with 
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emotions, early childhood professionalism, practitioner health and management of one’s temperament 
(Visković & Jevtić, 2018; Yurtseven-Yılmaz & Sever, 2021). Studies by Hürsen (2012) and Mahdi and Al-
Dera (2013) report that educators’ years of experience in ECCE and level of education influence their 
attitudes toward professional development activities. In contrast to findings reported in the literature, this 
study found that practitioners’ responses to the availability of professional development opportunities 
were independent of both their education qualifications and years of service. 

The findings of this study on practitioners’ feelings of regret may have positive outcomes. Beike et 
al. (2009) contend that the positive side of regret, when it is inspired by available opportunities, can 
motivate practitioners to pursue professional development; hence, the experience of regret might well be 
worth the accompanying emotional pain. Ironically, practitioners’ feelings of regret were accompanied by 
eagerness to receive assistance through professional development programs. To address practitioners' 
dissatisfaction with their jobs, employers, non-governmental organizations, and the government can 
establish support structures to enhance practitioners’ job satisfaction, professionalism, expertise, and 
capability in developing an appropriate professional identity. Depending on resource availability, 
employers can support practitioners in attending relevant, targeted professional development training, 
including sponsored short learning programs, workshops, and conferences, and in assisting practitioners 
in establishing professional learning communities in the centers. The practitioners were hopeful that the 
relevant institutions would provide opportunities to improve their capabilities, thereby engendering the 
much-needed change in their practice that would benefit children in their care and the broader community. 
The researcher believes that this positive side of regret drives the transformative agenda for practitioners 
and their communities, as well as other disadvantaged areas in South Africa and beyond. 

The early years’ practitioners who participated in the fieldwork were underprepared to deliver 
quality service in their classrooms. This situation could change if relevant and available professional 
development opportunities were rolled out. The analysis of data and the reporting of the findings and 
results of this research are intended to enable a deeper understanding of ECCE professional development 
opportunities for practitioners that support their much-needed capacity-building. The study provided 
specific background information to facilitate the transformation of the ECCE workforce in deprived 
communities in South Africa, which, in turn, could transform the ECCE sector. Consequently, this research 
provides timely, new, and relevant information, with the hope of prompting government and policy 
responses to strengthen the ECCE workforce and transform disadvantaged communities. The researcher 
contends that current interventions are ineffective and cannot achieve the much-needed transformation to 
ensure the sustainability of the communities involved in the research.  

Moreover, the paradigm shift caused by the recent COVID-19 pandemic necessitates a much deeper 
reflection on practitioner professional development to ensure capacity-building geared towards the 
generation of skills and knowledge relevant to the post-COVID era. As highlighted above, the advent of 
the COVID-19 pandemic led to a period of total lockdown, further isolating ECCE centers and all other 
educational institutions and their personnel. Given the peculiar characteristics of disadvantaged 
communities highlighted above, the need has therefore arisen for deeper thinking on ways to equip the 
practitioners in such communities to remain relevant in their service. For instance, although the 
practitioners in the study did not explicitly mention the COVID-19 pandemic and its overwhelming effects, 
the forced closure of ECCE centers and the need to continue providing learning to children remotely further 
accentuated the dynamics of living and working in underprivileged communities for the practitioners as 
well as the children and their families.      

In summary, the results and findings of the current research highlight the need for targeted 
professional development responses that effectively address the capacity and regret of ECCE practitioners, 
by providing much-needed information on ECCE knowledge and skills, and motivating practitioners to 
make informed decisions about their profession. If these needs are not met, the ECCE sector would be 
severely weakened, thereby affecting children’s academic progress. 
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Recommendations 

Firstly, the author recommends that all relevant stakeholders urgently acknowledge the roles and 
place of community-based ECCE practitioners in the much-discussed transformation of rural and 
disadvantaged communities in South Africa and other countries. 

Secondly, the author also recommends that the Department of Basic Education and all other relevant 
non-government organizations prioritize the provision of relevant professional development programs for 
the ECCE workforce in disadvantaged communities. The author suggests establishing a specialized unit at 
the district level to mandate workable modalities to promote effective professional development in the 
ECCE sector in disadvantaged communities. 

Moreover, given the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic, as evidenced by lockdowns and 
isolation measures that further isolated disadvantaged communities, it becomes imperative for the 
government and NGOs to increase resources to equip such communities and support the professional 
development of ECCE practitioners. The COVID-19 pandemic made it imperative to develop professional 
development programs suitable for practitioners to work in the post-COVID-19 era.   

Limitations 

The research sampled only practitioners employed at registered ECCE centers in the Motheo district. 
Practitioners at unregistered centers in the district did not participate in the study. This limitation leads to 
a suggestion that upcoming researchers endeavor to expand the geographical scope of this study by 
including practitioners from unregistered centers, to strengthen the generalizability of results and findings. 
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Abstract: Parental empowerment plays a critical role in supporting foundational 
learning, particularly in rural and marginalized contexts where access to educational 
resources is often limited. This study examines the impact of a Parental Empowerment 
and Engagement intervention on parental capacity, engagement behaviours, and 
home-based learning support in early childhood development and education centers 
in the Mbeere regions of Embu County, Kenya. A cluster-randomized trial involving 
244 parents from 24 ECDE centers was conducted to assess the effectiveness of the 
intervention. The program aimed to equip parents with the knowledge, skills, and 
confidence needed to actively support their children’s learning both at home and in 
collaboration with schools. The findings indicate significant improvements across 
multiple dimensions of parental engagement. Participation in creative learning 
activities increased by 40.6%, the development of home learning materials by 28.1%, 
and engagement in reading and writing activities by 27.2%. In addition, parent–
teacher communication improved by 26%, contributing to more consistent 
information sharing on children’s learning and well-being. Parents also initiated a 
range of community-driven activities, including classroom renovations, provision of 
playground equipment, and school feeding programs, reflecting increased 
involvement in supporting school environments and resources. Collectively, the 
intervention strengthened parental capacity and engagement practices, leading to 
more supportive home learning environments and enhanced collaboration between 
parents, teachers, and the wider community. These findings emphasize the 
importance of parental empowerment as a strategy for improving learning support 
systems in underserved contexts and highlight its potential to contribute to more 
equitable and sustainable educational development. 
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Introduction 

Parental empowerment in education is increasingly recognized as critical for improving student 
outcomes and fostering collaborative educational environments. It refers to enabling parents with the 
knowledge, skills, information, and tools needed to actively engage in and influence their children's 
education. Globally, studies highlight diverse models and approaches to parental empowerment shaped 
by cultural, socioeconomic, and policy contexts (Durand, 2011). This concept is grounded in the recognition 
that parents are critical stakeholders in the education system whose involvement can significantly influence 
children’s academic success and overall development (Akpuokwe et al., 2024; Devlieghere et al., 2022; 
Ihmeideh et al., 2020).  

Empowered parents are not passive recipients of educational policies but active participants who 
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collaborate with educators, respond to their children’s needs, and support learning at home and school 
(Brown et al., 2022; Gibbons & Connolly, 2021; Rall, 2021). This engagement strengthens the connection 
between home and school, creating a more coherent support system for learners (Froiland, 2021; Smith et 
al., 2020). Evidence indicates that such involvement is associated with improved academic performance, 
increased school attendance, and enhanced student motivation and self-worth (Chrispeels & Rivero, 2001; 
Jasis, 2021; Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020). In addition, empowered parents are more likely to advocate for 
their children, communicate effectively with teachers, and contribute to positive school environments 
(Albrecht, 2021; Kilag et al., 2023; Walker et al., 2021). 

Parental empowerment also transforms the relationship between families and schools by fostering 
collaboration and shared responsibility for children’s learning. This process involves providing parents 
with opportunities for capacity building, such as training on child development, effective communication 
with teachers, and access to resources that support learning at home (Eden et al., 2024; Simweleba & Serpell, 
2020; Steiner et al., 2022). By strengthening parents’ sense of agency and confidence, these initiatives build 
partnerships that benefit students, teachers, and the wider community.  

Barriers to Parental Engagement in Rural and Marginalized Areas 

Parental engagement in rural and marginalized communities is constrained by both school-centered 
and parent-centered barriers. School-centered barriers are often rooted in the structure of education 
systems, particularly in the Global South, where postcolonial schooling traditions position teachers as 
primary authorities and limit meaningful parental involvement (Cummings et al., 2017; Schueler et al., 
2017). In such contexts, teacher education programs rarely emphasize parent engagement, and schools 
often lack clear policy frameworks or structured strategies, resulting in inconsistent and ad-hoc approaches 
that weaken collaboration and may lead to conflict between teachers and parents (Ackah-Jnr et al., 2020; 
Baker et al., 2016). Additionally, schools struggle to address the diverse needs of parents from different 
socioeconomic backgrounds, where some feel marginalized or inadequately prepared to engage 
(Christianakis, 2006). 

Resource constraints further limit effective engagement, as many communities lack the capacity to 
sustain early learning opportunities and meaningful school–family interactions (Chowa et al., 2012). 
Limited communication between teachers and parents, alongside negative perceptions held by either 
group, also undermines the development of strong partnerships necessary for supporting children’s 
learning. 

Parent-centered barriers include challenges related to socioeconomic conditions and educational 
background. Families in disadvantaged contexts often face constraints such as unstable work schedules, 
poor health, and limited financial resources, which restrict their ability to participate in school activities 
(Jensen, 2013). Parents with low levels of education may lack the confidence and skills to support learners 
at home, while logistical challenges, such as lack of transportation, childcare, and time, further hinder their 
involvement (Mwarari et al., 2020). Additionally, negative perceptions of schools, feelings of 
stigmatization, and personal or family stressors reduce the likelihood of active engagement (Hornby & 
Lafaele, 2011). 

In Kenya, these challenges are reflected in limited access to quality Early Childhood Development 
and Education (ECDE), particularly in marginalized areas where inadequate infrastructure, insufficient 
learning resources, and poorly trained teachers persist (Okutu, 2025). Although the Ministry of Education 
advocates for parental engagement, structured and practical strategies for empowering parents remain 
limited. Nevertheless, existing evidence emphasizes the importance of parental engagement in addressing 
educational inequalities and providing children with the social capital necessary to overcome 
socioeconomic disadvantages (Forbes & Sime, 2016). 

Despite growing recognition of the importance of parental empowerment, there is limited empirical 
evidence on structured interventions in rural contexts. In Kenya, policy frameworks emphasize parental 
involvement, but scalable models that build parents’ capacity remain underdeveloped. This gap highlights 
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the need for contextually relevant interventions that not only promote parental engagement but also clarify 
the mechanisms through which such engagement influences children’s learning and school environments. 
Therefore, this study examines the implementation of a Parental Empowerment and Engagement (PE&E) 
intervention and its effects on parental practices, school interactions, and home-based learning support. 

Research Questions 

The study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How does the Parental Empowerment and Engagement intervention influence parents’ capacity 
and engagement in supporting children’s learning at home?  

2. How does the PE&E intervention affect parent–teacher communication and parental 
participation in school-related activities?  

3. How does the PE&E intervention contribute to the development of supportive school 
environments and parent-initiated community activities? 

Theoretical Framework 

This study was guided by Epstein’s framework of parental involvement, which delineates six 
interconnected domains: parenting, communication, volunteering, learning at home, decision-making, and 
collaboration with the community (Ihmeideh et al., 2020). This framework provides a multifaceted 
perspective on the ways various forms of parental engagement enhance children's educational experiences 
and developmental outcomes. According to Hill and Tyson (2009), engagement in these domains correlates 
with increases in student motivation, attendance, and overall academic support. 

The present research applies Epstein’s model to shape the Parental Empowerment and Engagement 
intervention. The program integrates training sessions, school–parent interactions, and community 
initiatives. These target multiple dimensions of parental involvement rather than a single domain. It 
focuses on improving home-based learning practices, fostering communication between parents and 
teachers, and encouraging active participation in school and community events. The framework also 
informed the development of data collection tools, particularly the Parental Engagement Assessment 
Questionnaire (PEAQ), and the selection of outcome measures related to the six domains, thereby 
enhancing the study's theoretical rigor and contributing to the literature on the significance of 
comprehensive parental engagement in bolstering early childhood education outcomes (Goodall & 
Montgomery, 2014; Smith et al., 2020). 

Conceptual Framework  

The conceptual framework (Figure 1) illustrates the pathways through which the PE&E intervention 
influences parental capacity, engagement, and school-related processes that support children’s learning. 
The intervention provides key inputs, including training, structured engagement, and resources. These 
inputs activate parental empowerment mechanisms by enhancing parental capacity, motivation, and 
communication with teachers. These mechanisms promote increased parental engagement in home and 
school-based learning activities, which in turn supports improved home learning environments, stronger 
school–parent relationships, and increased learning support for children. 

Figure 1 
Conceptual Framework 

 

 

 PE & E Intervention 
• Training 
• Structured 

engagement  
• Resources  

• Parental capacity  
• Increased awareness 
• Improved parent-

teacher 
communication  

• Home learning 
activities  

• Development of 
learning materials  

• Participation in 
school activities  

• Improved home 
learning 
environment  

• Increased learning 
support for 
children  

  
 

  

Inputs  PE mechanisms  Engagement activities  Outcomes  



Ciriaka Muriithi GITONGA et al. 

312 

Method 

Study Area  

The study was conducted in the Mbeere North and Mbeere South Sub-Counties of Embu County. 
Mbeere region is highly vulnerable to drought since it is a semi-arid zone with irregular and low rainfall. 
It is also marginalized in terms of access to essential services. Many residents depend on khat (miraa) 
farming and trade as their main source of livelihood. The overall levels of education in the region are low.  

Research Design 

  The PE&E intervention process was informed by Blessing and Chakrabarti (2009) Design Research 
Methodology, which has four stages. In the first stage, Research Clarification (RC), literature reviews and 
policy documents were used to identify the gaps in parental engagement, with Epstein’s six-domain 
framework used as the organizing framework (Table 1). In the second stage, Descriptive Study 1 (DS-I), 
consultative workshops were conducted with parents, teachers, and education officers to identify the 
current practices and barriers across the six domains of Epstein’s framework. In the third stage, Prescriptive 
Study (PS), the findings from the workshops, the results of the needs assessment surveys, the opinions of 
the experts, and the findings from the policy reviews were used to design and pilot a six-session training 
module on parenting, communication, volunteering, home-based learning, decision-making, and 
community collaboration. In the final stage, Descriptive Study II (DS-II), the effectiveness of the six-session 
module was evaluated using a cluster randomized control design, with mixed methods used at the endline. 
A cluster randomized trial design was chosen for three main reasons. Firstly, the interaction between 
parents within the same ward is common, especially at schools, markets, and social gatherings, implying 
that individual-level randomization within the same ward is likely to introduce a high risk of 
contamination in the control arm of the experiment. Secondly, the CRT design is useful in establishing 
causality by creating concurrent treatment and control groups with the same macro-contextual conditions, 
including seasonal, policy, and economic effects. Thirdly, the implementation of early childhood 
development education in Kenya is done at the ward level, implying that the study design is suitable for 
policy generalizability. 

A simple randomization method was used to select two clusters (wards) for treatment and two 
clusters (wards) for control. Randomization was performed using a computer-generated list. To determine 
the status of parental empowerment and engagement prior to the start of experiment, a baseline survey 
was done.  The baseline survey involved 297 parents drawn from 24 schools, selected proportionally across 
four clusters. At school level, the number of selected parents was proportionate to the number of Pre 
Primary 2 parents in the school giving distribution of sampled parents. 

Table 1 
Operationalization of Epstein's Six Categories Of Parental Involvement in the PE &E Intervention 

No. Epstein Category PE&E Session Content Measured Outcome  
1 Parenting Child development milestones; morning routines; 

nutritional support; positive discipline strategies 
Child well-being  

2 Communication Structured parent–teacher dialogue protocols; record-
keeping; feedback forms 

Communication outcomes  

3 Volunteering School clean-up; classroom support; community 
fundraising workshops 

Volunteering & PTA  

4 Learning at Home Reading and writing activities; creative play; home 
learning material development 

Learning activities  

5 Decision-Making PTA governance training; parent representation in 
school meetings 

PTA participation  

6 Collaborating with 
Community 

Community resource mapping; feeding programmes; 
infrastructure projects 

Parent-initiated projects  

Note. Each category was addressed across the six training sessions (May–August 2023). Sessions were delivered during regular school 
hours with the support of trained research assistants. 

After the baseline, the training module for the treatment was subsequently developed. The randomly 
assigned treatment was conducted in the two clusters (Kiambere and Makima).  In each cluster, six centrally 
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located ECDEs were identified; to minimize contamination, ECDEs located on the border of clusters were 
excluded. About 187 parents of PP1 pupils from these ECDEs who signed informed consent were involved 
in the treatment.  

During the intervention, a total of six training sessions were carried out for a period of three months 
by the researchers during regular school hours with the support of trained research assistants. To evaluate 
effectiveness of the treatment, an endline survey was done involving 244 parents from both the control and 
treatment clusters; a mixed method was used to collect data. A survey was used to collect quantitative data 
on variables that determined the module training effectiveness, while interviews were conducted to gain 
in-depth insights on what worked well and what needed improvement. The triangulation of quantitative 
and qualitative data was used in the analytical process in three different ways. Firstly, it was used for 
validity checking. This entailed conducting a validity check after every round of quantitative estimation of 
the DiD results, in which the interview data was used to check whether the results were corroborated by 
the parents’ narrative. Secondly, triangulation was used for explanatory elaboration. The results were 
elaborated by using the interview data for explanatory purposes, especially for those results that were 
statistically significant. Thirdly, triangulation was used for discrepancy resolution. When there were 
discrepancies between the results, for example, in the results for the items on school culture, the interview 
data was used to check for ceiling effects, as the baseline was > 80%, implying that parents were generally 
satisfied. 

Sampling Techniques 

The baseline survey targeted 300 parents drawn from 24 sampled schools. The baseline sample size 
was arrived at using minimum effect size of 10 percentage points for the primary outcome of proportion 
of parents engaged, with 80% statistical power, and a two-sided alpha of 0.05, and an Intracluster 
Correlation Coefficient (ICC) of 0.05 based on similar rural Kenyan studies. The design effect (DEFF = 1 + 
(m-1)*ICC = 1 + 24*0.05 = 2.2) of the cluster-randomized trial formula, with an average of 25 parents per 
school and 12 schools per arm, resulted in an estimated required sample size of 150 participants per arm 
giving 300 for the two arms. Parents were selected through multistage sampling methods, first four wards 
from eight wards were selected using simple random sampling. In selected wards, schools were selected 
proportionate to number of schools in each ward with one ward having the least schools at five, while the 
highest was seven schools. At school level, the number of parents were also based on the proportion to the 
number of Pre Primary 2 parents in the school giving distribution of sampled parents. During the endline, 
a simple randomization method and a computer-generated list of random numbers were randomly 
assigned wards in a 1:1 ratio to either the parenting intervention programme or control. Random 
assignment was done using computer-generated randomization scheme. The four wards in Mbeere south 
were randomly allocated into two groups. The treatment started on 11 May 2023 to 30 August 2023. 
Subsequently, the two wards (Kiambere and Makima) were randomly assigned to treatment. Second, six 
centrally located ECDEs clusters were identified within each ward that fit the three selection criteria. To 
minimize contamination, ECDEs located on the border of locations were excluded. In these wards, 
Kiambere had 23 public primary school with PP 1 and Makima had 27. In each ward, six schools centrally 
located in the wards were selected and all the parents of PP1 pupils who signed an informed consent got 
involved, giving a total of 187 participants.  

Baseline Instrument 

An extensive literature review informed the development of the Parental Engagement Assessment 
Questionnaire. Specifically, the PEAQ was structured to align with Epstein’s Framework for Parental 
Involvement, which encompasses six key domains: parenting, communication, volunteering, learning at 
home, decision-making, and collaboration with the community (Ihmeideh et al., 2020). Based on this 
framework, questionnaires for parents and teachers were designed to capture key dimensions of parental 
engagement. This ensured that the PEAQ was not only theoretically grounded but also contextually 
relevant to the rural and marginalized communities in Kenya where the study was conducted. Maximum 
likelihood approach was used in Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) to confirm the construct validity, i.e., 
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the factor structure based on the five latent components. On the other hand, a bifactor model, in which all 
the elements were saturated in a single factor, was initially employed as the baseline model. The CFA 
results implied that the questionnaire had construct validity based on the development processes (Yoon et 
al., 2021). The internal reliability was acceptable for most domains. However, it was particularly low for 
the “Factors Influencing Parental Engagement” domain, which included an item for work commitment not 
hindering engagement in school, which was at 0.48. While these items did not exhibit a significant response 
association, the literature supports that work commitment significantly negatively influences parental 
engagement (Gao et al., 2023). Thus, it was decided to keep this item in the domain. This multidimensional 
approach measures opportunity for parental engagement, communication, school environment, school 
culture, and influencing factors. Conceptually, these measures were considered possible outcomes. An 
individual who exhibits high levels of engagement with their children's learning activities ought to score 
higher on these outcome measures, as was observed.  

The Reliability of the PEAQ was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha. Data from the pilot survey was 
analyzed using SPSS version 26. Likert scale statement for the opportunity provided for parental 
engagement (12 statements), Communication between Parents and Teachers (7 statements), School 
environment to promote parental engagement (10 statements), and School Culture on Parental Engagement 
(6 statements). The pilot results demonstrated that internal consistency was high for all the factors 
measured in the PEAQ, ranging from 0.906 to 0.973, implying that this questionnaire was reliable.  The data 
collected was used to develop the  intervention, the training module, which was used to develop parents' 
capacities to meaningfully engage with their children learning.  

Data Collection Procedures 

For the baseline study, 300 parents completed the questionnaire with the aid of trained research 
assistants. All adult research participants were informed about the purpose of the study and the terms of 
their involvement. The guidelines of informed consent were followed, and participation was entirely 
voluntary. The study adhered to the ethical guidelines for Pwani University Ethical Review Board 
(ERC/EMBU-STAFF/001/2022[CG1]). Participants were made aware of the nature of the research and the 
conditions of their participation.  

Data Analysis 

The baseline data were descriptively analyzed to determine parents' and teachers' engagement 
activities and capacities. The endline unit of analysis for the outcome was individual parents. For each 
outcome, intervention groups were compared with control groups, adjusting standard errors for clustering 
at the ward level. A difference in differences (DiD) analysis was carried out to determine the impact of the 
intervention. Standard errors of the baseline–endline differences within each group were calculated from 
proportions across the study area and used to estimate 95% confidence intervals (CIs) for the difference-in-
differences in parental engagement between the intervention and comparison groups. The DiD method 
was employed to estimate the effect of the intervention by comparing changes in outcomes between the 
two groups before and after implementation (Fredriksson & Oliveira, 2019). With two groups and two time 
periods, the DiD estimate of the intervention effect can be expressed as follows:  

Did = (Ys≡Treatment,t≡After  - Ys≡Treatment,t≡Before) – ( Ys≡Control,t≡After  - Ys≡Control,t≡Before)  where Ys is the outcome variable 
measured in proportion and t is time (Fredriksson & Oliveira, 2019).  

For the qualitative data, the process of thematic analysis, according to Braun and Clarke (2006), was 
followed, namely, familiarizing with the data through transcription, reading and re-reading and isolating 
initial ideas, generating initial codes by collating data relevant to each code, searching for themes, 
reviewing, defining and naming themes. Additionally, the content analysis process by Elo and Kynga 
(2007) enabled the researchers to get immersed in the data to determine the manifest content and latent 
content. This was followed by open coding of the categories, grouping codes into higher order, and 
developing categories and subcategories. Vaismoradi et al. (2016) argue that in both thematic and content 
analysis, the researcher can demonstrate creativity in presenting the result in terms of a storyline, a map, 
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or a model. 

PE&E Intervention Implementation Model 

Figure 2 shows the six-step implementation process of the Parental Empowerment and Engagement 
intervention, which was conducted in the Mbeere region of Embu County, Kenya. The process begins with 
a needs assessment, which includes a literature review, policy analysis, and stakeholder analysis, followed 
by the development of a survey design using the PEAQ survey tool.  The process concludes with 
community-based sustainability activities, including parent-initiated school improvement projects, the 
development of peer networks, as well as the integration of the program into policies, all of which are 
sustained through a learning loop. 

Figure 2 
PE&E Intervention Implementation Model 

 

  

Phase 1 – Needs assessment & research clarification 

Literature review 
Global PE&E evidence base 

Policy & desk review 
Global PE7E evidence base 

Stakeholders mapping 
Parents, teachers, experts 

Phase 2 – Baseline survey & instrument design (DS-I) 

PEAQ instrument 
Epstein’s 6 domains: CFA validated 

α = 0.906-0.973 

Cluster randomization 
4 wards; 24 schools; n = 300 

ICC = 0.05; 80% power 

Phase 3 – Training module design (PS) 

Session content 
6 sessions over 3 months during 

school hours 

Key themes 
Literacy, creativity, communication, 

child wellbeing, and games 

Delivery agents 
Researchers + trained research 

assistants 

Phase 4 – Intervention delivery  

Treatment group 
n = 187 PP1 parents  

12 centrally located ECDEs  
May – August 2023 

Control group 
No intervention 

Concurrent; same conditions 
Contamination minimized 

Phase 5 – Measured outcomes (endline; n=244)  

Learning Activities 
Creative  

 

Volunteering & school 
PTA  

 

Parent-teacher 
communication 

Classwork  
 

School 
environment/culture 

Creative  
 

Phase 6 – Community-led action & sustainability 

Parents projects 
12 schools; in-kind renovations, 

feeding 

Peer network 
Parents support groups 
Resource mobilization 

Policy integration 
Scale to other counties 

Teacher training 

C
ontinuous learning loop 
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Results  

Participants 

The results in Table 2 summarize the sampled respondents’ demographic characteristics at baseline 
and endline. The demographics of the respondents were largely similar between intervention and control. 
The respondents were characterized by a low level of education, with more than two-thirds lacking post-
primary education. The majority had, at most, primary level education, implying that they had either 
dropped out or could not continue with education after the primary level. This explains why the region is 
characterized by low literacy levels, which can be attributed to the limited ability to support children’s 
education. Most parents were aged between 20 and 49 years. The principal economic activity for the study 
region is farming, from where many families derive their subsistence. Most respondents were female, 
suggesting that fewer males are directly involved in early years education. 

Table 2  
Demographic Characteristics of the Sampled Parents at Baseline and Endline by Study Group 

 Baseline   Endline   
Characteristics Control 

group 
(n=132) % 

Intervention 
group 
(n=165)% 

x2 p-
value 

Control group 
(n=125) % 

Intervention 
group 
(n=119)% 

x2 p-
value 

Age(years)         
20 - 29 (36) 27.5 (62) 37.6 7.066 0.132 (47) 37.6 (31) 26.1 7.622 0.055 
30 - 39 (68) 51.1 (69) 41.8 (47) 37.6 (49) 41.2 
40 - 49 (20) 15.3 (21) 12.7 (26) 20.8 (20) 16.8 
Above 49 (8) 6.1 (13) 7.9 (5) 4.0 (19) 16.0 
Gender         
Male (26) 19.8 (19) 11.5 3.933 0.057 (20) 15.8 (11) 9.2 0.378 0.539 
Female (106) 80.2 (146) 88.5 (105) 84.2 (108) 90.8 
Marital status         
Married (109) 82.4 (142) 86.1 2.000 0.572 (100) 80.0 81.5 1.384 0.709 
Single  (23) 17.6 (13) 7.3 20.0 10.9 
Relationship with the child     
Parent (114) 86.3 (147) 89.1 3.879 0.275 (115) 92.0 (96) 80.7 4.656 0.097 
Grandparent (12) 9.2 (16) 9.7 (6) 4.8 (22) 18.5 
Foster parents (6) 4.6 (2) 1.2 (4) 3.2 (1) 0.8 
Education level         
Primary and below (85) 64.2 (119) 72.1 4.561 0.053 (66) 52.7 (81) 68.1 5.938 0.245 
Secondary (17) 13.3 (22) 13.3 (33) 26.7 (21) 17.6 
Tertiary (30) 22.5 (24) 14.6 (26) 20.6 (17) 14.3 

Note. Chi-square tests confirm baseline equivalence between groups (all p > 0.05), supporting the internal validity of the cluster-
randomized design. 

Effect of Intervention on Parents’ Engagement in Children's Learning 

The aspects examined were learning activities, reading and writing, children's games, creative 
activities, and developing learning materials for home and school. Results in Table 2 reveal that the 
intervention increased parents' abilities to engage in selected learning activities. The noticeable change was 
observed in creative activity, which increased by 40.6% (DID = 40.6%, 95% CI [26.3%-61.9%]), creating home 
learning materials increased by 28.1% (DID = 28.1%, 95% CI [53.2, 6.8]), reading and writing increased by 
27.2 % (DID = 27.2%, 95% CI [14.3% - 41.2%]). Overall, the intervention produced a mean DiD of 28.5 
percentage points across learning activities, indicating substantial and consistent gains in parental 
engagement behavior in the intervention group relative to controls (Table 3). 
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Table 3 
Effect of the Intervention on Parental Engagement in Selected Learning Activities 

Learning 
Activities 

Control 
BL 

(132) % 

Control 
EL 

(125) % 

Control 
Difference 
(95% CI) 

Int. 
BL 

(165) % 

Int. 
EL 

(119) % 

Int. 
Difference 
(95% CI) 

DID (95% CI) 

Reading & 
Writing 

54.5 60.8 6.3 (-5.8, 8.4) 43 76.5 33.5 (21.8, 45.2) 27.2 (14.3, 41.2) 

Children 
games 

16.7 28.0 11.3 (1.1, 1.5) 16.4 50.4 34 (23.1, 44.9) 22.7 (10.8, 31.8) 

Creative 
activity 

22 32.0 10 (-0.8, 20.8) 13.3 63.9 50.6 (39.4, 61.8) 40.6 (26.3, 61.9) 

Developing 
Learning 
materials for 
home 

22.7 36.8 14.1 (-2.9, 25.3) 24.2 66.4 42.2 ( 30.6, 53.8) 28.1(16.8, 53.2) 

Developing 
Learning 
Materials for 
School 

18.2 40.8 22.6 (11.5, 33.7) 29.1 75.6 46.5 (34.7, 58.3) 23.9 (11.7, 44.1) 

Average Effect  26.8 39.7 12.9 (3.4, 23.8) 25.2 66.6 41.4 (29.9, 52.9) 28.5 (16.0, 46.4) 
Note. BL = Baseline; EL = Endline; Int. = Intervention; DiD = Difference-in-Differences. All CI values reported as (lower bound, upper 
bound). The DiD represents the net intervention effect after accounting for secular trends in the control group.  

The other aspects examined included volunteering, participating in PTA meetings, donating, 
cleaning activities, parent-teacher conferences, and providing pastoral programs. The results found that 
volunteering increased by 39.3%  (DID = 39.3%, 95%CI [17.6 - 52.1]), attending PTA meetings increased by 
33.1% (DID = 33.1%, 95% CI [21.3, 42.3).  Other ways were donations, which increased by 27.8% (DID = 
27.8%, 95% CI [16.3%, 58.1%]), and parent-teacher conferences, which increased by 25.1% (DID = 25.1%, 
95% CI [8.8%, 53.2%]) in the intervention group. Indicating that parents shifted from passive observers to 
active contributors.The control group showed slight declines in volunteering and donations, highlighting 
the counterfactual importance of the CRT design as shown in Table 4. 

Table 4 
Effect of Intervention on Other Factors Associated with Children’s learning  

Parents activity Control 
BL 

(132) % 

Control 
EL 

(125) % 

Control 
Difference 
(95% CI) 

Int. 
BL 

(165) % 

Int. 
EL 

(119) % 

Int. 
Difference 
(95% CI) 

DID (95% CI) 

Volunteering 40.9 28.8 -12.1 (-23.8, 0.4) 29.1 56.3 27.2 (15.6, 38.8) 39.3 (17.6, 52.1) 

Participating in 
PTA meeting 

44.7 48.0 3.3 (-8.9, 15.5) 43.4 79.8 36.4 (24.8, 48.0) 33.1 (21.3, 42.3) 

Making 
donation 

30.3 26.4 -3.9 (-14.9, 7.1) 23.2 47.1 23.9 (12.8, 35.0) 27.8 (16.3, 58.1) 

Cleaning 
activities  

9.1 12.8 3.7 (-3.9, 11.3) 18.7 47.1 28.4 (17.5, 39.3) 24.7 (22.6, 37.2) 

Parent-Teacher 
Conference 

13.6 38.4 24.8 (14.1, 35.5) 10.6 60.5 49.9 (38.9, 60.9) 25.1 (8.8, 53.2) 

Providing 
Pastoral 
Program 

8.3 11.2 2.9 (-4.3, 10.1) 6.1 30.3 24.2 (15.5, 32.9) 21.3 (13.1, 37.6) 

Average Effect 24.5 27.6 3.1 (-7.0, 13.3) 21.9 53.5 31.07 (20.85, 42.48) 28.6 (16.6, 46.7) 

Note. BL = Baseline; EL = Endline; Int. = Intervention; DiD = Difference-in-Differences. All CI values reported as (lower bound, upper 
bound). The DiD represents the net intervention effect after accounting for secular trends in the control group.   

Figure 3 shows the thematic analysis results based on opportunities for parents to engage in 
children’s learning. From the figure, it is clear that providing opportunities to engage is characterized by 
parents contributing to school development, making financial contributions, providing learning materials, 
celebrating their children's achievements, and playing a role in decision-making. One parent stated, 

We need to leave a legacy because we are the only parents who have received this training. I propose making 
contributions and having cards to collect the money as PP1 parents. Whatever we get, we bring it to the office, and 
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maybe we can get help from there. We can start by buying materials or at least make a move. The school can assist 
us. We can also buy roof sheets. (Respondent 1).  

The respondent added that: 

If the child performs well, the teacher can invite us to contribute gifts for the children. The teacher can give the gifts 
to the children even if the gifts come from us. If a child comes with a plastic plate as a gift from the school for good 
performance, the child can be motivated. (Respondent 1). 

Figure 3 
Opportunities for Parents to Engage in Children's Learning 

 

Effect of the Intervention on Parents' Capacities to Engage in Selected Learning Activities 

These findings are based on the self-reported perceptions of the parents regarding their 
empowerment and skill levels across the respective domains, apart from the proportions of behavioral 
engagement as presented in Table 4. The average difference-in-differences figure of 17.2 percentage points 
indicates a notable improvement in the parental capacity levels, with the highest increases recorded in 
creative activities (29.4%) and supporting child well-being (27.2%). It must be noted that the DiD figure of 
20.6% recorded in the case of reading and writing capacity levels is lower than the respective behavioral 
engagement figure of 27.2% as presented in Table 5. 

Table 5 
Parents Capacity to Engage in Learning Activities 

Learning 
activities  

Control 
BL 

(132) % 

Control 
EL 

(125) % 

Control 
Difference 
(95% CI) 

Int. 
BL 

(165) % 

Int. 
EL 

(119) % 

Int. 
Difference 
(95% CI) 

DID (95% CI) 

Reading & 
Writing 

50.0 71.20 21.2 (9.2, 33.2) 43.9 85.7 41.8 (30.3, 53.3) 20.6 (16.3, 24.6) 

Creative Activity 35.6 63.20 27.6 (15.4, 39.8) 33.8 90.8 57.0 (45.4, 68.6) 29.4 (16.1, 40.4) 

Sport & Games 28.0 61.60 33.6 (21.4, 45.8) 28.8 77.3 48.5 (36.7, 60.3) 14.9 (7.9, 22.8) 

Develop learning 
materials 

36.4 66.40 30 (17.8, 42.2) 47.5 89.9 42.4 (31.2, 53.6) 12.4 (5.1, 19.4) 

Child-wellbeing  22.7 33.6 10.9 (-0.1, 21.9) 23.2 61.3 38.1 (26.6, 49.6) 27.2 (19.4, 34.6) 

Average Effect  43.18 69.12 25.9 (13.8, 38.1) 44.74 87.90 43.16 (31.8, 54.6) 17.22 (6.9, 32.5) 

Note. BL = Baseline; EL = Endline; Int. = Intervention; DiD = Difference-in-Differences. All CI values reported as (lower bound, upper 
bound). The DiD represents the net intervention effect after accounting for secular trends in the control group.   

Results in Figure 2 further show that when parents are provided opportunities to develop their 
capacities through training, they become more empowered and can engage more meaningfully. The 
verbatim responses demonstrate that the training had strengthened their commitment and the degree to 
which they collaborated with teachers in learning activities. One respondent highlighted, 
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As a parent, I have learnt that I as a parent need to be committed when dealing with my child. Whatever my child 
needs, I should be preparing the child. For example, if it's clothes, I should maintain the cleanliness of my child. 
Preparing the child in the morning instead of just telling the child to go dress by herself and go to school. So, I have 
come to realize that I should be committed to waking up in the morning, preparing the child to an extent of escorting 
the child to school so that the child can get an education and be happy as the child attends the school and be happy 
being with the teacher. I have also learned to love the teacher so that my child can benefit (Respondent 1). 

Further, training increased parental involvement in children’s academic lives, with a strong focus on 
academic support within the family setting, and parents shared experiences of improving morning routines 
and discipline and ensuring punctuality and preparation for school. One respondent said,  

I have observed the improvement in the desire to know more about what the child studied at school. For example, in 
the song we just sang, you become happy and clap for the child. At least the child becomes motivated (Respondent 
5).  

Effect of Intervention on Strengthening Communication Between Parents and Teachers  

To determine if there was a difference in communication between parents and teachers, we 
examined the frequency of communication. The respondents indicated how frequently the specific 
activities were communicated. The average DiD of 35.6 percentage points indicates that the intervention 
had a significant impact on communication between parents and teachers. The most significant impacts 
were on classwork (DiD=43.0%) and academic progress (DiD=42.5%), suggesting that the communication 
protocols introduced in Session 2 had a significant impact. The values of the lower confidence interval are 
all greater than zero, suggesting that the impacts are statistically significant in all communication domains 
as shown in Table 6. 

Table 6 
Communication Between Teachers and Parents 

Issues 
communicated  Control BL 

(132) % 

Control 
EL 

(125) % 

Control 
Difference 
(95% CI) 

Int. 
BL 

(165) % 

Int. 
EL 

(119) % 

Int. 
Difference 
(95% CI) 

DID (95% CI) 

Academic 
Progress 

50.0 56.0 6 (-6.2, 18.2) 36.4 84.9 48.5 (36.8, 60.2) 42.5 (22.6, 53.6) 

Classwork 40.2 53.6 13.4 (1.2, 25.6) 29.3 85.7 56.4 (44.6, 68.2) 43.0 (26.3, 60.1) 

Creative activity 25.0 28.8 3.8 (-7.0, 14.6) 15.2 49.6 34.4 (23.6, 45.2) 30.6 (14.8, 53.2) 
Socio-emotional 
well-being 

37.9 48.8 10.9 (-1.2, 23.0) 31.3 78.2 46.9 (35.1, 58.7) 36 (19.5, 44.6) 

Special learning 
needs 

19.7 38.4 18.7 (7.6, 29.8) 14.1 58.8 44.7 (33.6, 55.8) 26 (17.4, 35.2) 

Average Effect on 
Communication 

30.90 38.8 7.9 (-3.8, 19.5) 24.47 58.28 33.8 (22.3, 45.3) 26.0 (20.1, 32.2) 

Note. BL = Baseline; EL = Endline; Int. = Intervention; DiD = Difference-in-Differences. All CI values reported as (lower bound, upper 
bound). The DiD represents the net intervention effect after accounting for secular trends in the control group. 

Continuous and effective communication was vital in helping parents engage with their children's 
learning. Parents stated the importance of honest and open communication, with most affirming that  

I have learned to visit my child's teacher and talk to her to have an agreement." (Respondent 1). Another one stated, 
“I have learned about the benefits of communication. It is essential to observe the area of weakness. I was busy with 
my activities. I did not know that it was important to build a good relationship with the teacher (Respondent 4). 

Effect of Intervention in Creating a Supportive School Environment that Promotes Children’s Learning 

The results in Table 7 showed that most parents agreed that the school culture and environment are 
critical in enhancing parental engagement at the baseline in both the control and intervention groups, with 
proportions ranging from 58% to 96%. However, in the intervention, a huge effect was observed on parents’ 
satisfaction regarding relation they had with the schools at 25% difference (DID = 25, 95% CI [17.4, 32.1]), 
school helping parents to know what their children are learning 20.3% difference (DID = 20.3, 95% CI [13.4, 
26.8]), and the teacher providing a practical guide on assisting children study at home 20.9%  (DID = 20.9, 
95% CI [9.3, 32.9]) shown in Table 6. The mean DiD for school environment items is 10.1 percentage points, 
which is lower than that for behavioral engagement outcomes. This was expected because of the high 
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baseline scores (79-96%) for these outcomes, suggesting ceiling effects. The three items showing the 
strongest effect are satisfaction with relationships in school (25.0%), provision by teacher of home study 
guides (20.9%), and support for learning in school (20.3%). These are directly related to intervention content 
and thus support relevance. The item 'head teacher supportive of my role' had a non-significant negative 
effect (-6.1%), which could be because of disruption of routine during this period. 

Table 7 
School Environment and Culture that Supports Parental Engagement 

School Environment 
/Culture 

Control 
BL 

(132) % 

Control 
EL 

(125) % 

Control 
Difference 
(95% CI) 

Int. 
BL 

(165) 
% 

Int. 
EL 

(119) 
% 

Int. 
Difference 
(95% CI) 

DID (95% CI) 

School cares about 
helping me understand 
what my child is learning 

72.0 77.60 5.6 (-5.0, 16.2) 65.7 91.6 25.9 (15.9, 35.9) 20.3 (13.4, 26.8) 

Teachers work closely 
with me to meet my 
child's learning needs. 

80.3 82.40 2.1 (-7.4, 11.6) 76.3 92.4 16.1 (7.3, 24.9) 14 (8.1, 19.6) 

The teacher provides a 
practical guide on 
assisting children in 
studying at home. 

58.3 71.20 12.9 (1.2, 24.6) 60.1 93.9 33.8 (23.5, 44.1) 20.9 (9.3, 32.9) 

I am warmly received by 
the school when I inquire 
about my child. 

95.9 91.60 -4.3 (-10.2, 1.6) 95.5 98.3 2.8 (-1.4, 7.0) 7.1 (-12.2, 3.6) 

School staff build trust 
with me. 

82.6 87.20 4.6 (-4.2, 13.4) 86.4 99.2 12.8 (6.3, 19.3) 8.2 (2.5, 14.6 ) 

The head teacher is very 
supportive of my role in 
the school. 

84.4 88.00 3.6 (-4.8, 12.0) 89.9 87.4 -2.5 (-9.9, 4.9) -6.1 (-13.7, 2.3) 

The school encourages 
feedback from parents 
and the community. 

77.3 84.80 7.5 (-2.1, 17.1) 81.8 93.3 11.5 (3.5, 19.5) 4 (2.8, 6.6) 

The school has a culture/ 
tradition that supports 
me to engage. 

84.1 80.80 -3.3 (-12.6, 6.0) 84.8 89.9 5.1 (-2.8, 13.0) 8.4 (3.3, 14.9) 

I trust my child's school. 77.3 67.20 -10.1 (-21.0, 0.8) 77.3 84.9 7.6 (-1.7, 16.9) 17.7 (-5.6, 30.1) 
The school provides 
adequate opportunities 
for parents to engage. 

79.8 92.40 12.6 (4.1, 21.1) 83.8 96.6 12.8 (5.5, 20.1) 0.2 (-2.3, 1.3) 

I am satisfied with the 
relationship I have with 
my child's school. 

72.7 68.00 -4.7 (-15.9, 6.5) 74.7 95 20.3 (11.5, 29.1) 25 (17.4, 32.1) 

I am satisfied with the 
mode of communication 
in my child's school. 

87.1 88.00 0.9 (-7.2, 9.0) 85.4 96.6 11.2 (4.2, 18.2) 10.3 (6.6, 14.4) 

Average Effect DID on 
School Culture 

79.51 82.46 3.0 (-6.7, 12.6) 80.70 93.72 13.0 (4.9, 21.2) 10.06 (6.7, 15.8) 

Note. BL = Baseline; EL = Endline; Int. = Intervention; DiD = Difference-in-Differences. All CI values reported as (lower bound, upper 
bound). The DiD represents the net intervention effect after accounting for secular trends in the control group. 

Parents Initiated Projects 

After the training sessions, parents in the 12 schools that completed the interventions brainstormed 
and agreed on their winning projects. This was the most inspiring part of the project. Below is a table of the 
parents' ongoing projects (Table 8). 
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Table 8 
Parent Initiated Projects 

School Activities Resource Mobilisation 
School A Repair PP1 classroom floor and blackboard 

Parents' donations in kind 

School B/C Buy a mattress for children to sleep 
School D Renovation of the floor, installation of doors and windows 

School E 
Purchase a metallic cupboard for storing children's books and 
bags. 

School F Fix a swing for children. 
School G/H Set up a feeding program. 
School I Build a toilet for the children  
School J Painting a PP1 Classroom  
School K/L Renovation of classrooms 

Discussion 

The results on the effects of the intervention on parents' engagement in children’s learning activities 
support the transformative impact of parental engagement on children's learning and development. The 
intervention substantially increased parental participation in learning activities, particularly in creative 
engagement, reading, and development of learning materials. The substantial positive impact of the 
intervention is evident in the significant differences observed between the intervention and control groups. 
Among the various learning activities, the most remarkable improvement was seen in creative activities, 
where participation increased by 40.6%. The significant increase in creative activities demonstrates that 
when parents are made aware of effective engagement strategies, they are more likely to foster enriching 
learning environments at home. Additionally, the notable improvements in creating home learning 
materials (28.1%) and reading and writing activities (27.2%) indicate that parents, when provided with 
proper resources and support, are both willing and capable of enhancing their children's educational 
experiences. These findings align with existing literature which emphasize on the importance of parental 
engagement in fostering holistic child development (Akpuokwe et al., 2024; Chrispeels & Rivero, 2001; 
Ihmeideh et al., 2020; Jasis, 2021; Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020; Kingston, 2021; Tan et al., 2020; Thelma et al., 
2024). This is explained by the fact that building parental capacity strengthens the home-school connection, 
making learning a shared responsibility between educators and families (Goodall & Montgomery, 2014). 
Furthermore, the study highlights the crucial role of educators in facilitating parental involvement. 
Teachers who actively engage parents by designing structured learning activities foster greater 
collaboration between home and school. Such an approach not only provides support for learning but also 
strengthens the broader community by promoting shared accountability and partnership in education 
(Darling-Hammond & Cook-Harvey, 2018). 

On the other hand, the intervention significantly enhanced parental and community engagement in 
school activities, as shown in table 3. There was notable improvement in participation in PTA meetings 
(39.3%), volunteering (39.3%), parent-teacher conferences (25.1%) and cleaning activities (24.7%). Results 
from the interviews showed that parents not only increased their physical participation but also 
contributed financially to school development. One respondent emphasized the importance of parental 
contributions, proposing a system for financial support to improve school infrastructure (Respondent 1). 
These results suggest that beyond increasing participation, the intervention shifted parental engagement 
from passive involvement to active investment in student success and school development, reinforcing 
shared responsibility in education as supported by literature (Brown et al., 2022; Gibbons & Connolly, 2021; 
Rall, 2021). Structured educational interventions play a critical role in fostering engagement, with studies 
showing that parental participation in school activities improves student performance, behavior, and 
motivation as well as improved school environments (Axford et al., 2019; Chrispeels & Rivero, 2001; Raftery 
et al., 2012). Furthermore, such interventions strengthen school-community relationships, creating a more 
inclusive and supportive learning environment (Jacques & Villegas, 2018). 

The results on the effect of the intervention on parents' capacities to engage in selected learning 
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activities indicate that the intervention significantly enhanced parental engagement in children's learning 
activities, as reflected in the DID values across various domains. The most notable improvement was in 
creative activities, where participation increased by 57.0% in the intervention group compared to 27.6% in 
the control group, resulting in an intervention effect of 29.4 %. Similarly, reading and writing activities 
increased by 20.6% while participation in sports and games improved by 14.9%. Child well-being, which 
includes emotional and physical support from parents, also demonstrated a strong intervention effect 
(27.2%). These findings align with existing research suggesting that structured training programs enhance 
parental involvement, leading to better educational outcomes for children (Jasis, 2021; Keller et al., 2021; 
Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020; Thelma et al., 2024). Results from the qualitative data sheds light on how 
training empowers parents to take a more active role in their children's education. Respondents reported a 
stronger commitment to supporting their children’s learning, with one parent emphasizing the importance 
of preparing children for school, ensuring they are clean, well-dressed, and emotionally supported 
(Respondent 1). Another parent highlighted a newfound joy in engaging with their child’s academic 
activities, celebrating small achievements such as clapping along with their songs (Respondent 5). These 
narratives align with the observed improvements in child well-being (27.2%) and the development of 
learning materials (12.4%), demonstrating that beyond increasing parental participation, the intervention 
fostered a cultural shift in parenting practices as supported by the literature (Barblett et al., 2020; Hands, 
2013; Rossetti et al., 2020; Sianturi et al., 2022). Hill and Tyson (2009) emphasize that parental involvement 
is crucial for student development and that training can enhance parents' understanding of how to support 
their children effectively. 

The results on the effect of intervention on strengthening communication between parents and 
teachers indicate that the intervention significantly improved parent-teacher communication, leading to 
increased frequency and depth of discussions on key aspects of student learning. The most notable 
improvement was in communication about classwork, where the intervention group showed a 56.4% 
increase, resulting in an intervention effect of 43.0%. Similarly, discussions on academic progress improved 
by 42.5%, indicating a substantial rise in parental awareness of their children’s learning. Other critical areas, 
such as socio-emotional well-being and special learning needs also experienced notable intervention 
effects. Results from the interviews further reinforces these findings, illustrating how improved 
communication strengthened parental engagement. One respondent stressed the importance of regularly 
visiting teachers to establish agreements on their child’s education (Respondent 1). Another reflected on 
how the training helped them recognize the value of communication in identifying their child’s learning 
challenges, acknowledging that prior to the intervention, other responsibilities had prevented them from 
prioritizing teacher interactions (Respondent 4). These perspectives align with the observed improvements 
in learning-related engagement suggesting that enhanced communication empowered parents to take a 
more proactive role in their children’s education. Studies have emphasized the importance of parent–
teacher communication in supporting student learning, as strong home–school relationships are associated 
with positive engagement and learning-related experiences (Barblett et al., 2020; Fretwell et al., 2018; Lin & 
Yang, 2025; Mertala, 2019; Rentzou & Ekine, 2017; Rossetti et al., 2020; Vongsachang et al., 2020). Again, 
clear and collaborative communication between schools and families enhances the home-school 
relationship, creating a more inclusive educational environment (Eden et al., 2024). 

The results in table 6 showed that most parents agreed that the school culture and environment are 
critical in enhancing parental engagement at the baseline in both the control and intervention groups, with 
proportions ranging from 58% to 96%. However, in the intervention, a huge effect was observed on parents’ 
satisfaction regarding relation they had with the schools at 25% difference (DID = 25, 95% CI [17.4, 32.1]), 
school helping parents to know what their children are learning 20.3% difference (DID = 20.3, 95% CI [13.4, 
26.8]), and the teacher providing a practical guide on assisting children study at home 20.9%  (DID = 20.9, 
95% CI [9.3, 32.9]). These results demonstrate that creating a supportive school environment where parents 
feel valued partners in their children's education promotes good relationships and can translate into long-
term benefits to their children's learning and holistic development (Darling-Hammond & Cook-Harvey, 
2018).  
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On the parents initiated projects, the intervention empowered parents to contribute to school 
development through various improvement projects across 12 schools. Using in-kind donations, parents 
undertook infrastructure upgrades such as classroom renovations, welfare initiatives like a feeding 
program, and enhancing learning spaces with storage cupboards. These efforts reflect a strong sense of 
ownership and collaboration, aligning with research that highlights the role of parental involvement in 
fostering sustainable school improvements and strengthening school-community relationships (Axford et 
al., 2019; Barblett et al., 2020; Gonzalez-Dehass et al., 2005). The intervention also facilitated parent 
networking, enabling them to connect, share experiences, support one another, and stay informed about 
school matters. Establishing strong parent networks is crucial in fostering engagement, as it provides 
opportunities for collaboration and collective problem-solving (Goodall & Montgomery, 2014; Shepherd et 
al., 2020). Initially, many parents were unfamiliar with one another, but the program fostered a sense of 
community through support groups, participation in school decision-making, and parent-led initiatives. A 
key outcome was the development of joint projects within intervention groups, where parents mobilized 
resources collaboratively. This structured approach proved essential to the intervention’s success, 
reinforcing the importance of collective engagement in school improvement efforts. 

The emergence of parent-initiated projects provides important insights into the sustainability of the 
intervention’s outcomes. These initiatives suggest that parental engagement extended beyond structured 
training into self-driven action, indicating the development of ownership and intrinsic motivation among 
parents. Such locally initiated practices are more likely to be sustained over time, particularly when they 
are embedded within existing school structures such as parent associations or routine school activities. 
However, sustaining these efforts may present challenges, including variations in parental commitment, 
leadership continuity within parent groups, and economic constraints that limit parents’ time and 
resources. Scaling these practices across other contexts will therefore require institutional support from 
schools and education authorities, including formal mechanisms for coordination, ongoing capacity-
building, and integration into policy frameworks to ensure continuity and broader impact. 

This study draws on Epstein’s framework of six types of parental involvement, and the findings 
demonstrate how the PE&E intervention strengthened key domains of parental engagement. First, 
parenting was enhanced through structured training sessions that equipped parents with knowledge on 
child development, daily routines, and supportive home practices, as reflected in improved child well-
being and home preparation. Second, communication showed one of the most significant gains, with 
substantial increases in discussions on classwork, academic progress, and socio-emotional development, 
indicating that the intervention successfully strengthened home–school information flow. Third, learning 
at home emerged as the domain with the greatest improvement, evidenced by large increases in reading 
and writing activities, creative engagement, and the development of home learning materials. This effect 
is likely because the intervention provided practical, low-cost strategies that parents could immediately 
apply within their home environments. Fourth, volunteering improved considerably, with increased 
participation in PTA meetings, school activities, and classroom support, demonstrating a shift from passive 
to active parental involvement. Fifth, decision-making was reflected in parents’ increased participation in 
school-related discussions and their involvement in planning and implementing school improvement 
initiatives. Finally, collaboration with the community was evident through parent-initiated projects such 
as classroom renovations, feeding programs, and resource mobilization efforts, highlighting the 
development of collective agency among parents. Among these domains, learning at home, 
communication, and community collaboration showed the greatest improvements. This may be attributed 
to the intervention’s emphasis on practical engagement strategies, continuous interaction with teachers, 
and group-based activities that fostered peer support and collective action. In contrast, domains such as 
decision-making and institutional integration may require longer-term structural changes within schools 
to achieve equally strong effects. Overall, the findings demonstrate that interventions aligned with 
Epstein’s framework can effectively strengthen multiple dimensions of parental involvement, particularly 
when they combine skill-building, relationship-building, and community mobilization approaches. 
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Limitations 

This study had several limitations. First, the short-term nature of the intervention limits the ability 
to assess its long-term impact on parental involvement, and sustained home–school communication over 
time. While the study measured improvements in parental engagement and learning support practices, the 
longer-term effects of these interventions on children’s educational trajectories remain unclear. 
Additionally, the reduction in the number of participants from baseline to endline may have introduced 
attrition bias. The reliance on self-reported data for measuring parental engagement also presents potential 
biases, as parents may have over- or under-reported their levels of involvement. To address this limitation, 
the quantitative survey findings were triangulated with qualitative interviews conducted with parents, 
providing additional context and supporting the validity of the results. Another limitation is the variation 
in evaluator teams between baseline and endline assessments, which may have caused some inconsistency 
in data collection. Finally, the study focused on a single rural region, which may limit the generalizability 
of the findings to other contexts or urban settings. 

Implications for Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) Policy and Practice 

The findings of this study emphasize the critical role of parental empowerment in enhancing 
foundational learning outcomes and highlight the need to embed structured PE&E approaches within 
Kenya’s ECDE policy frameworks. Specifically, the PE&E model can be institutionalized by aligning it with 
the current Ministry of Education parental engagement guidelines, ensuring that parental involvement is 
systematically integrated into ECDE programming. At the practice level, there is a need to incorporate 
structured parent engagement modules into both pre- and in-service teacher training programs to equip 
teachers with the skills to effectively collaborate with parents. Furthermore, strengthening community-
level engagement through the establishment of parent support groups, peer learning forums, and school-
community partnerships can enhance sustainability and collective responsibility for children’s learning. 
Given its demonstrated effectiveness and relatively low implementation cost, the PE&E intervention 
presents a scalable model that can be adapted and expanded to other rural and marginalized settings, 
contributing to improved learner retention, progression, and overall educational equity. 

Conclusion 

This study provides evidence of the impact of parental empowerment on early childhood education, 
particularly in marginalized areas like Mbeere, Embu County, Kenya. The Parental Empowerment and 
Engagement intervention showed that equipping parents with tools, knowledge, and support significantly 
improves children’s learning outcomes through increased involvement in creative activities, home 
learning, and communication with teachers. Parents also initiated community projects like classroom 
renovations and feeding programs, reflecting their growing commitment to improving educational 
infrastructure. These findings highlight the critical role of empowering parents in enhancing student 
success, fostering school-community collaboration, and addressing educational inequalities. Integrating 
parental empowerment into education policies can bridge foundational learning gaps and promote equity 
in underserved areas. Training teachers to engage parents effectively is essential for sustaining these gains. 
The intervention also shows potential for adaptation in similar contexts. 
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MESHing the future: Re-considering early childhood education 
through media literacy, ethics, sociology, and history 

Ebru Aydın1, Begüm Kırkan2, Gül Demir3, Ipek Öztürk4 

 

Abstract: In many early childhood education contexts, greater attention has been 
given to academic readiness and measurable learning outcomes, while opportunities 
for engaging with social issues, ethical questions, and critical inquiry have received 
comparatively less emphasis. As concerns have grown regarding the narrowing of 
educational aims, increasing attention has been given to interdisciplinary approaches 
that foster critical, ethical, and socially informed forms of learning. Within this context, 
this study introduces the MESH Pedagogical Module, an interdisciplinary module 
that integrates Media Literacy, Ethics, Sociology, and History and is designed to 
support children’s critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding. Using 
a mixed-method design with a sample of 117 children, the study examined changes in 
children’s critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding following the 
implementation of the module. Findings indicated significant gains in critical thinking 
scores among children in the experimental group. Changes related to media literacy 
were more limited, although teachers reported emerging awareness of digital content 
and increased questioning of media messages. Teacher interviews also revealed 
developments in children’s ethical understanding, particularly in their sensitivity to 
fairness, cooperation, and respect for others. Taken together, the findings highlight 
the potential of integrating media literacy, ethics, sociology, and history into early 
childhood curricula to create opportunities for interdisciplinary inquiry, dialogue, 
and reflection. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, early childhood education (ECE) has increasingly reflected broader educational 
priorities that emphasize technical skills, scientific inquiry, and measurable learning outcomes, leading to 
the growing prominence of STEM-oriented approaches (Su & Yang, 2024; Wan et al., 2021). At the same 
time, some scholars have expressed concerns that broader educational aims, including ethics, social 
understanding, and democratic participation, may receive less attention in curriculum and practice 
(Roberts-Holmes & Moss, 2021; Sims, 2017). In his widely discussed essay Forget STEM, We Need MESH 
(2019), Tim Wise -a prominent advocate for social justice in education- proposed a paradigm shift. He 
argued that education systems should move beyond a narrow focus on technical skill development and 
foster learners’ capacity to think critically about media, ethical issues, social realities, and historical 
narratives. To this end, Wise (2019) introduced the MESH, calling for the integration of (M)edia literacy, 
(E)thics, (S)ociology, and (H)istory as core components of curricula to better equip learners for complex 
social realities and democratic participation. 

While humanistic traditions in education have historically emphasized nurturing free, critical, and 
socially responsible individuals (Nussbaum, 2010), the second half of the twentieth century marked a shift 
toward neoliberal priorities, aligning education with labor market demands and global economic 
competition (Ball, 2012; Roberts-Holmes & Moss, 2021; Sims, 2017). This instrumentalist turn placed 
increasing emphasis on measurable outcomes and economic competitiveness, raising questions about how 
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broader educational aims related to ethics, citizenship, diversity, and social justice might be sustained 
within educational practice (Mertala, 2024; Moss & Urban, 2020). It is within this context that Wise’s call 
for MESH can be viewed as both a pedagogical proposal and a reflection on contemporary educational 
priorities, encouraging renewed discussion about the role of media literacy, ethics, sociology, and history 
in education. 

Building on Wise’s critique and our earlier conceptualisation of MESH as a pedagogical orientation 
for ECE (Aydın & Toran, 2026), we present the MESH Pedagogical Module and outline its theoretical 
foundations, pedagogical structure, and domain-specific learning components. Grounded in the 
integration of media literacy, ethics, sociology, and history, the module is designed to support young 
children’s critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding. The present study examines 
outcomes associated with the MESH Pedagogical Module and explores how children experienced and 
demonstrated critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding during implementation in ECE 
settings. 

Background and Rationale 

UNESCO’s Global Citizenship Education (2015) approach frames education as a process that goes 
beyond the transmission of knowledge by engaging children in global and local issues while equipping 
them with the awareness and skills needed to address contemporary challenges (Eurydice, 2017). These 
challenges have become increasingly complex in digitally mediated societies, where children encounter 
diverse forms of information, social interaction, and participation from an early age. Digital media’s rapid, 
personalized, and immersive nature presents new challenges, while its long-term effects on young children 
remain insufficiently understood. Richards et al. (2015) highlight significant consequences for mental 
health and well-being, including issues such as cyberbullying, noting a critical research gap for younger 
children. Furthermore, digital media increasingly shapes public opinion and political discourse through 
targeted content, raising concerns about potential manipulation (Guess et al., 2023; Tapsell, 2020). These 
findings underline the need to integrate media literacy education to support children as critical participants 
in a digitally driven society. Recent theoretical advances reinforce this need by conceptualizing digital 
platforms as virtual microsystems, developmental settings situated within Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
systems model, where children actively engage with others through technology and construct meaning 
from digitally mediated experiences (Navarro & Tudge, 2023). 

The increasing presence of media in children’s daily lives underscores the urgency of developing 
media literacy from an early age, not just as a skill, but as a foundation for equity and inclusion. As Cannon 
et al. (2020) argue, despite young children’s frequent engagement with digital media, opportunities to learn 
about, through, and with media remain limited. This absence restricts their ability to understand and express 
their rights and hinders meaningful participation in cultural and democratic life. Framing media literacy 
as a rights-based issue closely aligns with sociological thinking, which helps us understand how social 
structures, inequalities, and group dynamics shape individual experience. As Wise (2019) points out, 
without a sociological imagination, it becomes difficult to recognize how systems of power and privilege 
function. Introducing children to these perspectives may support early opportunities to explore how social 
relationships, institutions, and cultural norms influence everyday experiences. Historical perspectives may 
further enrich these discussions by encouraging children to consider how narratives are constructed and 
interpreted across time and context. Through shared inquiry and dialogue, children can encounter different 
viewpoints and begin to recognize that meanings are shaped through listening, response, and engagement 
with multiple voices (Pascal & Bertram, 2009).  

Taken together, these perspectives highlight the interconnected nature of media literacy, ethics, 
sociology, and history, suggesting that contemporary educational challenges may benefit from approaches 
that bring these domains into dialogue. Their relevance becomes particularly apparent when considering 
the ways in which digital platforms have given rise to new forms of social interaction and participation 
shaped by distinct social dynamics and digital behaviours (Lupton, 2015; Marres, 2017; Selwyn, 2019). 
These perspectives provide a rationale for MESH as an interdisciplinary pedagogical orientation. 
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Conceptual Foundations of the MESH Pedagogical Module 

The MESH Pedagogical Module is based on our earlier conceptualisation of MESH as a pedagogical 
orientation for ECE (Aydın & Toran, 2026). The module brings together media literacy, ethics, sociology, 
and history around common themes and questions that invite children to explore, discuss, and interpret 
the world around them. This interdisciplinary orientation is informed by perspectives that view ECE as a 
context in which children learn to participate competently and responsibly in their communities through 
engagement with social, cultural, and civic issues (Casley et al., 2024; Licardo & Sraka Petek, 2025). In 
MESH, critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding are closely intertwined, as children are 
encouraged to examine information, consider different perspectives, and reflect on the social and ethical 
dimensions of everyday experiences. The following sections outline the role of each domain within the 
MESH Pedagogical Module. 

Media Literacy 

Media literacy is commonly defined as the knowledge and skills that help individuals critically 
understand and use media (Jeong et al., 2012). Critical thinking is widely regarded as one of its central 
components (Xie et al., 2019), as it enables individuals to evaluate media messages with critical awareness 
and engage with media actively and responsibly. Within the MESH pedagogical orientation, media literacy 
is conceptualised as a process of critical thinking and inquiry through which children explore how media 
messages are created, interpreted, and circulated (Aydın & Toran, 2026). Accordingly, picturebooks, 
animated films, advertisements, and digital content are treated as cultural texts that convey particular 
meanings, assumptions, and perspectives. Children are regarded as active participants who draw on their 
own experiences to interpret, question, and discuss the messages they encounter. 

Research suggests that when digital media are used within child-centred pedagogical approaches, 
children often engage with media content in interactive and creative ways. With teacher support, they can 
move beyond passive consumption and use play, discussion, and collaborative exploration to reinterpret 
and extend digital content. Vidal-Hall et al. (2020) found that practitioners’ participation in children’s 
digital play supports meaning-making processes through which children reinterpret and expand digital 
texts in line with their interests and developing understandings. Similarly, Gerigk et al. (2025) 
demonstrated that young children's ability to understand media representations, symbols, and signs can 
be developed through systematic educational activities. In addition, Eyal and Te’eni-Harari’s (2025) 
systematic review identified hands-on activities, active learner participation, sufficient duration, age-
appropriate content, and critical thinking as common features of effective media literacy interventions. 
Accordingly, within MESH, media literacy provides a foundation for questioning, interpreting, and 
discussing media messages in ways that support children's critical engagement with contemporary media 
environments. 

Ethics 

Within the MESH pedagogical orientation, ethics is conceptualised as a dimension of children's lived 
experiences, encompassing the everyday dilemmas, conflicts, and decisions that emerge through their 
interactions with others (Aydın & Toran, 2026). How children interpret, evaluate, and make sense of these 
experiences can be understood through the concept of ethical understanding. Ethical understanding refers 
to the knowledge and skills required to identify ethical concepts, recognise different ethical perspectives, 
and apply ethical thinking to everyday issues and problems (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 
Reporting Authority, n.d.). In educational contexts, it involves understanding ethical concepts and issues, 
developing ethical inquiry skills, and fostering ethical values and dispositions (Bleazby, 2020). Ethical 
understanding also involves developing a personal and social ethical perspective that helps individuals 
navigate context, conflict, and uncertainty while recognising the impact of their values and actions on 
others (Lorié, 2023). 

Recent research on the development of ethical understanding in early childhood suggests that this 
process is closely related to multiple developmental domains, including empathy, understanding 
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intentions, perspective taking, moral reasoning, responsibility, and prosocial behaviour. Inquiry-based 
studies have shown that children's ability to discuss ethical dilemmas, justify their views, and make sense 
of social rules can be supported through structured dialogue (Arda Tuncdemir et al., 2022; Unal & Gunes, 
2024). Similarly, research focusing on empathy and executive functioning indicates that children's capacity 
to consider the intentions, consequences, and effects of actions on others forms an important cognitive and 
emotional foundation for ethical understanding (Baker & Liu, 2021; Baker & Woodward, 2023; Du et al., 
2024). Studies using stories, picturebooks, and narrative-based approaches further suggest that children 
can develop more concrete understandings of ethical concepts such as honesty, empathy, responsibility, 
care, fairness, and courage through characters’ experiences and social relationships (Betawi, 2023; Chen et 
al., 2025; Yalçın, 2021). 

Taken together, these studies suggest that ethical understanding develops through social 
interactions, dialogue, narratives, and everyday experiences. In line with this perspective, MESH 
approaches ethics as an everyday practice of reasoning about fairness, care, responsibility, and social 
relationships. Research shows that young children can distinguish moral concerns from social conventions 
and question unfair treatment when inequalities become visible (Killen et al., 2018; Smetana, 2006). Within 
MESH, ethics is therefore positioned as a domain of inquiry in which children are encouraged to discuss, 
question, and reflect on ethical issues emerging from stories, play experiences, and social interactions. Such 
experiences also provide opportunities to consider different perspectives. 

Sociology 

The sociology component of MESH serves as a lens through which children can examine the social 
structures, roles, and relationships that shape their everyday lives. Within this perspective, children are 
encouraged to ask questions such as: Why is this done this way? Who makes the rules? Who benefits? Could it be 
otherwise? Such questions encourage children to recognise how relationships, norms, and social structures 
shape everyday life (Aydın & Toran, 2026). 

In ECE, sociological learning is often addressed through areas such as social studies, citizenship, 
democracy, children's rights, anti-bias education, social justice, and digital citizenship. Across these areas, 
children are viewed as active participants who can interpret, question, and engage with social life. 
According to the U.S. National Council for the Social Studies (2019), children can explore social concepts 
such as family, school, community, culture, economy, diversity, and equality through their everyday 
experiences. Similarly, Rosenberg's (2020) review highlights cultural diversity, human rights, community, 
and social justice as recurring themes within the literature. Research in anti-bias education further suggests 
that young children can engage with concepts such as identity, difference, prejudice, discrimination, and 
justice through carefully scaffolded pedagogical approaches (Banko-Bal & Akman, 2025; Nguyen, 2022). 
Studies focusing on citizenship and democracy have likewise shown that children can develop meaningful 
learning experiences related to rights, responsibilities, decision-making, and social participation (Kükürtcü 
& Erkan, 2022; Marsh et al., 2020; Sotiropoulou et al., 2022). 

Drawing on this literature, sociology was incorporated into the MESH Pedagogical Module as a 
domain that encourages children to explore the social structures, relationships, and norms shaping 
everyday life. Within the module, sociological inquiry is connected with the questioning of media 
representations, ethical reflections on fairness and responsibility, and the analytical processes associated 
with critical thinking. In this way, children are invited to engage with social issues through questioning, 
interpretation, and discussion. 

History 

Within MESH, history is approached as a domain of interpretive inquiry that encourages children to 
explore how the past is represented, understood, and connected to contemporary life (Aydın & Toran, 
2026). Children are encouraged to explore whose stories are told, which voices are made visible, and how 
narratives about the past can be connected to contemporary life. Research in ECE suggests that young 
children can experience historical learning as a process of making sense of concepts such as time, change 
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and continuity, evidence, and historical identity. Fardi (2022) argues that historical time can be developed 
through children's efforts to connect the past, present, and future, sequence events, and recognise change. 
Similarly, Skjæveland (2017) found that teacher narratives, project work, and experience-based activities 
can support the development of historical consciousness in young children. More recent research suggests 
that historical learning in early childhood can be supported through cultural heritage, local history, and 
museum–school partnerships (Yücesan et al., 2023). For example, Dunn and Wyver (2019) demonstrated 
that museum experiences can help children establish connections between the past and the present. 

Taken together, these studies suggest that historical learning in early childhood can support 
children's efforts to make sense of the past through connections with their families, communities, and 
cultural environments. Children often encounter the past through family stories, museum experiences, 
cultural heritage, and a range of narratives. As a result, historical learning can also involve reflecting on 
how the past is represented, which experiences are emphasised, and how different perspectives are 
reflected in historical narratives. Within MESH, history is therefore positioned as an interpretive and 
inquiry-oriented domain that encourages children to explore connections between the past and the present. 

Method 

This study consisted of two interconnected phases: the development of the MESH Pedagogical 
Module and the evaluation of outcomes associated with its implementation using a concurrent embedded 
mixed methods design. Accordingly, this section first describes the development process of the module 
and then presents the intervention study. 

Development of the MESH Pedagogical Module 

The MESH Pedagogical Module was developed within the context of ECE in Türkiye. Preschool 
education is guided by a national curriculum that emphasizes holistic development and learning through 
play (Turkish Ministry of National Education, 2024). While the curriculum promotes broad developmental 
outcomes, opportunities for sustained engagement with media literacy, sociology, history, and ethics as 
interconnected areas of learning are relatively limited. The MESH Pedagogical Module was developed as 
an interdisciplinary pedagogical module that enabled children to explore these domains through concrete, 
play-based activities. 

The design of the MESH Pedagogical Module was informed by the theoretical foundations outlined 
by Aydın and Toran (2026). Consistent with this orientation, the module drew on sociocultural perspectives 
of learning (Vygotsky, 1978), emphasising social interaction, language, and meaningful participation. 
Activities were designed to support developmentally appropriate engagement with ethical, historical, 
sociological, and media-related concepts through concrete and experiential learning experiences. 

Identifying Domain Skills and Ethical Components 

The development process began with a review of relevant literature in media literacy, ethics, 
sociology, and history within early childhood education. This review informed the identification of 
domain-specific skills, cross-cutting ethical components, and implicit learning elements incorporated into 
the module. Media literacy skills were informed by studies addressing media literacy, critical engagement 
with media messages, and media interpretation in early childhood (e.g. Eyal & Te’eni-Harari, 2024; Gerigk 
et al., 2025; Jeong et al., 2012). Sociology skills drew on literature concerning social studies, citizenship, 
democracy, children's rights, anti-bias education, and social justice in early childhood (e.g. Beneke & 
Cheatham, 2019; Nguyen, 2022; Rosenberg, 2020). History skills were derived from research on historical 
thinking, historical consciousness, cultural heritage, and museum-based learning (e.g. Fardi, 2022; 
Skjæveland, 2017; Yücesan et al., 2023). Ethical components were informed by studies examining moral 
reasoning, empathy, social responsibility, and ethical understanding in young children (Baker & Liu, 2021; 
Ball et al., 2017; Burroughs, 2018; Christner & Paulus, 2022). 

The initial module design was subsequently reviewed by three field experts to ensure conceptual 
coherence, suitability for early childhood education, and content validity. This process resulted in a final 
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framework comprising 25 media literacy skills, 18 sociology skills, 19 history skills, and 15 cross-cutting 
ethical components. Following this, corresponding domain teaching contents were identified to support 
each skill. For instance, the skill “Using fundamental media concepts in speech” is linked to the domain content 
“Fundamental Media Concepts” covering areas such as communication, media, message, mass 
communication, media sources, and news. Each content area supports multiple skills, offering rich and 
interconnected learning experiences. 

Figure 1 
Theoretical structure of MESH Pedagogical Module 

 

As visualized in Figure 1, the MESH Pedagogical Module brings together the domain skills and 
content areas of media literacy, sociology, and history within a coherent pedagogical structure. Ethics 
functions as a cross-cutting component, serving as a filter that shapes and evaluates all content through an 
ethical lens. This ethical filtering enables children to question, interpret, and connect knowledge to real-life 
social contexts. 

Structuring Themes and Interdisciplinary Integration 

After finalizing the module’s core structure, the research team conducted a comparative analysis of 
domain skills and teaching contents across media literacy, sociology, and history. This analysis identified 
shared concepts and distinctive disciplinary features to support meaningful integration. Based on this 
process, 12 interdisciplinary themes were developed (Figure 2), each designed to foster holistic learning 
experiences and prevent content fragmentation by connecting elements across disciplines. 

Figure 2 
Themes of MESH Pedagogical Module* 

 

*Note. The themes shown in Figure 2 were developed by the research team and do not represent the only possible thematic structure. 
Alternative themes may also be developed. 

The thematic structure followed two developmental principles: one progressing from micro to macro 
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environments (e.g., from family to community to the world), and another moving from simple to complex 
concepts. A historical sequence was also embedded, beginning with distant eras and gradually linking to 
present-day contexts. Importantly, this progression remained anchored in children's everyday experiences, 
personal histories, and immediate surroundings, ensuring both developmental relevance and cognitive 
accessibility. This structure enabled young learners to engage with historical and sociological ideas through 
concrete, meaningful experiences, fostering both disciplinary understanding and interdisciplinary 
thinking. 

Building upon this thematic framework, the structural map of the MESH Pedagogical Module 
(Appendix 1) illustrates how each theme is operationalized through interdisciplinary learning activities. 
The map demonstrates the alignment among media literacy, sociology, and history domain skills, and how 
these domains intersect through shared learning experiences, ethical encounters, and assessment strategies. 
Each thematic unit includes concrete, play-based activities that invite children to explore concepts such as 
identity, communication, community life, and change over time. These activities connect the abstract ideas 
of media, society, and history to children’s lived experiences. Each row represents a thematic unit 
integrating media literacy, sociology, and history skills through experiential and ethical learning processes. 
The module map visualizes how interdisciplinary objectives translate into classroom activities and 
assessments that foster critical, ethical, and socially meaningful learning in early childhood. 

Activity Design and Pedagogical Alignment 

A total of 38 activities were developed across 12 themes, all aligned with the identified domain skills. 
Each activity was structured with clearly defined components, including objectives, materials, preparation, 
invitation, implementation, evaluation, key considerations, and additional guidance. Although the 
activities were built around the MESH domains, they also integrated other areas of learning, such as 
mathematics, science, early literacy, art, and drama, to ensure a rich, play-based learning environment that 
reflects the natural flow of ECE. For example, in the Stone Age theme, a science-based activity involved 
children experimenting with smoke signals, using dry ice, food coloring, and hot water. This activity 
helped children explore historical communication methods, while also engaging in scientific reasoning and 
dramatic play. Similarly, in the Journey to America theme, the story of the Wright brothers was used as a 
springboard for designing airplanes and airports. Children constructed and tested model ships, integrating 
science, engineering, and narrative understanding through hands-on exploration. 

A key design principle in activity development was the inclusion of positive role models from both 
local and global contexts. The module featured figures such as Sabiha Gökçen (Türkiye’s first female pilot), 
Alper Gezeravcı (the first Turkish astronaut), and Nevriye Yılmaz (basketball player in the WNBA). It also 
included global figures like Lewis Hamilton (Formula 1 driver and anti-racism advocate), Grace Hopper 
(pioneering computer scientist), and historical icons such as Galileo and Neil Armstrong. These role models 
were chosen to inspire children through stories of achievement, ethical action, and societal contribution 
across different domains. 

Material Selection and Digital Enhancements 

Material selection and digital enhancements were central to the module’s design. Activities followed 
three principles: supporting play-based skill development, ensuring feasibility across diverse settings, and 
using reusable, versatile materials. To foster media literacy and digital engagement, the module included 
culturally adapted videos and original podcasts appropriate for young children. All components, including 
domain skills, content, interdisciplinary themes, and activities, were compiled into a teacher guidebook 
with QR-coded links to digital resources, enabling flexible use in both well-resourced and limited-resource 
classrooms. 

Intervention Study 

In this study, we employed a concurrent embedded mixed methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 
2018) to examine outcomes associated with the MESH Pedagogical Module. Represented as 
QUAN + qual = explain results, this study prioritized the quantitative phase in a fixed design. This 
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approach allowed for the integration of qualitative insights within a quantitatively dominant framework, 
enriching the interpretation of the implementation's outcomes and enhancing contextual understanding. 
Mixed methods research combines qualitative and quantitative approaches to provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of educational processes and outcomes than either approach alone 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Such approaches have been employed in early 
childhood intervention research to integrate quantitative evidence with participants’ experiences and 
perspectives, offering deeper insight into both intervention outcomes and implementation processes (e.g., 
Alkahtani & Althabeti, 2026; Unal & Gunes, 2024). 

Within this mixed methods framework, the quantitative component employed a quasi-experimental 
pre-test–post-test comparison group design, a commonly used approach in educational settings where 
individual random assignment is not feasible (Shadish et al., 2002). The qualitative component was 
designed to capture teachers’ perspectives on the implementation of the MESH Pedagogical Module. By 
combining quantitative and qualitative data, the study sought to examine both the outcomes of the 
implementation and teachers’ reflections on children's engagement and learning experiences. 

Participants 

Following ethical approval (Istanbul Kültür University, Number:2023/126), researchers contacted 
public ECE centers in Istanbul, Türkiye, with which they had prior relationships, explained the study’s 
purpose and procedures, and specified that teachers would implement the MESH Pedagogical Module 
after receiving relevant training. Two principals and eight teachers agreed to participate voluntarily, and 
children were included based on consent from their families. The study group distribution for the two ECE 
centers is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1  
Distribution of Centers, Groups, and Participants by Age and Gender 

ECE Center Group n Mean age (months) SD Girls Boys 

Center 1 
Experiment 31 66.2 3.51 15 16 
Comparison 29 65.8 3.42 14 15 

Center 2 
Experiment 30 66.0 3.58 15 15 
Comparison 27 65.9 3.30 13 14 

Total 
 

117 66.0 3.46 57 60 

The study involved 117 children from two ECE centers located in the same neighborhood, both 
serving families with similar socioeconomic backgrounds. All participating children were enrolled in 
classrooms serving the 60–72-month age group. As shown in Table 1, age means and standard deviations 
represent the distribution of children across the two participating centers, each of which included both 
experimental and comparison classes. To minimize group-related differences, participating classes within 
each center were assigned to the experimental or comparison condition. To prevent cross-group 
contamination, a scheduling strategy was implemented: in one center, the experimental group attended 
the morning session and the comparison group the afternoon; in the other, the schedule was reversed. 
Measures and Procedures 

This study examined outcomes associated with participation in the MESH Pedagogical Module 
through both quantitative and qualitative measures. Quantitative data were collected using the Critical 
Thinking Scale through Philosophical Inquiry (CTS) and the Problematic Media Use Measure (PMUM). 
While CTS was used to assess children's critical thinking skills, PMUM was employed as an indicator of 
media-related behaviours due to the absence of a comprehensive, validated media literacy measure for 
young children in the national context. Qualitative data were collected through the Interview Form for the 
MESH Pedagogical Module, which explored teachers’ perspectives on children's critical thinking, media 
literacy, and ethical understanding. Ethical understanding was examined solely through qualitative data, 
consistent with the conceptual foundations of MESH, which emphasise how ethical understanding 
emerges through educational experiences and everyday classroom interactions. 
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Critical Thinking Scale through Philosophical Inquiry. Critical thinking in early childhood is 
frequently conceptualised through reasoning, questioning, inquiry, and reflective dialogue (O’Reilly et al., 
2022). CTS was selected because it was specifically developed for use with young children and assesses 
critical thinking through dimensions suited to early childhood, such as inquiry, questioning, and reasoning 
(Karadağ et al., 2017). Grounded in the Philosophy for Children approach, the scale captures young 
children’s ability to engage in reasoning, inquiry, and reflective thinking. It consists of 38 items rated on a 
5-point Likert scale and comprises three subscales: Philosophical Inquiry, Language and Cognitive Skills, 
and Formulating Questions. The scale was completed by classroom teachers based on their observations of 
children's behaviors during everyday learning activities. Validity and reliability were established through 
exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses, with high internal consistency reported for the overall scale 
(α=.986). Given the study’s focus on examining overall outcomes associated with the MESH Pedagogical 
Module, total scale scores were used to represent children’s critical thinking performance. 

Problematic Media Use Measure. Children’s media behavior was assessed using the PMUM, 
originally developed by Domoff et al. (2019) and adapted into Turkish by Furuncu and Öztürk (2020). The 
27-item, parent-report scale is designed to measure problematic media use in children aged 4–11 years. 
Items are rated on a five-point Likert scale, with higher scores indicating greater problematic use. The 
Turkish adaptation confirmed the original one-factor structure through exploratory and confirmatory 
factor analyses, and demonstrated high internal consistency (α=.97). Total scores were calculated by 
averaging responses across all items. 

Interview Form for the MESH Pedagogical Module. A semi-structured interview form was 
developed to gain deeper insight into the implementation of the MESH Pedagogical Module, focusing on 
three core areas: critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding. The use of teacher interviews 
was grounded in the view that ECE implementations are not merely the delivery of a predefined 
programme, but a situated process through which teachers interpret, translate, and enact programme 
components within their own classroom contexts (Ryan, 2020). The form was used in individual post-
implementation interviews with classroom teachers, conducted after the module’s completion to allow for 
holistic reflection on how the module was enacted in practice. Teachers were asked to assess children’s 
engagement and behavioral changes across the three domains, with particular attention to how these 
changes became visible in everyday classroom interactions and activities. All interviews were carried out 
by the primary researcher and lasted between 20 and 40 minutes. 

PMUM was distributed to children's families one week before the implementation of the module. 
Families were instructed to complete the scales carefully and accurately, ensuring that no items were left 
unanswered. CTS was provided to teachers with the same instructions. Pre-test data from both the 
experimental and comparison groups were collected within the designated week. The same procedure was 
repeated in the week following the completion of the module. Parents who had completed the pre-test were 
asked to fill out the post-test as well. Post-test data from both the experimental and comparison groups 
were collected within one week. 

Teacher Trainings, Implementation, and Ethical Considerations 

A structured teacher training program was developed to ensure the effective implementation of the 
MESH Pedagogical Module. Sessions introduced the module’s structure, pedagogical foundations, and key 
components, with a focus on play-based learning, interdisciplinary integration, and ethical principles. 
Through hands-on workshops, teachers explored strategies for adapting activities, using digital resources, 
and promoting critical thinking and social-emotional development. They were also trained in using the 
printed guidebook and QR-linked materials, supporting practical and context-sensitive classroom 
application. 

Following the pre-test phase, the module was implemented over 12 weeks, covering one theme per 
week. To maintain consistency, one activity was delivered per day, enabling completion of each theme 
within three to four days. The research team provided weekly on-site support to monitor implementation, 
address challenges, and observe classroom practices. Additionally, a dedicated digital messaging group, 
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including the four teachers and the research team, facilitated real-time communication and ongoing 
feedback. This structured process ensured high implementation fidelity across all planned activities. 

Particular attention was also given to ethical considerations related to children's participation (Pascal 
& Bertram, 2009). Although the activities were implemented by classroom teachers rather than members 
of the research team, teachers were encouraged to view participation as an ongoing process rather than a 
one-time decision. Training sessions addressed children's participation rights, the importance of 
recognising verbal and non-verbal expressions of reluctance, and the need to remain responsive to 
children's comfort and engagement throughout the implementation. Teachers were encouraged to adapt, 
postpone, or discontinue activities when necessary and to ensure that children could participate in ways 
that respected their interests, preferences, and levels of engagement. 

Analytic Approach 

The data analysis process involved both quantitative and qualitative procedures. For the quantitative 
component, descriptive statistics were calculated to examine the distribution, central tendency, and 
variability of each measure. Subsequently, paired samples t-tests were conducted to assess pre-test to post-
test changes within each group (experimental and comparison), and independent samples t-tests were 
performed to evaluate differences between the groups at each time point. In addition, a General Linear 
Model (GLM) analysis was conducted to investigate the main effects of the implementation while 
controlling for potential covariates and pre-existing differences. 

For the qualitative component, classroom teachers’ reflections were examined to explore children’s 
development in three focus areas: critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding. Guided by 
the study objectives, interview transcripts were first organized under these predefined domains. Within 
each domain, a thematic content analysis was conducted to identify recurring patterns, classroom 
observations, and perceived changes in children’s behaviours and understandings during implementation. 
Two researchers independently reviewed the data and generated codes and subthemes within each 
domain. Subsequently, all four researchers met to compare, discuss, and refine the coding structure until 
consensus was reached. This process enhanced analytic rigour, credibility, and intersubjective agreement 
among the research team (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017). 

Results 

The results are presented under separate subheadings for each skill area: critical thinking, media 
literacy, and ethical understanding. 

Critical Thinking Skills 

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics, paired samples t-test results, and independent sample t-
test results comparing pre-test and post-test assessments of the experimental and comparison groups. As 
shown in Table 2, CTS scores in the experimental group increased by approximately half a standard 
deviation. In the comparison group, however, there were no significant differences in critical thinking 
scores. At the post-test stage, a comparison between the two groups revealed a significant difference in 
critical thinking skills (t=2.62, p<.05). 

Table 2  
T-Tests and Effect Sizes For Critical Thinking 

 Experimental (n=61)  Comparison (n=56) 
 Pre-test  Post-test    Pre-test  Post-test   
 Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d  Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d 
CTS 153.09 27.81  168.44 17.94 -5.68** .72  155.66 31.57  157.69 25.33 -.59 .08 
 Pre-test  Post-test 
 Experimental  Comparison    Experimental  Comparison   
 Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d  Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d 
CTS 153.09 27.81  155.66 31.57 -.46 -.08  168.44 17.9  157.69 25.33 2.62* .49 
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* p<0.05.               
**p<0.01.               

To further examine the variance in CTS scores across the experimental and comparison groups, a 
GLM analysis was conducted (Figure 3). In the GLM analysis, CTS was included as the dependent variable, 
while group (experimental/comparison) and time (pre-test/post-test) were treated as independent 
variables. The GLM analysis yielded a significant overall model for CTS (F(1,115)=9.50, p<.05). 

Figure 3  
Comparisons of the experimental and comparison groups’ CTS scores 

 

While quantitative findings indicated higher post-test critical thinking scores among children, 
teacher interviews provided deeper insight into how these changes were reflected in classroom practice 
(Table 3). 

Table 3  
Teachers’ Quotations Reflecting Children’s Critical Thinking 

Category Teacher Quotation 

Generating and Expressing 
Ideas 

T1  … there wasn’t a single child left in the classroom whose voice I hadn’t heard. 
T2 They were … more willing to express their ideas 

Inquisitive Behavior 

T2 They kept asking: ‘Why is this like that? Why don’t we do it another way? 

T3 
 … They started asking more complex questions like that., …Their questions 
deepened, … “Why can’t they find water?” They asked. 

T4  They were constantly questioning everything 
Reasoning About Causes and 
Consequences 

T4 
They’d say things like … “so how did they manage?”, They asked, “how did they 
get there? How did they cross that?” 

As illustrated in Table 3, teachers observed clear changes in children’s participation and reasoning 
patterns. Over time, children became more confident and creative in generating and expressing ideas, more 
persistent in questioning and exploring alternatives, and more capable of reasoning about causes and 
consequences in different contexts. Teachers reported that children became noticeably more confident and 
creative in generating and expressing ideas over time: 

At first, the children didn’t really offer many comments or ideas... By the end of the process, I can say there wasn’t a 
single child left in the classroom whose voice I hadn’t heard. (T1) 

This year, I noticed that they were more active, more thoughtful, and more willing to express their ideas… (T2) 

According to the teachers, the module helped reduce children's fear of being wrong and fostered a 
more open attitude toward diverse perspectives. This shift allowed them to express their ideas more freely. 
Teachers highlighted a notable increase in children’s inquisitive behavior, with more frequent use of “why” 
questions in response to both classroom activities and everyday situations: 

 For example, “Why is it like that? Why did we remove that?” They were constantly questioning everything, almost 
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all of them. I mean, they were generally in a constant questioning mode. (T4) 

They kept asking: “Why is this like that? Why don’t we do it another way?” (T2) 

… They started asking more complex questions like that. (T3) 

Teachers also emphasized the role of the module’s integrated structure in shaping children’s 
thinking processes. Activities that linked different countries, cultures, or historical events appeared to 
spark children’s curiosity, prompting them to reason about causes and consequences and to explore deeper 
layers of meaning. 

 They became more sensitive about things like ancient times. They’d say things like, ‘Oh, they didn’t have this—so 
how did they manage?’ That’s critical thinking too, even in its simplest form. (T4) 

“Oh really? Why can’t they find water?” they asked. “Don’t they have fountains? Doesn’t their water flow?” Their 
questions deepened. Even while washing their hands, they’d say, “Some people don’t have water,” or “Let’s not 
waste it.” This awareness began to emerge. (T3) 

During the activity about Spain, I showed them on the map how ships sailed out to discover new places. They asked, 
“How did they get there? How did they cross that?” I’d say their awareness of other countries grew. (T4) 

These examples illustrate that children’s critical thinking was often intertwined with ethical 
awareness, as they began to demonstrate empathy, fairness, and concern for others while reflecting on 
social and historical contexts. 

The reflections shared by teachers reveal that the domain skills emphasized in the program, such as 
questioning the realism of advertisements, generating ideas about social change and development, and 
reasoning about the origins of historical and cultural elements, directly contributed to children’s critical 
thinking. These findings demonstrate the integrative potential of the MESH pedagogical orientation, in 
which media, ethical, sociological, and historical dimensions collectively foster children’s engagement in 
critical reasoning. In addition to the domain skills, one teacher emphasized the importance of the reflection 
phase in each activity, stating:  

The questions in the reflection phase after the activity were especially valuable in terms of critical thinking… I tried 
not to skip those parts because they really brought out the children’s critical thinking. (T3)  

This highlights the significance of the module’s structured design in supporting children’s thinking 
processes. 

Media Literacy 

Table 4 summarizes the descriptive statistics along with the results of the paired samples and 
independent samples t-tests comparing the pre-test and post-test scores of the experimental and 
comparison groups. In the experimental group, problematic media use significantly decreased from pre-
test to post-test (d=–.32). However, no statistically significant difference in problematic media use was 
found between the experimental and comparison groups at the post-test stage. To gain a deeper 
understanding of the variance in PMUM across the groups over time, GLM analysis was performed (Figure 
4). 

Table 4  
T-Tests And Effect Sizes For Problematic Media Use 

 Experimental (n=61)  Comparison (n=56) 
 Pre-test  Post-test    Pre-test  Post-test   
 Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d  Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d 
PMUM 1.91 .68  1.73 .47 2.52* -.32  1.77 .57  1.73 .55 .40 -.05 
 Pre-test  Post-test 
 Experimental  Comparison    Experimental  Comparison   
 Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d  Mean SD  Mean SD t-test d 
PMUM 1.91 .68  1.77 .57 1.18 .21  1.73 .47  1.73 .55 -.04 -.00 
* p<0.05.               
**p<0.01.               
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Figure 4  
Comparisons of the experimental and comparison groups’ PMUM scores 

 

In the GLM analysis, PMUM scores were included as the dependent variable, while group 
(experimental/comparison) and time (pre-test/post-test) were treated as independent variables. The 
analysis indicated that the overall model was not statistically significant (F(1,115)=1.88, p>.05). 

The quantitative findings suggested that behavioral change related to problematic media use may 
be limited within the scope of a short-term program. Therefore, teacher observations provided valuable 
insights into the pedagogical depth of the media literacy (Table 5). 

Table 5 
Teachers’ Quotations Reflecting Children’s Media Literacy 

Category Subcategories Teacher Quotation 
Creative Engagement 
with Media 

 T1 …they began creating their own ideas. 

Questioning Media 
Messages 

 T1  … We learned to question what’s accurate and what’s not—that 
awareness wasn’t there before. 

 T2 
One child said, ‘Sometimes something I don’t want to see comes 
up, and I go straight to my mom.’ I think there’s been a kind of 
awareness developing in that area. 

Challenges in 
Developing Media 
Literacy 

Family-related 
challenges 

T3 … I wish families could have supported us more … 

T4 
… the lack of media literacy among families reflects on the 
children … 

Teacher-related 
challenges 

T4 …Honestly, I wouldn’t call myself media literate either. 

Children’s 
Perspectives on 
Media 

T4 They’d just laugh and treat it like a joke 

As shown in Table 5, teachers noted that the MESH Pedagogical Module supported children in 
developing an initial awareness of digital content and its underlying messages. However, they also 
emphasized that media literacy remained a challenging domain for young children. T1 observed that 
concepts like true vs. false news, reliable information, and critical engagement were new to many children. 
While most initially struggled to grasp what news was, they gradually began to share simple yet creative 
ideas: 

At first, they just imitated me… Then they began creating their own ideas. For example, during an activity on false 
news, they made a weather report claiming it was snowing, even though it wasn’t. (T1) 

Activities focused on safe internet use seemed particularly engaging for children, and teachers 
observed the beginnings of a shift toward critical inquiry. Children began questioning content they 
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encountered and sought adult input more frequently: 

I think safe internet use was the most engaging topic. We learned to question what’s accurate and what’s not—that 
awareness wasn’t there before. Now they ask things like, “What does this song say? Is there a bad word in it?” They’re 
curious. (T1) 

One child said, “Sometimes something I don’t want to see comes up, and I go straight to my mom.” I think there’s 
been a kind of awareness developing in that area. (T2) 

Despite these promising developments, many teachers felt that progress in media literacy was 
constrained by the limited involvement of families. Teachers consistently emphasized that children’s 
media-related behaviors are heavily shaped by home environments, not just school-based 
implementations: 

Unfortunately, when it comes to media use… I wish families could have supported us more in this area. (T3) 

Parents hand them a device and open YouTube... I think the lack of media literacy among families reflects on the 
children ...  Honestly, I wouldn’t call myself media literate either. (T4) 

Some teachers reported that children found it difficult to critically evaluate digital content and often 
dismissed questionable material as a joke. This suggests that their ability to interpret and assess media 
messages is still in the early stages of development: 

They’d just laugh and treat it like a joke—they didn’t think of it as false news or question whether it was right or 
wrong. (T4) 

In summary, the MESH Pedagogical Module supported the emergence of basic media literacy 
awareness among children. Teachers observed early signs of critical engagement with digital content, such 
as questioning certain information and expressing curiosity about its accuracy. However, they also noted 
variability in children’s responses and emphasized the important role of family environments in shaping 
media-related behaviors. Although the module integrated media literacy across all activities and included 
25 domain skills, teachers referred only to two domain skills of media literacy in their reflections: creating a 
media resource for a specific purpose and distinguishing between reliable and unreliable sources of 
information. These observations point to a selective focus on particular aspects of media literacy within 
classroom practice. 

Ethical Understanding 

Teachers’ observations were used to examine children’s emerging ethical understanding, 
particularly their awareness of fairness, sensitivity to others, and ability to distinguish right from wrong. 
These behaviors, as noted throughout the program, offered important insights into how children made 
sense of ethical concepts in early learning settings (Table 6). 

Table 6  
Teachers’ Quotations Reflecting Children’s Ethical Understanding 

Category Teacher Quotation 

Distinguishing Right from Wrong 

T3 I’ve noticed my children saying things like, “That’s not fair.” 

T2 
They began using phrases like, “What you did was wrong; doing it this way 
is better.” 

T1 … the idea of distinguishing right from wrong resonated most. 

Cooperation and Shared 
Responsibility 

T2 They really saw why cooperation was necessary… 
T3 Especially the weeks when we had cooperative games… (T3) 

Sensitivity and Empathy T1 
They made things like elevators for swings and slides. (drawings for children 
with disabilities) 

Respect for Diversity and Cultural 
Understanding 

T3 They were becoming more respectful of other cultures… 

Understanding Credibility and 
Truthfulness 

T1 Credibility stood out, knowing what’s true or false… 
T2 … we focused on what to do when something is wrong, and how to fix it. 

Sensitivity to Historical and Cultural 
Values 

T3 
What struck me most ethically was their growing sensitivity, … ancient times 
or the values and cultures of other countries. 

T4 I’d say sensitivity was the area where they grew the most. 
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Inconsistent Sensitivity T4 
…being kind to someone with a disability, but not necessarily toward a peer., 
We still have challenges with rules and limits 

As shown in Table 6, teachers observed multidimensional growth in children’s ethical 
understanding. The MESH Pedagogical Module provided meaningful opportunities for children to 
encounter, discuss, and act upon ethical concepts through both language and practice. However, ethical 
sensitivity did not develop uniformly across all children; classroom dynamics, competitiveness, and 
individual differences sometimes constrained the consistent demonstration of ethical behaviors. One of the 
most frequently observed ethical tendencies was children's growing ability to distinguish between right 
and wrong. Teachers reported that this awareness began to extend beyond the activities themselves and 
appeared in children's everyday social interactions. 

I’ve noticed my children saying things like, “That’s not fair.” Just hearing them use that kind of language... it really 
motivated me. (T3) 

They began using phrases like, “What you did was wrong; doing it this way is better.” (T2) 

Cooperative, group-based activities were also perceived to support children’s ethical understanding. 
Teachers observed that children experienced collaboration not just as a practical task, but as a shared 
responsibility that required ethical engagement: 

They really saw why cooperation was necessary. For example, when one child held the ball from below and the other 
from above, it never moved properly. They had to keep adjusting it, and through that, they understood why working 
together was the right way. It had a positive effect. (T2) 

Especially the weeks when we had cooperative games… (T3) 

Another key ethical understanding identified by teachers was children's growing sensitivity to 
others’ needs. Activities focusing on the experiences of people with disabilities appeared to encourage 
empathy and a sense of ethical responsibility. 

They made things like elevators for swings and slides. (T1) 

However, not all children developed this sensitivity equally. One teacher pointed out that while 
children showed awareness towards individuals with visible differences, such as disabilities, they were 
sometimes less tolerant or patient with peers who simply learned more slowly: 

There’s an understanding of being kind to someone with a disability, but not necessarily toward a peer who is slower 
or struggles more. (T4) 

Teachers also reported gains in broader ethical orientations, such as respect for other cultures. 
Activities that introduced different countries and cultural practices appeared to expand children’s 
perspectives: 

I noticed that they were becoming more respectful of other cultures and interested in what made them beautiful. (T3) 

At the same time, one teacher noted that classroom dynamics and individual differences sometimes 
limited the development of certain ethical behaviors. While some children demonstrated strong academic 
performance, they continued to struggle with ethical behaviors such as patience, turn-taking, and tolerance: 

Some kids are so competitive, they have no concept of waiting. We still have challenges with rules and limits overall. 
(T4) 

In terms of the program’s overall ethical framework, some teachers highlighted children’s increased 
attention to credibility and truthfulness, especially regarding information and actions: 

Credibility stood out—knowing what’s true or false. In my class, the idea of distinguishing right from wrong 
resonated most. (T1) 

In some activities, we focused on what to do when something is wrong, and how to fix it. That was the ethics education 
that stood out most to me. (T2) 

Teachers also noted that the ethical component of the program extended beyond individual behavior 
to promote cultural sensitivity. This was particularly evident during activities focused on historical periods 
and the values of other societies: 
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What struck me most ethically was their growing sensitivity, especially when we explored ancient times or the values 
and cultures of other countries. The children really engaged with that. (T3) 

Looking back, I’d say sensitivity was the area where they grew the most. (T4) 

Overall, teachers agreed that the MESH Pedagogical Module provided opportunities for children to 
engage with ethical concepts through both thought and action. Sensitivity, cooperation, and the ability to 
distinguish right from wrong were among the most commonly observed ethical expressions. While some 
children expressed these through language, others demonstrated them through their behavior. However, 
the development of ethical understanding was not uniform across all children, with factors such as 
classroom composition, individual differences, and family support playing a role. These findings suggest 
that integrating ethical issues across different domains created opportunities for children to discuss 
fairness, cooperation, truthfulness, and sensitivity within everyday classroom experiences. 

Conclusion and Discussion 

This study examined the integration of media literacy, ethics, sociology, and history (MESH) into 
ECE, focusing on children’s critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding. The findings 
highlight the potential of interdisciplinary, play-based approaches to support these competencies in young 
children, while also revealing the structural and contextual challenges involved in sustaining such efforts 
over time. 

Changes in Critical Thinking Skills 

The results suggest that participation in the MESH Pedagogical Module was associated with gains 
in children’s critical thinking scores. Its interdisciplinary structure provided children with varied 
opportunities to question, interpret, and reason. Activities such as analyzing media content, reflecting on 
ethical dilemmas related to fairness, inclusion, and helping others, discussing historical figures from 
cultural and societal perspectives, and comparing cultural practices across different times and contexts 
encouraged children to engage with multiple perspectives and form reasoned judgments. For example, 
children were encouraged to question whether information presented in media sources could be trusted, 
reflect on situations involving helping or excluding others, and compare how daily life, traditions, or social 
roles may have changed over time. Through these experiences, children were encouraged to justify their 
ideas, consider alternative viewpoints, and develop reasoned interpretations. 

The module’s emphasis on inquiry and collaborative dialogue created opportunities for children to 
internalize critical thinking processes, a mechanism widely discussed in sociocultural learning theories 
(Liang & Fung, 2020; Mercer et al., 2019). By structuring activities that invited children to evaluate different 
claims and perspectives, the module supported forms of reasoning associated with critical thinking (Kuhn, 
2019). In doing so, children were encouraged to consider alternative viewpoints (Aras & Aslan, 2018) and 
make logical inferences, a key component of critical thinking (Brocas & Carrillo, 2020). 

The qualitative findings provide further nuance to the quantitative results by illustrating how critical 
thinking skills manifested in children's everyday classroom interactions. Rather than being confined to 
structured tasks, children's reasoning and inquiry extended into spontaneous questioning, peer dialogue, 
and reflective moments. These observations suggest that when critical thinking is approached through 
concrete, socially meaningful content, children can engage in questioning, reasoning, and perspective-
taking within classroom interactions. This interpretation aligns with research emphasizing the role of 
classroom culture, teacher scaffolding, and interdisciplinary learning in fostering early critical thinking (ten 
Dam & Volman, 2004; Mercer et al., 2019). Taken together, the findings indicate that interdisciplinary, 
inquiry-based learning environments can support the development of critical thinking in early childhood 
by encouraging children to express ideas, ask questions, and explore multiple perspectives. 

Changes in Media Literacy 

The quantitative findings revealed a decrease in problematic media use within the experimental 
group; however, no statistically significant difference was observed between the experimental and 
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comparison groups in the post-test. This may indicate that MESH Pedagogical Module may have 
supported more reflective media engagement, even if measurable group-level differences were limited. 
Several factors may account for this outcome. First, the assessment tool targeted only problematic use, 
capturing a narrow slice of media literacy and potentially overlooking gains in critical awareness or 
interpretive skills. Second, as prior research has highlighted, young children’s media behaviors are strongly 
shaped by family routines, screen access, and household norms (Lauricella et al., 2015; Morawska et al., 
2023). Developmental differences in attention, comprehension, and self-regulation may also have 
influenced how children responded to media-related content during the implementation. 

To explore broader dimensions of media literacy, qualitative insights from teacher interviews offered 
valuable context. Teachers noted that children began to question the intent and truthfulness of media 
content, particularly in advertisements, news images, and character portrayals. These observations are 
consistent with the way media literacy was conceptualised within the MESH pedagogical orientation, as a 
process of critical thinking and inquiry through which children interpret, question, and discuss media 
messages (Aydın & Toran, 2026). Tasks such as analysing visual advertisements, comparing storybook 
messages, and reflecting on media narratives prompted children to consider who created a message, why 
it was created, whether it could be trusted, and how it might affect others. Such reflections suggest forms 
of critical engagement that extend beyond media use itself and align with contemporary understandings 
of media literacy in early childhood (Burn & Durran, 2007; Kellner & Share, 2019). These findings also 
resonate with research suggesting that children can engage with media in active and interpretive ways 
when supported through discussion, reflection, and collaborative meaning-making (Gerigk et al., 2025; 
Vidal-Hall et al., 2020). 

Taken together, the findings reflect both the potential and the challenges of supporting media 
literacy in early childhood, particularly when outcomes are shaped by developmental, contextual, and 
measurement-related factors. While measurable changes in problematic media use were limited, the 
qualitative findings suggest that children engaged with media messages in increasingly reflective and 
questioning ways during the implementation process. 

Changes in Ethical Understanding 

The findings reveal that the MESH Pedagogical Module opened up a meaningful space for children 
to explore ethical concepts in both thought and action. Ethical inquiry was embedded within collaborative 
activities, social dilemmas, and themes related to fairness, inclusion, helping others, and social 
responsibility. For example, children reflected on how responsibilities could be shared within families and 
communities, discussed the fairness of helping and cooperating with others, considered how people from 
different cultures and backgrounds contribute to society, and explored how cooperation and 
communication may have supported collective life in different historical periods. These findings are 
consistent with the way ethics was conceptualised within the MESH pedagogical orientation, as an 
everyday practice of making sense of fairness, care, responsibility, and social relationships through 
dialogue and shared experiences (Aydın & Toran, 2026). In this way, ethical understanding emerged 
through participation, interaction, and reflection, an approach supported by contemporary pedagogical 
perspectives that emphasize the role of lived experience and relational encounters in children's ethical 
reasoning (Jaffer et al., 2023; Saxena, 2019). 

Teachers’ accounts illustrate how children began to engage with concepts such as fairness, justice, 
and responsibility during both guided discussions and spontaneous peer interactions. Notably, moral 
language (e.g., “that’s not fair,” “this is wrong”) began to appear in children’s everyday discourse, 
suggesting a growing sensitivity to ethical issues and interpersonal relationships. These observations align 
with research highlighting the role of dialogue, social interaction, and reflective discussion in supporting 
children's engagement with ethical and moral issues (Arda Tuncdemir et al., 2022; Taylor et al., 2019; Unal 
& Gunes, 2024). The use of play, stories, and collaborative problem-solving activities created authentic 
opportunities for children to test, negotiate, and articulate ethical positions in real time. 

The findings also point to the complex and uneven nature of ethics in ECE. While many children 
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responded with empathy when ethical cues were clear, such as disability or visible need, teachers observed 
that similar sensitivity was not always extended to more subtle differences, including slower learning or 
emotional difficulties. These observations suggest that young children’s ethical responsiveness may 
emerge selectively, shaped by the visibility of others’ needs, the emotional salience of situations, and their 
own social experiences. These patterns suggest that children may benefit from guided opportunities to 
recognize and respond to a wider range of differences in everyday interactions. 

Exploring ethical understanding in early childhood presents methodological and conceptual 
challenges. However, children's language, actions, and emotional responses during everyday classroom 
experiences can offer important insights into how they interpret and respond to ethical situations. As 
Saxena (2019) notes, ethics may not be directly taught or measured in conventional terms, but it often 
reveals itself in children’s choices, interactions, and reflections. The present findings reinforce this 
perspective, emphasizing the value of sustained observation and experience-based pedagogies for 
understanding and supporting ethical understanding in early childhood. The findings support a view of 
ethical understanding as a relational and reflective process shaped by participation, dialogue, and care. 

Synthesis, Limits, and Further Prospects 

The MESH Pedagogical Module provided concrete, play-based opportunities for children to engage 
in critical thinking, reflect on ethical issues, and question media messages. Findings suggest that socially 
grounded experiences can support young children’s engagement with ideas related to media, ethics, 
society, and history through participation and inquiry. 

A key insight from the study is the apparent interplay between cognitive and ethical dimensions of 
children's thinking. Children’s reflections on fairness, truthfulness, and inequality suggest that ethical and 
critical considerations were often intertwined within classroom discussions and activities. This highlights 
the potential value of interdisciplinary curricula that create connections across different areas of learning. 
Related research supports this view. For example, Ulu-Aslan and Baş (2023) found that tale-based media 
activities supported both critical thinking and media literacy, while Mercer et al. (2019) emphasized the 
role of dialogue and digital tools in promoting collaborative reasoning. The present findings contribute to 
this growing body of research by illustrating how these processes may unfold within an interdisciplinary 
early childhood context. Although learning appeared to progress differently across domains, the integrated 
structure of the MESH Pedagogical Module offers a means of creating interdisciplinary learning 
experiences that encourage dialogue, inquiry, and reflection in ECE settings. 

The findings also invite reconsideration of curriculum priorities in ECE by highlighting the potential 
contribution of social science perspectives to children's learning experiences. During the development of 
the MESH Pedagogical Module, activities also incorporated elements of mathematics and science. 
Although outcomes related to these domains were not examined in the present study, their inclusion 
reflects the broader pedagogical orientation of MESH, which emphasizes connections across different areas 
of learning through interdisciplinary and socially grounded experiences. From this perspective, the 
findings raise broader questions about how different forms of knowledge can be integrated within ECE 
curricula and how interdisciplinary learning environments may support children's engagement with 
diverse ways of thinking. 

Several limitations should be noted. First, the intervention was implemented over a relatively short 
period, which may have limited opportunities for some learning outcomes to develop more fully. Longer-
term studies may provide a clearer understanding of how interdisciplinary learning experiences influence 
children's critical thinking, media literacy, and ethical understanding over time. Second, broader contextual 
factors, including family practices and community influences, were beyond the scope of the study but may 
have shaped children's responses to the intervention. Finally, teachers served both as implementers of the 
MESH Pedagogical Module and as the primary source of qualitative data. As a result, their observations 
may have been influenced by their own interpretations of children's experiences and learning processes. 
Future research could incorporate additional data sources, such as classroom observations or child-focused 
methods, to provide a more comprehensive understanding of implementation processes and outcomes. 
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Another limitation concerns quantitative measurement. The only available validated tool, the 
Problematic Media Use Measure, focused narrowly on problematic behaviors, limiting a broader 
assessment of media literacy. This reflected the limited availability of validated media literacy measures 
for young children. Similarly, ethical understanding was assessed solely through qualitative teacher 
reports. While this was a deliberate choice due to the challenges associated with examining ethical 
understanding in early childhood (Saxena, 2019), it introduced a degree of subjectivity that should be 
considered when interpreting the findings. The sample was limited to two ECE centers within the same 
neighborhood, serving families with similar socioeconomic backgrounds. While this helped minimize 
confounding variables, it reduced the transferability of the findings to more diverse contexts. Despite 
efforts to engage families, parental involvement remained limited. This may have constrained changes in 
media-related behaviors, which are often shaped by experiences and practices within the home 
environment. 

Future research should examine how interdisciplinary, humanistic approaches can be adapted 
across diverse cultural contexts, considering differences in values, media ecosystems, and educational 
traditions. Recent theory frames children’s digital environments as virtual microsystems within 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model, influencing development through digitally mediated interactions 
(Navarro & Tudge, 2023). Future studies may also explore how school-family-community collaboration 
shapes children's engagement with ethical, social, and media-related issues across different contexts. Such 
work could contribute to a deeper understanding of how interdisciplinary learning experiences are 
supported across home, school, and community settings. 
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Appendix 1. Sample Thematic Units from the MESH Pedagogical Module 

DOMAIN SKILLS ACTIVITY PROCESS 

THEMES ACTIVITIES MEDIA 
LITERACY 

SOCIOLOGY HISTORY LEARNING 
EXPERIENCES 

ETHICAL EXPERIENCES ASSESMENTS 

Theme 1 
Our Family 

My Spot of 
Responsibility 

M1: Using basic 
media concepts in 
speech  
M3: Creating a 
media resource 
for a specific 
purpose 

S1: Describing family roles 
and responsibilities 
S2: Discussing about social 
roles and responsibilities  
S3: Identifying/comparing 
diversities and differences 
within the society 
S4: Explaining the 
importance of social 
diversity and difference  
S16: Talking about the 
diverse abilities/social 
contributions of individuals 
from different 
genders/cultures/age 
groups. 

H1: Using time-related 
concepts and words 
accurately in speech 
H2: Explaining family 
characteristics by making 
connections with the past 

Dialogic reading  
Role-playing  
Media poster 
creation 

• Experiencing empathy by 
imagining what family members 
feel and do (empathy, 
understanding). Realising personal 
and shared responsibilities at home 
and in the community 
(responsibility, cooperation). 
• Experiencing fairness through 
sharing duties and helping others 
(fairness, sharing, helpfulness). 
• Valuing and respecting 
differences among families and 
cultures (respect, tolerance, 
diversity). 
• Making thoughtful decisions 
about how to share what they have 
learned with others 
(responsibility, participation, 
awareness). 
• Valuing diversity of 
celebrations and traditions 
(tolerance, cultural respect) 

Observation  
Questioning 
Reflection through group 
discussion based on the media 
poster 

Time Machine Dramatic play 

Observation  
Questioning 
Group reflection on cultural 
differences and family traditions 

Little Members of 
the Society 

Guided discussion 
Collaborative digital 
media production 

Observation  
Questioning 
Performance-based assessment 

Theme 2 
Stone Age 

Fashion and 
Wheels in the 
Stone Age 

M3: Creating a 
media resource 
for a specific 
purpose 
M4: Identifying 
what a media 
content is about  
M9: Explaining 
the narrative 
elements in a story 
M11: Expressing 

S5: Generating ideas about 
social change and 
development 
S6: Talking about the 
elements of a particular 
culture 

H3: Talking about different 
historical periods in the 
distant and recent past  
H4: Comparing similarities 
and differences between 
people’s lifestyles in the 
past and today 
H6: Generating ideas about 
how historical events have 
influenced the present 
H7: Making assumptions 

Constructive play 
Creative design 
Movement-based 
exploration 

• Appreciating cooperation 
and collective problem-solving 
while building and creating 
together (collaboration, sharing). 
• Realising the importance of 
communication and mutual 
understanding for living and 
working together 
(communication, empathy, 
respect). 
• Valuing creativity and 

Observation and evaluation 
through a matching activity on 
Stone Age patterns and 
costumes 
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Words and Tools 
in the Stone Age 

one’s own ideas 
and 
interpretations 
about the story 

about past inventions or 
discoveries 
H8: Comparing old and 
modern tools/objects in 
terms of similarities and 
differences 
H18: Describing the 
characteristics of a historical 
period/person based on 
visual/contextual clues 

Role-playing Hands-
on creation 

innovation as part of human 
progress (appreciation, curiosity, 
responsibility). Understanding that 
every discovery and invention 
serves the common good and 
requires cooperation 
(responsibility, collective benefit). 
• Experiencing respect for early 
humans’ efforts and contributions 
to today’s life (respect, gratitude). 

Observartion  
Reflective discussion 

The First Signs of 
Communication 

Science experiment 
Prehistoric cave 
painting 

Observation  
Discussion 
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Abstract: This study examines the implementation of the U.S.-developed Pyramid 
Model for Promoting Social-Emotional Competence in Infants and Young Children within a 
Canadian early learning and childcare context, using Policy Borrowing and Lending 
Theory as the guiding framework. Drawing on three waves of focus group interviews 
with 18 early childhood educators and 10 Pyramid Model coaches conducted between 
2023 and 2025, the study explores how a globally disseminated, evidence-based 
intervention was adapted and localized within a provincially regulated early learning 
system in a Canadian province. Findings reveal that the transfer of the Pyramid Model 
involved far more than procedural training or technical implementation. Instead, the 
process required reconciling structural and curricular differences between the 
imported model and the province's early learning curriculum framework, navigating 
linguistic and cultural gaps across bilingual communities, and exercising professional 
agency to reinterpret and indigenize the model in practice. Educators and coaches 
engaged in active negotiation—filtering, translating, and hybridizing elements of the 
model to ensure cultural relevance and pedagogical coherence. By situating these 
findings within Policy Borrowing and Lending Theory's conceptual categories of 
cultural misalignment, local reinterpretation, and resistance, this study contributes to 
broader understandings of educational borrowing in early childhood policy. It 
underscores that effective cross-national transfer of evidence-based frameworks 
depends not only on fidelity to design but also on contextual responsiveness, cultural 
translation, and the empowerment of local practitioners as co-creators of innovation. 
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Introduction 

Over the past decades, Canada's early learning and childcare (ELCC) landscape has undergone 
significant transformations, marked by substantial government investments, shifts in governance, and 
efforts to integrate childcare with education (Arias de Sanchez, et al., 2021). For instance, the Federal 
Secretariat on Early Learning and Child Care, announced in the federal government's 2020 Fall Economic 
Statement, aims to enhance governmental capacity and engage stakeholders to deliver childcarepolicy 
analysis for a nationwide ELCC system. Beginning in 2018, the Government of Canada has committed $100 
million over a decade to foster innovative practices in early learning and childcare  through the Early 
Learning and Child Care Innovation Program. A critical focus of these advancements has been the 
development of innovative pedagogical frameworks and policies; however, cohesive and relevant training 
for early childhood educators (ECEs) remains a challenge (Arias de Sanchez & Li, 2025; Bierman & 
Motamedi, 2015; Darling-Hammond et al., 2019; Hyson & Tomlinson, 2014; Sheridan et al., 2010; Zinsser et 
al., 2015). This lack of professional development is particularly true regarding training aimed at supporting 
young children's socio-emotional competencies.  

Acquiring healthy socio-emotional skills early in life is foundational for humans' self-regulation, 
social problem-solving, well-being, academic success, and positive life outcomes (Barton & Smith, 2015; 
Braund & Timmons, 2021; Ledford et al., 2019; Montroy et al., 2016). A lack of socio-emotional capacities 
in childhood can lead to increased risk of negative behaviours, such as aggression and poor academic 
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performance, which in turn can influence later stages in life by limiting educational and employment 
opportunities and increasing the likelihood of mental health issues (Denham & Brown, 2010; Jones et al., 
2015). These issues can hinder the development of critical life skills, negatively impacting personal 
relationships and overall well-being into adulthood (Moffitt et al., 2011). Research indicates that ECEs hold 
a fundamental role in providing healthy and supportive conditions that are crucial for young children's 
socio-emotional development and overall well-being (Denham et al., 2012; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; 
Raver, 2002). However, previous studies have shown that ECEs' responses to young children's behaviours 
often tend to be reactive and insufficient in achieving sustained behavioural improvements (Gilliam, 2005; 
Hemmeter et al., 2006; Raver, 2002).  

In response to the need to enhance ECEs' professional development and their capacity to foster 
young children's social-emotional competence in a Canadian province, the provincial early childhood 
association proposes a re-conceptualization of professional development for ECEs in their province using 
the US-based Pyramid Model for Promoting Social Emotional Competence in Infants and Young Children (PM) 
(Fox et al., 2003). The PM is an evidence-based framework that encompasses three tiers of socio-emotional 
promoting practices: nurturing relationships and supportive environments, targeted social-emotional 
supports, and intensive interventions (Fox et al., 2010; Hemmeter & Fox, 2009); Hemmeter et al., 2006, , 
2013, 2021). It also incorporates a Practice-Based Coaching (PBC) approach, which utilizes observation, 
reflection, and collaborative coaching to facilitate collaboration between ECEs and PM coaches, as well as 
the implementation of PM practices in real educational settings (Snyder et al., 2015). Extensive US based 
research supports the PM's effectiveness in improving socio-emotional competencies and educator 
practices across various educational settings (Fox et al., 2003; Fox & Hemmeter, 2009; Hemmeter et al., 2016, 
2021; Ohl et al., 2013; Snyder & Hemmeter, 2015; Swalwell & McLean, 2021). Our research team was 
commissioned to conduct an independent, third-party evaluation of this provincial innovation initiative 

Although evidence-based frameworks such as the PM have demonstrated positive outcomes in 
multiple US contexts, the educational transfer of such frameworks across national boundaries often entails 
significant systemic and cultural challenges (Phillips & Ochs, 2004; Steiner-Khamsi & Waamsi, 2012). In the 
Canadian province involved in this study, ELCC are underpinned by values of play-based, child-led 
pedagogy, bilingual inclusion, and outdoor learning, which may diverge from the structured, hierarchical 
design of the US-based PM. Adapting the PM, therefore, entails more than technical training—it requires 
aligning evidence-based practices with local pedagogical values and provincial early learning standards.  

A central framework in comparative education for understanding educational transfer is Policy 
Borrowing and Lending theory (PBLT) (Phillips & Ochs, 2004; Steiner-Khamsi, 2014; Portnoi, 2016; Seleznyov 
et al., 2021). This theory posits that educational reforms are rarely transferred intact across contexts; instead, 
their implementation is inevitably mediated by challenges of cultural misalignment, local reinterpretation, 
and resistance. Although the PM has garnered increasing international attention, there is a scarcity of 
research that investigates its implementation through this theoretical lens. This study, situated within a 
large initiative evaluation project, focuses specifically on how key stakeholders- ECEs and PM coaches- 
experienced the implementation challenges encountered when translating the PM into a Canadian context. 
The study presents a unique situational opportunity, as participants were required to use two different 
teaching models simultaneously throughout the project: the PM and the provincial early learning 
framework. By framing the analysis through educational transfer and policy borrowing perspectives, this 
study contributes to broader debates on how evidence-based practices are adapted, resisted, or indigenized 
— meaning that imported evidence-based practices are reinterpreted and reshaped to align with local 
cultural values, pedagogical traditions, and institutional realities — in early childhood education across 
diverse national settings.  

The dataset used in this study is part of a larger longitudinal action research project on the 
implementation of the PM in a Canadian context. While the broader project collected both qualitative and 
quantitative data, this paper focuses specifically on the qualitative data from three cycles of focus group 
interviews.  
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The Pyramid Model in Early Childhood Education 

The Pyramid Model  (PM) is a widely recognized framework that aims to enhance children's social-
emotional development while addressing behavioural concerns in early childhood settings (Hemmeter et 
al., 2006; Fox & Hemmeter, 2009). The model is structured as a tiered system of support that progressively 
intensifies depending on children's needs. At the foundational level, universal strategies emphasize the 
importance of warm, responsive relationships and the creation of supportive environments for all children. 
The second tier provides targeted practices for children who may be at risk of social-emotional difficulties, 
while the third tier offers individualized, intensive interventions for those exhibiting persistent behavioural 
challenges, see figure 1. Implementation of the PM is accompanied by a suite of fidelity and monitoring 
tools, including behavioural screening instruments, observation checklists, and progress-tracking systems. 
Research across a range of US early childhood contexts has consistently demonstrated the model's 
effectiveness. Although the PM was originally developed in the United States and much of its evidence 
base remains U.S.-based (Fox et al., 2003; Hemmeter et al., 2016, 2021; Ohl et al., 2013; Snyder et al., 2015), 
a small but growing body of international research has also emerged (e.g. Swalwell & McLean, 2021)). 
Studies have reported improvements in children's social-emotional skills, reductions in challenging 
behaviours, and enhanced professional practices among educators who implement the PM. Beyond child 
outcomes, the PM has also been positioned as a professional development tool that supports educators in 
applying structured, evidence-based strategies to complex classroom challenges. 

Figure 1.  
Pyramid Model Structure 

 

As noted above, the PM consolidates a set of evidence-based practices that have been demonstrated 
to be effective in promoting young children's social-emotional competence, and it provides a range of tools 
to support implementation. Beyond these practices and tools, the PM also incorporates Practice-Based 
Coaching (PBC), an approach that has become one of the core mechanisms through which the model 
achieves its effectiveness. According to Snyder et al. (2015), in PM, PBC is conceptualized as a cyclical 
process designed to enhance preschool teachers' implementation of evidence-based instructional practices, 
with the ultimate aim of improving children's developmental outcomes. Unlike other coaching models in 
early childhood, PBC is distinguished by its explicit emphasis on observable and measurable teaching 
practices—specific teacher behaviours that shape the physical, temporal, interactional, or instructional 
environment to foster children's competence, adaptation, and learning. Similar to the broader PM 
literature, the evidence base for PBC has been developed primarily in U.S. early childhood settings. Overall, 
these investigations indicate that PBC supports the uptake of PM practices in early childhood settings 
across diverse formats, i with some studies reporting teacher implementation levels as high as 88–100% 
(Artman-Meeker et al., 2014, 2022; Baughan et al., 2019; Fettig & Artman-Meeker, 2016; Fox et al., 2011; 
Golden et al., 2021, 2024; Hemmeter et al., 2015; Snyder et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 2024). 

Research examining the PM implementation in international settings remains sparse. Studies 
conducted outside the U.S. are limited in both number and breadth, leaving considerable uncertainty about 
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how the model is interpreted, adapted, and sustained across varied educational systems, policy 
environments, and cultural contexts. This gap is especially noteworthy given the growing international 
interest in evidence-based approaches to social-emotional learning, and it provides a compelling rationale 
for investigating Pyramid Model implementation in the Canadian context. 

Educational Transfer and Transfer-In Conflicts 

In comparative education, educational transfer is broadly defined as the cross-national movement of 
educational knowledge, practices, and institutions, highlighting how norms and practices circulate and 
take shape across different educational contexts (Beech, 2006; Beech & Larsen, 2014; Eisemon, 1977; 
Klerides, 2014). Until the 1970s, educational transfer was typically conceptualized as a linear, chronological 
process (Beech, 2006). In this model, a local problem was first identified, followed by the search for potential 
solutions in foreign educational systems. A proven — or at least perceived as successful — institution or 
practice was then adapted and applied in the new context (Beech, 2006). Variations in this process were 
primarily determined by agency, depending on whether the transfer was initiated voluntarily by the 
borrowing country or imposed by external authorities, resulting in non-voluntary transfer (Beech, 2006; 
Klerides, 2014). 

Several mechanisms shape how ideas and practices travel across contexts. First, networks of 
communication facilitate transfer through cross-national linkages among educators. Within these 
networks, a small cadre of "innovators" in the receiving community—often closely aligned with foreign 
colleagues—act as mediators or brokers, diffusing external norms and practices to secondary groups 
(Eisemon, 1977). Second, the process is mediated by status and deference. Differences in perceived prestige 
between donor and recipient systems play a decisive role. Donor models may derive legitimacy either from 
colonial legacies or from the attribution of a nation's social and economic "success" to its educational 
arrangements (Eisemon, 1977). Such asymmetries frequently produce deference, visible when recipient 
communities rely on foreign expertise or cite international publications as authoritative sources (Eisemon, 
1977). Third, transfer is never a neutral process but involves filtering, adaptation, and contestation. Foreign 
practices are selectively appropriated, resisted, or indigenized in light of pre-existing cultural and 
pedagogical beliefs (Beech, 2006;). These dynamics often give rise to transfer-in conflicts, where imported 
models clash with entrenched traditions or local priorities. For instance, prevailing conceptions of learning 
within the recipient country may fundamentally reshape the interpretation and application of external 
instructional methods (Eisemon, 1977). Such conflicts highlight that the outcomes of transfer are contingent 
and unpredictable (Beech, 2006). 

Educational transfer offers a valuable lens for examining how educational models operate in contexts 
marked by transfer-in conflicts—that is, tensions that arise when an externally developed framework 
encounters local educational values and practices (Rappleye & Paulson, 2007). The present study represents 
such a case, as the PM was introduced from U.S. communities into a Canadian context. While our previous 
work (Arias de Sanchez & Li, 2025) explored philosophical tensions between the imported and local 
frameworks, the current analysis focuses on the additional conflicts that emerged during implementation. 

Policy Borrowing and Lending Theory 

This investigation employs Policy Borrowing and Lending Theory (PBLT) to examine the difficulties 
that emerged when transferring the PM from the United States to a Canadian province. Policy Borrowing 
and Lending Theory is a framework within comparative education that examines how educational policies, 
reforms, or practices travel across national contexts and how they are subsequently selected, adapted, or 
resisted. Unlike the broader notion of "policy transfer," the concept emphasizes the political and economic 
drivers underlying these movements (Cowen, 2012; Phillips & Ochs, 2004; Portnoi, 2016; Steiner-Khamsi & 
Waldow, 2012). It conceptualizes borrowing as a purposive act of adopting foreign models, while lending 
highlights the ways governments or global organizations disseminate their policies, often situated along a 
continuum from voluntary lesson-drawing to coercive imposition (Portnoi, 2016). Phillips and Ochs (2004) 
proposed a four-stage model—cross-national attraction, decision, implementation, and indigenization—to 
describe the cyclical process through which borrowed policies are contextualized and internalized. 



From borrowing to localization: Implementing the pyramid model… 

357 

Ultimately, the theory underscores that educational borrowing is never neutral but shaped by legitimacy-
seeking, political production, and the complexities of local adaptation (Steiner-Khamsi, 2014; Morris, 2013). 
The implementation phase of this theoretical model is particularly significant, as it involves the practical 
application of imported policies and their subsequent recontextualization within different sociocultural 
and institutional environments. 

The literature frequently identifies three implementation challenges in the cross-national transfer of 
educational policies. First, cultural misalignment occurs when the design of a borrowed policy conflicts 
with the values and pedagogical traditions of the receiving system, undermining implementation integrity 
and producing unintended adaptations; the Japanese Lesson Study, for instance, aligns with Japan's 
cultural orientations but faces resistance in more "feminine" cultural contexts (Seleznyov et al., 2021). 
Second, local reinterpretation highlights that borrowed policies are never transplanted wholesale but are 
actively translated, indigenized, and hybridized to fit domestic "socio-logic"; this process may include the 
strategic "hijacking" of international discourses for local purposes (Phillips & Ochs, 2004; Portnoi, 2016; 
Silova, 2005; Steiner-Khamsi, 2014). Third, resistance reflects the agency of significant actors who block or 
dilute reforms, often by arguing that contexts are not sufficiently comparable ("yes, but..."), or by opposing 
externally imposed policies associated with coercive lending from global institutions (Phillips & Ochs, 
2004; Portnoi, 2016; Steiner-Khamsi, 2014). 

In this study, we employ Policy Borrowing and Lending Theory as the theoretical lens to examine 
the implementation of PM within a Canadian context. Rather than addressing the complete borrowing 
cycle, the focus is on implementation challenges—including cultural misalignments, local 
reinterpretations, and resistance—which shape how the PM was negotiated, adapted, and potentially 
indigenized (that is, reinterpreted and re-embedded within local cultural and institutional contexts) in 
practice (Phillips & Ochs, 2004; Portnoi, 2016; Seleznyov et al., 2021; Steiner-Khamsi, 2014). 

A Canadian Early Learning Context 

This study was situated in an Atlantic Canadian province where a provincially mandated curriculum 
framework guides ELCC. The framework emphasizes play-based, child-led, and inclusive pedagogies, 
reflecting an interpretivist orientation that values holistic development, multiple ways of knowing, and 
educators' interpretive role in co-constructing learning experiences. Documentation practices such as 
learning stories and pedagogical narration reinforce this perspective by privileging qualitative, 
contextualized understandings of children's growth. 

These provincial values both align with and diverge from the US-based PM. Elements of the PM, 
such as nurturing relationships and supportive environments, resonate with the province's holistic 
priorities. At the same time, its structured tiers of intervention and emphasis on measurable outcomes sit 
in tension with the emergent, child-driven ethos of the provincial framework. The resulting dynamic 
creates both possibilities for complementarity and risks of philosophical misalignment during 
implementation (Arias de Sanchez & Li, 2025). 

Beyond pedagogical considerations, the broader provincial context also shapes the transfer of the 
PM. This region is marked not only by its maritime heritage, Francophone communities, and Indigenous 
cultural presence, but also by its policy emphasis on play-based learning, bilingual inclusion, and outdoor 
education. While some of these priorities may also be present in many US early childhood settings, their 
particular configuration within the provincial curriculum framework shapes how educators interpret and 
implement educational initiatives. For example, the strong emphasis on child-led and play-based learning 
may create tensions with PM practices that are perceived as more structured or prescriptive. Similarly, the 
province's bilingual and culturally diverse context introduces challenges that extend beyond direct 
translation, requiring educators and coaches to adapt terminology, examples, and communication 
strategies to ensure cultural and linguistic relevance. The province's early childhood curriculum 
framework was one of the first developed in Canada. Although its primary purpose was to provide a 
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common pedagogical language, it has also evolved over the years into a tool for empowerment and ECE 
autonomy. 

Method 

Research Design and Approach 

This study is situated within a larger provincial evaluation project that employs a mixed-methods 
design (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Morse, 2016) framed by an action research methodology (McNiff, 
2016; Reason & Bradbury, 2008). Action research is particularly appropriate for this context as it integrates 
action and reflection with the explicit aim of improving practice (Cohen et al., 2007). The larger project was 
structured to unfold across three iterative cycles—plan, act, observe, and reflect (see figure 2; Kemmis et al., 
2014; Stringer, 2014)—conducted between 2023 and 2025. Each cycle lasted between three to four months 
and generated data that informed both immediate practice adjustments and ongoing research insights, 
thereby creating a feedback loop between implementation and reflection. 

Figure 2.  
Action Research Design 

 
 

At the end of each AR cycle, participants engaged in focus group interviews (Krueger & Casey, 2015). 
Separate focus groups were held for ECEs and PM coaches to ensure participants could speak openly about 
their experiences without concern for hierarchical influence. This separation also enabled comparative 
analysis of the perspectives of practitioners directly implementing the PM and those providing coaching 
support. As previously indicated, this paper focuses on the data from the three cycles of focus group 
interviews. The interview questions were derived from the data collected in each AR cycle. All interviews 
were semi-structured and flexible (Fontana & Frey, 2000), enabling the research team to follow up on 
unanticipated insights raised by participants. This adaptability was crucial for investigating challenges in 
cultural transfer, as it enabled participants to articulate evolving interpretations and resistances as the 
implementation unfolded. 

Reflection data generated during the focus group cycles informed subsequent PM implementations, 
creating an ongoing AR process of adaptation and refinement through which action and reflection 
continuously informed one another. Further, participants' voices, through the presence of focus groups, 
facilitated the co-construction of shared meanings about the PM and, in alignment with AR democratic 
principles, included perspectives that otherwise would have been missing from the PM provincial leaders. 

Action Research Cycles 

 Cycle 1 focused on initial implementation and exploration. Educators and coaches participated in 
PM professional development training provided through the provincial implementation initiative prior to 
beginning classroom implementation. During the first cycle, educators and coaches worked collaboratively 
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to implement PM practices within their early learning settings. At the end of the cycle, the first round of 
focus groups lasted approximately 2.5 to 3 hours and were designed to explore participants' initial 
encounters with the PM, focusing on perceived strengths and areas of misalignment. The focus group 
interviews identified a range of implementation challenges, including tensions between the PM and the 
provincial curriculum framework, language barriers, and difficulties adapting resources to local contexts. 

Cycle 2 focused on negotiating challenges and refining implementation. Building on issues identified 
in the first cycle, educators and coaches worked collaboratively to address emerging concerns while 
continuing implementation. Particular attention was given to navigating curriculum alignment, 
responding to linguistic and cultural challenges, and adapting PM practices and materials to better fit local 
educational realities.. The focus groups at the end of this cycle lasted approximately 90 minutes and 
provided opportunities to evaluate emerging adaptations and identify additional areas requiring 
modification. 

Cycle 3 focused on localization, ownership, and sustainability. As implementation matured, 
participants increasingly shifted their attention from adopting the PM to integrating it within existing 
pedagogical approaches and community contexts. The focus groups lasted 60 to 90 minutes. Discussions 
during this focus groups highlighted growing professional ownership of the model and efforts to develop 
locally meaningful approaches that maintained the core intentions of the PM while aligning with provincial 
values and practices. 

To enhance methodological transparency, Table 1 provides an overview of the three action research 
cycles, including their focus, key activities, participant roles, and sources of reflection and data collection. 
This overview illustrates how implementation evolved across cycles and how ongoing reflection informed 
subsequent adaptations. 

Table 1 
Overview of the Three Action Research Cycles 

Cycle Focus Key Activities Role of Coaches Role of ECEs 

Cycle 1 
(2023 - 2024) 

Initial 
Implementation and 
Exploration 

Initial training, classroom 
implementation, action 
planning, observation, and 
reflection 

Supported implementation 
through coaching, 
observation, feedback, and 
collaborative goal setting 

Introduced PM practices 
and identified 
implementation challenges 

Cycle 2 
(2024) 

Negotiating 
Challenges and 
Refining 
Implementation 

Continued implementation, 
adaptation of practices, 
collaborative problem-
solving, and reflection 

Provided ongoing coaching, 
feedback, and support for 
adapting practices to local 
needs 

Refined implementation 
practices and responded to 
emerging challenges 

Cycle 3 
(2024 - 2025) 

Localization, 
Ownership, and 
Sustainability 

Contextualization of 
practices, localization of 
materials, sustainability 
planning, and reflection 

Supported local adaptation, 
sustainability efforts, and 
continued professional 
learning 

Integrated PM practices into 
local pedagogical 
approaches and reflected on 
long-term use 

Participants and Sampling 

Participants were recruited in partnership with the provincial ECE association using purposive 
sampling strategies (Patton, 2015). Recruitment targeted both ECEs and coaches who had received training 
in the PM, ensuring that participants had direct experience with the implementation process. Care was 
taken to include educators from across the province's counties, representing both rural and urban contexts 
as well as English- and French-speaking communities. This sampling strategy was intended to capture a 
range of perspectives relevant to the cultural transfer of an imported framework, recognizing that language 
diversity and geographic context are key dimensions of implementation. 

In total, 10 PM coaches and 18 ECEs consented to participate in the study. Each coach was assigned 
to work with one to five ECEs under the PBC coaching model (Snyder et al., 2015). The study received 
ethics approval from the university research ethics board in August 2023, with renewal granted in 2024. 
All participants were provided with detailed information outlining the purpose of the study, procedures, 
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potential risks, and confidentiality safeguards. Written informed consent was obtained from all 
participants prior to their involvement in the study. Participation was entirely voluntary, and participants 
retained the right to withdraw at any time.  

While the participant group remained stable during the first two waves of data collection, turnover 
occurred in the third wave as several ECEs and coaches left their positions and were replaced by new staff. 
To ensure comparability across cycles, only those who had participated in the first two rounds were invited 
to join the third wave of focus groups. This approach facilitated a longitudinal perspective on participants' 
experiences while acknowledging the dynamic nature of the ELCC workforce. 

Data Analysis 

All focus group interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim and supplemented by 
field notes documenting group dynamics and contextual observations, ensuring a rich dataset for 
subsequent thematic analysis. Transcripts were analyzed thematically following an iterative process of 
open coding, categorization, and theme development (Naeem et al., 2023). Two members of the research 
team independently conducted initial rounds of coding to ensure analytic rigour. Emerging codes were 
compared during peer debriefing sessions, and discrepancies were resolved through consensus. This 
process resulted in the creation of a shared coding framework that was refined across subsequent 
transcripts, allowing for both consistency and flexibility as new insights emerged.  

Initial codes captured participants’ experiences related to curriculum alignment, language and 
cultural relevance, adaptation practices, professional autonomy, and implementation challenges. These 
codes were subsequently grouped into broader analytic categories through constant comparison across 
transcripts and focus group rounds. 

PBLT was then used as a sensitizing theoretical framework (Bowen, 2006) to support interpretation 
of the emerging categories. Specifically, the concepts of cultural misalignment, local reinterpretation, and 
resistance informed the examination of how educators and coaches experienced, negotiated, and adapted 
the PM within the Canadian early learning context. Rather than imposing predetermined theoretical 
categories, the research team moved iteratively between the data and the theoretical framework, refining 
themes through ongoing comparison and discussion. To enhance analytic transparency, Table 2 provides 
examples of how initial codes were grouped into broader analytic categories and subsequently interpreted 
through the lens of PBLT. 

Cross-cycle comparisons were conducted to examine how participants' interpretations shifted over 
time. This analytic strategy ensured that findings not only highlighted static challenges but also illuminated 
the ongoing negotiation of meaning as educators and coaches engaged with the PM within a Canadian 
context. The final themes reflected both participants’ lived experiences and key concerns identified in the 
educational transfer literature. 

Table 2 
Examples of Coding Development and Theoretical Interpretation 

Representative Quote Initial Code Analytic Category PBLT Interpretation 
“The resources are not in 
French.” 

Lack of French resources Linguistic barriers Cultural misalignment 

“We were adapting the language 
in those forms.” 

Rewriting materials Adaptation of materials Local reinterpretation 

“Take what we know. But make 
it ours.” 

Ownership of the model Professional agency Resistance / Indigenization 

Findings 

Tensions between the Pyramid Model and the Local Pedagogical Framework 

A central challenge in implementing PM in a Canadian context involved reconciling a structured, 
externally developed intervention framework with the province's locally designed early learning 
curriculum framework (hereinafter referred to as the curriculum). While the PM provided a set of tiered 
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strategies, fidelity measures, and coaching protocols, the curriculum promoted open-ended, inquiry-based, 
and relational pedagogies that emphasize children's agency and educators' professional autonomy. 
Participants described the difficulty of aligning two systems that were organized around different 
paradigms (Arias de Sanchez & Li, 2025) of how learning and development should occur. As one educator 
observed,  

"The structure [of the PM] gives you confidence. But then the openness [of the curriculum] is like — a way of 
expressing your understanding and your knowledge."  

Educators and coaches repeatedly noted that the PM's prescriptive components—such as its 
structured routines and data-driven tools—conflicted with the curriculum's flexible, reflective, and child-
centred orientation. For example, educators noted that the PM prioritized emotional regulation and 
problem-solving but left less room for emergent curriculum planning. As one coach explained,  

"Some educators felt like they were taking steps backwards…,"  

while another described the U.S.-based approach as more "teacher-led," even when it encourages children's 
"free choice." An educator similarly reflected on the difficulty of connecting the two frameworks in practice:  

"We value emergent and incidental learning…the PM is not authentic." 

Coaches further explained that these tensions created uncertainty among staff:  

"Educators often saw these (the PM and the local curriculum) as separate approaches rather than complementary."  

The absence of clear documentation connecting the two frameworks or explaining how PM practices 
could be integrated into curriculum-based programming made the implementation fragmented at times. 
For some educators, these differences created a sense of dissonance in practice, and although they valued 
the consistency and structure introduced by the PM, they also felt constrained by the need to follow 
prescribed steps. Others saw opportunities to blend approaches by embedding PM strategies into existing 
routines, thereby maintaining the curriculum's child-led spirit. Overall, participants described the process 
of figuring out how the two fit together as one of the most challenging aspects of implementation. The 
tension between a standardized, imported model and a contextually rooted curriculum framework 
revealed how the transfer of educational early childhood innovations involves not only adopting new 
practices but also negotiating their place within established pedagogical cultures.  

Navigating Language and Cultural Gaps 

Beyond pedagogical differences, educators and coaches encountered significant linguistic and 
cultural gaps that complicated the transfer of a U.S.-developed educational model into the Canadian 
context's bilingual and community-based early learning culture. French-speaking educators consistently 
identified the absence of French-language resources as a major barrier. One educator stated plainly,  

"The resources are not in French. So that is definitely a limitation."  

Coaches supporting francophone centers described the translation process as slow and incomplete, 
noting that they often had to translate documents themselves. In some cases, the translation implied that 
coaches needed to modify terminology, examples, and explanations to ensure that concepts were 
meaningful within local linguistic contexts. As one bilingual coach put it,  

"By the time [translation] comes back, we've moved to something different."  

Another coach emphasized the ongoing workload this issue created, noting,  

"It's also a lot of work for us supporting French-speaking centers, because most of the educators do not speak English 
at all." 

Language and cultural gaps created a sense of distance between the PM design and educators' 
everyday realities. These gaps blurred the boundaries between professional learning and translation work, 
as participants continually adapted materials, engaging in an ongoing process of cultural translation for 
bridging conceptual, linguistic, and value-based differences. 
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These gaps extended beyond language to encompass broader cultural assumptions embedded in the 
PM. Participants emphasized that many of the training materials, videos, and visuals were based on 
American classroom contexts that did not resemble the province's centers.  

"Culture is left completely out of the Pyramid,"  

one coach remarked, expressing frustration that a program devoted to social-emotional learning omitted 
cultural diversity and inclusion. This matter was also evident in the complexity of some of the English 
words used by the PM, which at times appeared to dismiss the presence of English Language learners who 
compose the multicultural Canadian early childhood classrooms. As one coach stressed,  

"For example, the interview questions for the TIPTOs observation tool… it has come to my attention that the way it's 
worded, especially for those dual language learners, is tricky." 

Another coach reflected that  

"certain practices might be a little bit less relevant in Canada—or even in the province—because we value certain 
things differently,"  

highlighting how localized pedagogical values shaped educators' responses to imported frameworks. 
Specifically, some coaches noted that these differences were grounded in ECEs' beliefs about children's 
self-regulation, co-regulation, educator authority, and child-centred practices. An educator similarly noted, 
"the cultural piece so far… past all of that," referring to the need to filter out culturally distant examples in 
U.S. materials. Cultural misalignments were also present in most of the PM visual tools (such as 
photographs of children and schedules); according to participants, these tools did not represent Canadian 
classrooms' ethnic groups, thus limiting engagement,  

"We want to see children represented. Children can connect more when they can see themselves." 

Furthermore, ECEs and PM coaches noted that many of the practices targeted by the PM and its 
observation tools (TPOT/TPITOS) occur in indoor classroom settings, hence not adequately reflecting core 
local practices of outdoor learning. As one educator explained,  

"When they're doing TPOT [observations], they couldn't observe you outside, whereas some of our richest moments 
and teaching happen outdoors."  

Another coach echoed this concern, suggesting  

"they should adapt it to match the province a little bit more, and do the mealtimes and the outdoor learning," 

reinforcing that these moments are integral to the province's educational philosophy. 

Reinterpreting and Localizing the Model in Practice 

Despite these tensions, the agency of educators and coaches in reinterpreting and localizing the PM 
to fit the Canadian province's early childhood education context became a fundamental aspect of 
adaptation. Rather than rejecting the model outright, participants actively experimented with ways to 
adapt its strategies, materials, and language in an effort to make them culturally relevant. For example, 
educators working with infants and toddlers noted that the PM model's activities and language often had 
to be simplified or restructured. One educator described this process:  

"I'm in the baby room and I feel like I just stick with like three things [from the PM guidelines] because they don't 
make sense for [babies]."  

Others adjusted lesson content and documentation styles to fit the local curriculum, integrating the 
PM's focus on emotional regulation into existing narrative documentation.  

"When I'm writing to the parents,"  

one educator explained,  

"I'm telling the story of how they're learning to care for others, not just the skills they show,"  

highlighting how educators reframed the PM systematic developmental language to emphasize 
relational learning. 
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Coaches echoed this adaptive spirit. One noted that they often reworded PM materials entirely:  

"We were adapting the language in those forms... because it just doesn't make sense to us here."  

In other words, they were adapting the language to make materials clearer for local educators. 
Another described replacing clipart with real photos of local children and adapting the well-known 
"Tucker the Turtle" story (Lentini, 2005) to use animals familiar to the province's children. These creative 
modifications allowed the model to resonate more authentically with local classrooms and families. 

Beyond adapting materials, educators also localized how they communicated the purpose and value 
of the PM to families. Educators recognized that the PM supported their learning about children's socio-
emotional development, particularly regarding guiding disruptive behaviours and using technical 
language to explain socio-emotional growth. As one educator shared,  

"We've gotten more wordy."  

Another educator described this process, explaining,  

"When I'm doing the documentation, I'm telling the story—writing it all out—to show the parents what learning looks 
like."  

By intentionally reframing their communication, educators sought to help families recognize the 
program's broader developmental goals. These adjustments highlight how cultural translation extended 
beyond classroom practice to include relationship-building with families—reflecting both educators' 
cultural sensitivity and their growing professional autonomy. 

Perhaps most powerfully, participants articulated a shared desire for ownership of the model. As 
one educator summarized,  

"Take what we know. But make it ours. We need to make it ours."  

This sentiment encapsulated a broader movement toward indigenization—a process of transforming 
an imported framework through active engagement, reflection, and reinterpretation. Through these efforts, 
educators and coaches began to blur the boundary between "borrowed" and "homegrown" practice, signalling 
a gradual shift from external adoption to local innovation. 

Summary of Findings 

Across the three themes, the data reveal that transferring the U.S.-developed PM to a Canadian 
province's early childhood education system involved much more than introducing a new set of strategies. 
As one participant noted, transferring is more than just thinking about the PM, "context should be considered. 
Not the tool alone." Implementation required reconciling structural and curricular differences between the 
imported model and the province's locally rooted curriculum, while also navigating linguistic and cultural 
gaps across English- and French-speaking contexts, as well as geographical distinctiveness and identity 
matters. Educators and coaches exercised professional agency to create coexistence (Arias de Sanchez & Li, 
2025), adapting, reinterpreting, and localizing the model so that it resonated with their pedagogical values 
and community realities. The process was iterative and negotiated rather than linear, marked by moments 
of adjustment, innovation, and occasional resistance. These findings highlight the complex dynamics of 
educational borrowing and adaptation, setting the stage for the subsequent theoretical discussion of 
cultural misalignment, local reinterpretation, and resistance within the broader framework of Policy 
Borrowing and Lending Theory. 

Discussion 

The implementation of the U.S.-developed PM in a Canadian province's early learning context offers 
a vivid example of the complex realities of cross-national policy transfer. Guided by PBLT, this discussion 
interprets key stakeholders experience through three interrelated processes—cultural misalignment, local 
reinterpretation, and resistance—which collectively illustrate how imported educational frameworks are 
negotiated and reshaped in local contexts. Supported by PBLT, we view educational borrowing not as a 
linear act of replication but as a dynamic process of contextual negotiation shaped by existing institutional 
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structures, pedagogical norms, and cultural expectations (Beech, 2006; Beech & Larsen, 2014; Portnoi, 2016). 

Cultural Misalignment and the Centrality of Context 

The implementation of the PM in the province revealed substantial contextual and structural 
misalignments that typify many cross-national education transfers (Beech, 2006; Rappleye & Paulson, 
2007). As the authors (Arias de Sanchez & Li, 2025) previously observed, ECEs experienced tension when 
attempting to integrate externally developed professional frameworks into locally grounded, relationship-
based pedagogies. Building on that insight, the present analysis situates such tensions within the broader 
process of educational borrowing, focusing on how differences in institutional structures and pedagogical 
orientations shaped local responses to the imported model. The PM's standardized design — with its tiered 
intervention strategies, fidelity checklists, and structured coaching protocols — contrasted sharply with the 
province's early childhood curriculum. The curriculum emphasizes play, inquiry, and relational 
engagement, granting educators professional discretion to design learning experiences that align with 
children's emerging interests. Participants described the difficulty of aligning these two logics: while the 
PM offered clear behavioural expectations and tools for measuring children’s progress, its prescriptive 
nature sometimes conflicted with the curriculum's open-ended, reflective approach.  

Linguistic and cultural discontinuities further amplified this misalignment. The U.S.-developed PM 
encountered significant linguistic and cultural gaps, particularly in francophone settings where French-
language materials were scarce.  

Educators also noted that PM observation tools failed to capture locally valued practices such as 
outdoor play and communal mealtimes. These omissions weakened the PM’s cultural relevance, requiring 
educators to reinterpret its principles to fit their own communities. As stressed by Eisemon (1977), the 
transfer became 'in conflict' as it mismatched local curriculum priorities. Similar to findings in other 
international policy-transfer studies, (Seleznyov et al., 2021), the province's case underscores that 
educational reforms are most viable when they resonate with the values, languages, and everyday practices 
of the receiving context. These findings highlight that, in contexts where learning is closely tied to 
educators' autonomy and curriculum decisions, the clash with such belief’s risks marginalizing core 
dimensions of what is valued in children's experiences in that environment. As such, we contend that the 
conflict needs space for resolution and reflection, so the transfer does not become a coercive imposition. 

Local Reinterpretation, Translation, and Hybridity 

Consistent with theoretical accounts of policy borrowing, the province's case underscores that 
educational policies are rarely transplanted wholesale but instead undergo processes of adaptation, 
translation, and hybridization (Phillips & Ochs, 2004; Steiner-Khamsi, 2014). Through these processes, 
borrowed frameworks become contextualized, localized, and ultimately embedded—or indigenized—
within their new educational environments (Phillips & Ochs, 2004). 

This was evident in how the province's educators selectively filtered and reinterpreted the PM. In 
practice, the adoption was highly selective—policy borrowing, as Steiner-Khamsi (2014, p. 156) reminds 
us, is never wholesale. Educators displayed their own agency in reinterpreting and localizing the PM, 
simplifying or restructuring activities for infants and toddlers and integrating PM strategies into the 
curriculum's child-led routines. Such practices exemplify the process of filtering described by Eisemon 
(1977), where educators consciously adjust imported policies to fit local realities better. 

Of interest were the ECEs' manifestations of learning and professional development. As previously 
indicated, educators in this province shared a lack of professional development regarding children's 
emotional growth. Hence, the step-by-step processes used by the PM tools served them well, particularly 
because "it helped to move away from improvisation." Further, the technical jargon considered in the PM 
allowed ECEs to "take those words" and use them when assessing children through documentation and 
communicating with families. It could be suggested that consistent wording developed the reassurance 
that pedagogies were improving. However, language does not exist in isolation as it is fully embedded 
within context and practices; the PM language and "words" carried hidden narratives about educators' 
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roles and child growth that this ECE community was not ready to leave behind. Educators and coaches 
then engaged in cultural translations. They reworded materials entirely and adapted cultural references, 
substituting the American "Tucker the Turtle" character with "animals familiar to the province's children." 
These changes reflect Steiner-Khamsi's (2012, cited in Portnoi, 2016, p. 172) observation that policies are 
"always reinterpreted in the local context" rather than mechanically copied (Portnoi, 2016). 

Through this translation, a hybrid practice emerged—what Phillips and Ochs (2004) term synthesis—
in which global ideas were retained but localized in form and intent. The blending of the PM's emphasis 
on emotional regulation with the curriculum's narrative documentation exemplifies such hybridity, 
demonstrating how a borrowed policy becomes viable only once it resonates with the host culture's 
pedagogical logic (Appadurai, 1996, cited in Portnoi, 2016, p. 171). As our findings indicate, local educators 
engaged in hybridization as a key implementation strategy, blending elements of the imported PM with 
their established pedagogical routines. In particular, the PM's focus on emotional regulation was effectively 
incorporated into the province's existing practice of narrative documentation, illustrating a tangible 
example of policy hybridization within the local early learning context. 

Resistance and Local Agency 

PBLT also emphasizes that educational transfer is not a unidirectional process. Local actors possess 
agency to modify, reinterpret, or even resist borrowed reforms (Portnoi, 2016; Rappleye & Paulson, 2007). 
In the Canadian context, this agency was evident in educators' and coaches' active efforts to reshape the 
PM's implementation according to local conditions. 

The most explicit expression of this agency came through the assertion of ownership: "Take what we 
know. But make it ours. We need to make it ours." This move from external adoption to local innovation 
exemplifies indigenization — the transformation of borrowed policies into locally meaningful forms 
(Lendrum & Humphrey, 2012; Seleznyov et al., 2021). 

Implementation, as the findings show, was iterative and negotiated rather than linear, marked by 
moments of adjustment, innovation, and occasional resistance. This perspective challenges assumptions of 
fidelity-based replication and aligns with the view that educators are not passive "deliverers of manualized 
programs" (Albers & Pattuwage, 2017, p. 21; Seleznyov et al., 2021, p. 6) but rather mediators who 
reinterpret and broker global reforms (Eisemon, 1977). Even resistance—manifested through selective 
adaptation, rewording, or prioritization of local needs—represents a form of active engagement and 
contextual problem solving. We argued that the presence of focus groups facilitated these processes by 
making tensions visible and providing space for collective reflection. In this sense, focus groups functioned 
not only as a method of data collection but also as a dialogic space where educators negotiated meanings 
and reasserted locally grounded practices. Focus groups' contributions reinforce the importance of 
engaging practitioners' voices when implementing policy initiatives, ensuring that reforms are informed 
by those who enact them in diverse educational contexts. 

Ultimately, the Canadian province's case demonstrates that the transfer of educational reforms is a 
politically and socially situated process. Local actors reshape imported models to ensure contextual fit, 
affirming Ball's (2012, cited in Portnoi, 2016) argument that policies must always be reconfigured within 
the "complex ecologies" of their new environments. Through adaptation, negotiation, and resistance, the 
PM in this Canadian province evolved into a localized version that reflected the province's educational 
identity while still maintaining the model's core intent. 

Conclusion 

The implementation of the PM in the Canadian ELCC context provides a compelling case of 
educational borrowing in action—one that highlights both the promise and the complexity of transferring 
evidence-based frameworks across national and cultural boundaries. The findings demonstrate that 
importing an intervention model is not a simple act of replication but a process of continuous negotiation 
with the sociocultural and ideological early childhood contexts. As such, local educators held the power to 
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reinterpret, reshape, and ultimately recreate the new ideas in line with their own pedagogical traditions 
and community realities. 

Within the lens of Policy Borrowing and Lending Theory, three key processes characterized the 
Canadian province's implementation experience: cultural misalignment, as the structured logic of the U.S.-
developed model met the open-ended, relational ethos of the local early learning curriculum; local 
reinterpretation, as educators selectively filtered and translated materials to align with developmental 
stages, linguistic diversity, and family expectations; and resistance, expressed not as rejection but as the 
constructive reworking of external ideas to assert local ownership. Together, these processes produced a 
localized hybrid—a version of the PM that retained its core intent while reflecting the values of the province's 
early learning community. 

This study presents some limitations. As is the case with qualitative research designs, the sample is 
situated within a particular Canadian geographic context. The investigation represents the responses from 
a small sample of educators and PM coaches who live and work in that context. Readers from elsewhere 
should read this research with their own context in mind to determine if the results might be applicable in 
their environment. 

This study affirms that the success of educational transfer depends on contextual alignment and 
educator agency. Sustainable innovation emerges when educators are not positioned as implementers of 
external programs but as active participants in their reconstruction. For policymakers and professional 
development designers, the Canadian province's case highlights the need to embed adaptation 
mechanisms—such as bilingual resources, culturally responsive examples, and flexible coaching 
structures—into the transfer of global educational models. Future research might further explore how 
localized adaptations of the PM influence child outcomes, educator practices, and long-term system change 
across Canadian provinces and other international contexts. 
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