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In this paper we discuss a multi-layered analysis of the conflicts between the narratives 
circulating in public policy documents, public discourse, and stories from teachers that portray 
what counts as mathematics in education policy and practice in Sweden, Norway, and the United 
States. Methodologically, we draw on the work of Clandinin and Connelly (2004) and others 
(Jalongo & Isenberg, 1995; Olson, 2000) to gather stories from participants and analyze them for 
common themes, metaphors, and plotlines (Clandinin, 2007, p. xv). Using Craig’s (2007) story 
constellations, we look across the narratives from public policy documents and media reports as 
the stories being told (e.g. the policy and public narratives) and at teacher narratives for the 
stories be enacted around early childhood mathematics teaching.  
 
At the top level, we explore conflicts between policy and public discussions. Thus far, the policy 
narrative (in Sweden and Norway) is still holding to the importance of maintaining play-based 
practices to the point that preschools are discouraged from any planned activity or engaging with 
the free play, yet the media (public narrative) as influenced by politicians is telling a story of 
schoolification. In the US, policy narratives encourage increased schoolification whereas there is 
a mixed message in the media with some arguing for schoolification and some arguing for play. 
To understand how these public and policy narratives are playing out in classrooms, we analyzed 
stories as told through video, observations, and interviews with teachers from all three countries 
to identify narratives around mathematics learning in preschools to answer the question: what 
counts as mathematics learning in play? We found four tropes in which interesting (and 
sometimes conflicting) narratives emerged: (1) the conflicting narrative between child and 
teacher; (2) the child-teacher congruent narrative that results from regular practice; (3) the 
shifting narrative because of the teachers’ involvement responding to play (mathematizing); and 
(4) the conflicting narrative between researcher and teachers. The existence of these tropes 
highlights the importance of elevating children’s and teachers’ narratives to those making policy 
so that they recognize the mathematics learning and teaching that already exists in play.  
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