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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this thesis was set against the background of changed 
expectations on education and teachers’ work in contemporary Western 
societies, reflecting global educational trends of standardisation and assessment 
moving further down the ages. The overall aim of the thesis was to explore and 
gain understandings of how teachers’ work is constituted. The exploration was 
based on lived experience and philosophical perspectives, and the main research 
questions were: i) what is the significance of existential dimensions of teachers’ 
work, and ii) how can they be understood in the light of a globalised and 
standardised education?

The theoretical and methodological basis of the thesis was mainly the 
philosophy of the life-world as formulated by Maurice Merleau-Ponty. The 
studies included employed the following methods: drawings with associated 
oral comments (study I), written teacher responses and follow-up interviews 
(study II), visual documentation with associated oral comments (study III), and 
finally, literature study (study IV). In total 50 teachers and 112 children 
participated in study I, ten teachers in study II and eight teachers in study III. In 
study IV, the data consisted of philosophical literature.

The findings show that teachers’ work involves not only teachers’ 
intellectual capacities and skills, but also their emotional and embodied being, 
and intertwined relationships. Further, teachers’ work is affected by the views 
of children, knowledge and learning held by teachers, policymakers and society 
but also by ontological assumptions and existential dimensions in a wider sense. 
It emerged that teachers’ views of education and their attempt to appreciate the 
unpredictable beyond dualistic assumptions are holistic, and multidimensional, 
in comparison to the rather linear and standardised global agenda.

The crossover analysis of the findings suggests that teachers’ work is 
mainly constituted by ambiguities and intertwinings of an ontological character 
that have epistemological implications. In this thesis, ambiguities are used to 
describe aspects that at first seem contradictory but are in fact more like 
irreducible uncertainties – as intertwined and reversible aspects of teachers’ 
work as a whole. Accordingly, existential dimensions of teachers’ work are 
ubiquitous within these ambiguities and intertwinings, and appear as significant 
in mainly two ways – firstly, as closely connected dimensions of the life-world 
and lived experience, referred to as lived time, lived space, lived body and lived 
other; secondly, as basic notions mainly about the relationships between i) 
subject and object, ii) mind and body, iii) human, culture and nature, iv) linear 
and multidimensional temporality. These existential dimensions of teachers 
work are discussed as Intercorporeal reversibilities (mind and body, subject 
and object), Intertwinings, chiasm and flesh (human, culture and nature) and A
chiasmic be(com)ing (linear and multidimensional temporality).



The ambiguous aspects of teachers’ work seem to derive from a general 
ambiguity of views on education, in which the rationalistic view tends to 
dominate since it often reflects the management of education. This overall 
ambiguity demands a reconsideration of the wider aim of education as well as 
of different relationships within education beyond dualisms and divides.
Particularly, intercorporeal and intertwined relationships are essential, 
encompassing the significant intertwinings of ‘subjectobject’, ‘mindbody’ and
‘humannatureculture’. It is argued that this rethinking needs to be done in order 
to create conceptual and operational space for diverse and challenging 
pedagogical relationships. Thereby, a process of a chiasmic be(com)ing for 
teachers in their work and for children’s learning can be enhanced.

Key words: teachers’ work; teaching; school; early childhood education; lived 
experience; existential; pluralistic; Merleau-Ponty
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INTRODUCTION
The main focus of this thesis is teachers’ work in times of global educational 
trends and policy reforms, explored from philosophical perspectives. This may
be a significant topic for all those involved in teaching and learning in 
institutions like school and preschool, for other actors who affect the 
educational field, and for society in general. 

In contemporary Western societies, education has undergone a series of 
extensive reconstructions that have changed the expectations on education and 
teachers’ work (Hargreaves, 2009; Wahlström, 2011). Previous research shows
that an intensification of teachers’ work, in terms of greater responsibility, less 
control and efficiency, has led to uncertainties in teachers’ professional identity 
(Ballet, Kelchtermans & Loughran, 2006; Gannerud & Rönnerman, 2006; 
Gustafsson, 2010; Persson & Tallberg Broman, 2002). As well, doubts 
concerning teachers’ professional knowledge in relation to the scope and 
boundaries of their assignment have increased (Rodgers & Roth, 2006; Tallberg
Broman & Holmberg, 2007). 

Contemporary educational trends and educational policy reforms have 
become more global and widespread, and in Western knowledge-based 
societies, education has become an important issue for all kinds of different 
national and international actors, due to countries’ desire to compete in the 
global market (Ball, 2003, 2008; Tattoo, 2006). Therefore, the steady 
advancement of standardisation and assessment further down the ages is central 
element of efforts to create effective schools (Hargreaves, 2009). Accordingly, 
in current global educational trends and educational policy reforms, the 
technical-rational agenda – that what is easy to measure – seems to be
privileged over the relational and the holistic, the more complex dimensions of 
this human enterprise of education. 

The problem with the rationalistic agenda, which also influences research 
in the field, is that existential dimensions, such as experiences, embodiment, 
and complex relationships, are ignored, or not valued to any significant extent.
Ontological and epistemological aspects of education and teachers’ work are 
also often ignored (Barnacle, 2009; Bengtsson, 2009; Dahlin, Östgard & Hugo,
2009; Dall’Alba, 2009a, b). Dall’Alba (2009b) argues for a reconsideration of
the ontological aspects of becoming a teacher. She stresses that knowledge and 
skills are necessary but insufficient for teaching practice, since the process of 
becoming a teacher is an embodied transition. Clandinin and Connelly (1995),
Kelchtermans (2009) and Johansson (2004, 2005), also discuss the importance of 
ontological aspects in teachers’ work. They show that teachers’ views of children, 
knowledge and learning greatly affect their practice and, consequently,
children’s possibilities for learning.
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However, research also shows that there is a discrepancy between, on the 
one hand, teachers’ lived experiences and their deeply held beliefs about 
education, and, on the other, the rationalistic assumptions reflected in policies
(Kelchtermans, 2005). Although discrepancies are not necessarily a new 
phenomenon, contemporary national and local contexts are to a higher degree 
than before influenced by global rationalistic trends, which may deepen the 
discrepancy. By extension, this can make it difficult for teachers to carry out 
their mission in such a way where both policy and their own fundamental 
beliefs harmonises with each other. Such discrepancy may lead to difficulties 
for teachers in their teaching practice and even result in acts of resistance
(Kelchtermans, 2005; O’Connor, 2008). Accordingly, the public management 
of schools can be seen as not just implementation of educational policy texts, 
but as a process and an arena where policies can be counteracted or 
reinterpreted (Francia, 1999; Fullan, 2001; Håkansson, 2006).

Teachers’ work is thus much more multifaceted than what simplified 
descriptions would indicate (Johansson, 2009; Mockler, 2011; Rodgers & Roth, 
2006). According to Mockler (2011), teachers’ work, professional practice and 
identity are constituted in the overlapping and interacting dimensions of three 
key domains: their personal experience, professional context and the external 
political environment. In addition, Håkansson (2006), Persson (2010) and 
Tallberg Broman and Persson (2010), emphasise that global tendencies need 
attention in order to analyse and understand contemporary and future challenges 
in Swedish education and teachers’ work.

Previous research in the area of teachers’ work, professional identity and 
knowledge has been conducted from various perspectives – such as gender, 
ethics, curriculum theory, school improvement, and multicultural, sociological 
and psychological perspectives, to name but a few. Research in the field of 
teachers’ work also has different focus in terms of relationships and levels, such 
as individual, group or societal (Boström & Lidholt, 2006). There is, however, a 
gap when it comes to existential perspectives of teachers’ work. In particular,
studies concerned with Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) teaching
viewed in a broader educational context need to be further developed. In 
addition, studies that present teachers’ own experiences are a minority 
(Hargreaves, 1996; Rusta, 2012; Smith, 2005). Hargreaves (1996) points out
that, teachers’ voices need to be listened to, but not without contextualising and 
contrasting them with a wider context and with other voices. 

Accordingly, there emerged a need to explore and reconsider teachers’ 
work from a perspective that would take lived experiences and a broad 
educational context of global educational trends and policy reforms into 
account. It is furthermore essential to develop alternatives and counterweights 
to the rationalistic agenda that incorporate appreciation of more multifaceted 
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understandings. Peters (2007), argues for using philosophical and pluralistic 
approaches to the creation of alternative ways of thinking in education. As 
Barnacle (2009) and Dall’Alba (2009a, b) point out, phenomenological 
exploration and interrogation, for example, a re-thinking of concepts 
traditionally treated as dichotomies, can provide insights in different 
educational questions. 

Given this, I have chosen to explore the field of teachers’ work from 
philosophical perspectives, especially drawing on the philosophy of the life-
world as formulated by Maurice Merleau-Ponty. The philosophy of the life-
world not only provides a potential way to explore lived experiences of 
teachers’ work, but also an opportunity to understand teacher’s work and 
experiences as intertwined in a mutual relationship with everything within the 
life-world of teachers. In other words, my research interest is positioned in the 
midst of experience of teachers’ work and global educational trends resulting in 
national policy reforms, which are inevitable aspects of the life-world of 
teachers and children in school and preschool. 

For the purpose of the present thesis, the concept teachers’ work is used as 
it allows for a broad understanding of what it means to be a teacher,
encompassing, for example, teaching, didactics, professional knowledge and 
identity as well as the existential experience of one’s being as a teacher.
Moreover, school refers to both preschool and regular school, while teachers
refers to teachers in general. When a specific group of teachers is referred to, 
this is clarified, for example, as teachers in ECEC, or preschool teachers,
where the former refers to teachers in ECEC in general, and the latter signifies
teachers in Swedish early childhood education and care, so-called preschool.
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Aim
The overall aim of present thesis is to explore and gain understandings of how 
teachers’ work is constituted. The exploration is based on lived experiences and 
philosophical perspectives, and the main research questions are: i) what is the 
significance of existential dimensions of teachers’ work, and ii) how can they 
be understood in the light of a globalised and standardised education?

To reach the overall aim, and answer the main research questions, the four 
included studies have the following main objectives:

- to explore the phenomenological ways in which teachers’ work is experienced 
and portrayed by teachers and children

- to explore how Swedish teachers in preschool experience their strengthened 
teaching mission that focuses on content knowledge. Specifically, the 
experiences of teachers in working with scientific exploration with children in 
preschool are investigated

- to explore the basic views of children, learning and knowledge as they are 
reflected in documentation compiled in three different Swedish preschool 
groups

- to explore temporal notions of children, and temporality in education
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY:
THE LIFE-WORLD OF TEACHERS

The philosophy of the life-world
The theoretical framework of this study is mainly based upon the philosophy of 
the life-world as formulated by Maurice Merleau-Ponty, which is a branch of 
the existential phenomenology movement. I found this philosophy to be 
appropriate since my overall interest starts in the lived experiences of teachers’ 
work. In addition, the diverse and complex experiences that emerged when the 
study progressed inspired me to further explore the philosophy of Merleau-
Ponty, beyond its methodological implications. Accordingly, I have used the 
philosophy of the life-world not only as a starting-point to methodologically 
guide my study, but also as a framework for analysing and discussing my 
results in relation to previous research. Since Merleau-Ponty developed his 
philosophy more than fifty years ago, it has also been important for me to read 
and consider other continental philosophers’ texts from a perspective of 
contemporary knowledge. I have done this through scholars such as Diana 
Coole, Nick Crossley, Fred Evans, Leonard Lawlor, Jack Reynolds, Ted 
Toadvine and Gail Weiss, who have devoted their studies and research to 
philosophy in various areas, for example, sociology, political theory, 
environmental studies and education. I have also made use of the writings of 
Max van Manen who has interpreted and applied Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy 
in empirical research. Because of this extended use of the philosophy of the 
life-world, there are some concepts that need to be illuminated in this 
theoretical review, before moving on to previous research relevant for the 
study.

Existential dimensions of lived experience
There are many variations of phenomenological philosophy and research, from 
rigorous and systematic approaches to creative, unpredictable processes 
containing different levels of interpretations (Bengtsson, 2001; Finlay, 2009).
Edmund Husserl is used to be identified as the founder of modern 
phenomenology (Bengtsson, 2005). He developed a philosophy that 
presupposed an objective truth that could be detected through a reduction 
(Husserl, 1995). An existential and hermeneutic branch of phenomenology, in 
which both Heidegger (1993) and Merleau-Ponty (2002) were involved,
developed as a critique of this transcendental perspective.

Merleau-Ponty describes his phenomenology of perception and philosophy 
of the life-world as an indirect ontology since it is not occupied with 
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understanding being as is the philosophy of Heidegger, but rather as a being-in-
the-world, (être au monde), a belongingness and an ambiguous existence in 
relation to the world (Bengtsson, 2005; Merleau-Ponty, 2002; Merleau-Ponty &
Lefort, 1968). Thus, the concept of existence as used in this thesis, encompasses
dimensions of human’s experiences as they are lived as well as ontological 
aspects and assumptions of this existence in terms of fundamental relationships,
which will be further explored below. In his preface to Merleau-Ponty’s 
working notes – the posthumously published The Visible and the Invisible
edited by Claude Lefort – the translator Alphonso Lingis points out that this 
text was to be Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological ontology and philosophy of 
nature. Lingis writes: ‘[Merleau-Ponty’s ontology] shall now come only from 
his readers. Each reader will find in the range of this thought his own motives to 
assume and discoveries to appropriate’ (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p. xl). 

However, characteristic for the phenomenological movement in general is 
the openness and the turning to the ‘things themselves’ as they are experienced 
by somebody in a specific context. In this study, this turning means exploring
the concrete, carnal, affective and sensual experienced every-day world of 
teachers and children in school and preschool. Such aspects and nuances are 
easily lost in abstract descriptions and theorisation about education. The task of
phenomenological research is hence to explore the embodied and sensuous 
lived experience of a phenomenon – ‘What is this or that kind of experience 
like?’ (van Manen, 1997, p. 9). Van Manen particularly highlights the 
existential dimensions of temporality, spatiality, corporeality and relationality 
discussed by Merleau-Ponty as dimensions of humans’ being in the world and 
of the lived experience. Finlay (2009) compares phenomenological research 
with an emotional journey. 

The best phenomenological research resonates and is potentially transformative. 
If phenomenological research can be likened to going on a voyage, we should 
expect to be touched, surprised and enchanted along the way as new vistas open 
before our very eyes. (Finlay, 2009, p. 480)

This is not an easy thing to do, but it has nonetheless been my ambition as a 
researcher when conducting this study to ‘set out in a spirit of adventure, not 
knowing where they [I] will end up and open to possibility of discovering new 
worlds’ (Finlay, 2009, p. 474).

In the following, I shall clarify some basic concepts of the philosophy of 
the life-world that have been important to me in my research, namely: life-
world, ambiguity, reversibility, chiasm and flesh. Through these concepts,
Merleau-Ponty’s ideas about the relationships between humans, matter, nature, 
culture, history, mind and body are elucidated. These concepts are all to some 
extent linked to each other and are important parts of what is described as a 
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more radical shift in Merleau-Ponty’s life-world philosophy and interpretation 
of phenomenology (cf. Diprose & Reynolds, 2008; Evans & Lawlor, 2000; 
Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968; Merleau-Ponty, 2002; Reynolds, 2004).

Intertwined relationships within the life-world
According to Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, our lived body integrates body and 
soul, and the lived body inhabits the world and the time together with other 
humans, living organisms and matter, but is still the subjective basis of our 
experiences and understanding. ‘I am not in space and time, nor do I conceive
space and time; I belong to them, my body combines with them and includes 
them’ (Merleau-Ponty, 2002, p. 162). The life-world is thus the context of
which we are part, and the lived body is situated in lived time and lived space. 
Merleau-Ponty points out that relationships within the life-world are indivisible 
and intertwined – the life-world is constituted by relationships of different 
character. Everything within the life-world mutually influences the other parts,
such as individuals, matter, materials, society, nature, culture and history 
(Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968). Hence, the philosophy of the life-world has a 
pluralistic ontology, denying monism as well as dualism. This is apparent in the 
concepts of ambiguity, reversibility and chiasm. For Merleau-Ponty ambiguity
characterises our existence. Different aspects within our experience occur 
simultaneously but cannot be reduced to each other. Langer (2003) expresses 
Merleau-Ponty’s concept of ambiguity in the following: 

Ambiguity separated from experience is no longer ambiguity . . . For de Beauvoir 
and Merleau-Ponty, ambiguity is not ambivalence, equivocation, dualism, or 
absurdity. Ambiguity characterizes existence and involves an irreducible 
indeterminacy, and multiple, inseparable significations and aspects. (Langer,
2003, p. 90)

This ambiguity, which at first may seem contradictory but in fact holds 
irreducible parts of a whole, is significant in many aspects (Weiss, 2008). For 
example, Merleau-Ponty discusses ambiguity as the intertwined relationship of 
subjectivity, intersubjectivity and generality, as well as the reversibility of ‘me’
as a subject and ‘me’ as an object. Ambiguity also appears in different aspects 
of time, in terms of the living present, the future and the past as intertwined 
(Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968; Merleau-Ponty, 2002). For Merleau-Ponty,
humans are so intertwined with the world and everything we meet that ‘the 
world is wholly inside me and I am wholly outside myself’ (Merleau-Ponty, 
2002, p. 408). The intertwined relationships that Merleau-Ponty describes
encroach upon each other in a crossover, that he terms chiasm (Evans &
Lawlor, 2000; Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968). Chiasm thus describes a co-
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functioning between human being as subject and object, between human being 
and conscious or unconscious experienced dimensions of the world – as, for 
example, within temporal aspects, as discussed by Mazis (1992). The particular 
entanglement between my body and the world is described by Merleau-Ponty as 
flesh. He argues that the reversibility of these phenomena, despite their 
respective differences, influence each other and change, and are thus united in 
the same body, the same world, an element or sense of being. The flesh may 
therefore be a concept for a spontaneous gathering of many diverse aspects of 
experience, a unified but ambiguous whole. 

We must not think the flesh starting from substances, from body and spirit—for 
then it would be the union of contradictories—but we must think it, as we said, as 
an element, as the concrete emblem of a general manner of being. (Merleau-
Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p. 147)

The entanglements described above may be one way to exemplify what
Merleau-Ponty describes as paradoxical tensions in phenomenology that show 
the ambiguous, intertwined relationships of transcendence and immanence, 
which are the experienced world. In that way, Merleau-Ponty’s concept of 
chiasm and the body of the world – the flesh – abolishes the dualistic 
relationship between an inner autonomous subject and an outer objective world. 
This paradoxical tension may be explained as the world being immanent to us 
as it speaks to us about ourselves – we know our selves through the world – but 
transcendent as we are already in the world. We do not constitute the world, but 
as subjects, we are involved in a dialogical or dialectical, creative and engaging 
relationship, as are other organisms and indeed all matter (Evans, 2008, 2010; 
Lawlor, 1998). Hence, experiences and perceptions are subjective as well as 
intersubjective and pre-individual. Toadvine (2008) writes: 

a reality is perceived only in so far as it is experienced, and it is therefore always 
‘for me’. But the perceiving thing, to be real, must also present itself as ‘in itself’, 
that is, as preceding and exceeding my experience of it. This paradox of 
immanence and transcendence defines the experience of the perceived as such, 
and Merleau-Ponty rediscovers it in all the dimensions of our lives that take root 
in the perceptual world, including the experience of time, others, nature, the body 
and ideality. (Toadvine, 2008, p. 20–21)

Thus, a subject perceives and experiences the world, but the bodily experience 
exceeds the subjective consciousness. This ambiguous relationship between 
transcendence and immanence signifies the way in which Merleau-Ponty 
developed an alternative philosophical approach, avoiding views by which our 
perceiving body is either reduced to a mechanism that works due to causality or
as an object of consciousness.
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According to Crossley (2008), Merleau-Ponty’s account of humans’
‘situated-ness’ supports a dialogue and exchange of ideas with social sciences1.
For example, the transformation from individual to social in terms of a 
relational being whose subjectivity belongs to and takes shape within the 
public, the rejection of a Cartesian inner world, as well as the embodied human 
agency, creates such openings, he argues. Following on a pluralistic and 
intertwined perspective of the world, in which everything in human society is
affected by everything else, Merleau-Ponty rejects causal patterns. For him, 
concrete intersubjectivity ‘is a web of meaningful relations, “mediated by 
things” and involving interdependencies and inequalities that, in turn, generate 
power, alienation and exploitation’ (Crossley, 2008, p. 236). Still, he admits the 
primacy of economic relationships if they should prove to be an indicator of 
historical events, as do many sociologists (Merleau-Ponty, 1964a, 1985). As 
such, Merleau-Ponty makes it possible for sociology to become more 
phenomenological in terms of taking human experience into account and as 
well, for ‘phenomenology to engage with the socio-historical world in a 
concrete and engaged manner’ (Crossley, 2008, p. 239).

The basic concepts presented above, are in addition connected to other
aspect of the complex web of teachers’ life-world, within which teachers’ work
is experienced and lived – as a network, where a myriad of threads are 
connected. Other aspects that I have particularly taken into account in the 
present thesis are educational trends and policy reforms, and early childhood 
education and care.

Educational trends and policy reforms: teachers’ work in a 
globalised and standardised education 
In the past decade, many parts of Europe have witnessed an education system in 
flux, and new demands on education have led to new expectations on teachers’ 
work as well (Hargreaves, 2009; Wahlström, 2011). Childhood has become 
institutionalised, as regards both quantitative and qualitative aspects (Eilard, 
2010; Kamerman, 2005, Persson, 2010). Research shows that contemporary 
educational trends tend to be more global and widespread than before, 
regardless of each country’s specific culture and history, and thus influence 
individual countries’ policy2 reforms to a higher degree than before (Ball, 2003,

1 According to Crossley (2008) connections can be found between Merleau-Ponty and Max Weber, 
Thomas Luckmann, and Pierre Bordieu, to mention some.
2 Policy is in this thesis understood as decisions and legislations on different levels, which are 
signified by processes of regulation and negotiation, where visible or invisible power is constructed 
and maintained in different educational contexts (Ball, 2008; Håkansson, 2006; Popkewitz, 1991).



10

2008; Tatto, 2006). These national policy responses to global agencies such as 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the
World Bank, and the European Union (EU) can be termed globalisation (Ball, 
2008). However, Popkewitz (2000) points out that, ‘the global and local are 
intricately joined through complex patterns that are multiple and 
multidirectional’ (p. 6) – a pluralistic view compatible with the view of 
Merleau-Ponty concerning mutual influence or impact. 

Global trends and national policy reforms comprise views on education 
and curricula, as well as on organisation, control and goals. Moreover, they also 
embody different visions of what is considered desirable and feasible for future 
education (Håkansson, 2006; Popkewitz, 2000).

In most nations, educational “reform” is considered to be a strategic site for 
intervention that can promote the modernization of nations, enhance the viability 
of economic systems within world markets, and link macro issues of regulation 
with micro patterns of socialization and child rearing. (Popkewitz, 2000, p. 3)

Håkansson (2006) and Popkewitz (2000), discuss different intentions of 
significance for contemporary policies. Some examples of such intentions are:
i) education for everybody, including the values and virtues of human 
empowerment, democracy, and deliberation, ii) lifelong learning and individual 
development, where children’s interests and abilities to learn at an early age are 
emphasised as the start for learning throughout life in diverse contexts, iii) 
efficiency, where maximum effectiveness in terms of students’ achievement at 
minimum cost is the driving force. This third vision is mainly realised in a
changed approach to management in the public sector, referred to as a new 
managerialism (Lindblad & Popkewitz, 2004), New Public Management 
(Blossing, Imsen & Moos, 2014; Hood, 1995), or marketisation (Goodson, 
2003; Hargreaves, 2005).

According to Popkewitz (2000), a global trend of decentralisation, in terms 
of management by objectives, increased local responsibility, teacher 
professionalisation, flexibility and qualitative evaluations, has influenced 
Western and accordingly Swedish educational policy reforms. Beyond local 
differences, for many years the Nordic countries have shared certain basic ideas 
about education, in which democratic and equal values and goals, a school for 
all, have been prominent. This agenda is now challenged by the neoliberal 
educational discourse (Blossing et al., 2014). The radical ideological shift from 
an egalitarian education towards a market-oriented education featuring 
decentralisation, goal steering and free choice started in Sweden during the 
1990s, following most countries in OECD (Björklund, 2005). Following on 
this, many Swedish educational reforms in the past few decades have aimed to 
bring together different school forms. In addition, the conditions under which 
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these different school forms function today are similar in many respects
(Gannerud & Rönnerman, 2006). As such, different parts of the educational 
system, from ECEC to later school years, successively develop in a similar 
direction. 

Western societies have become what today often are described as 
knowledge societies or knowledge-based economies which Green (2010) refers 
to as meta-discourses in policy terms. In addition, the belief that access to early 
education in schools and ECEC enable not only each individual’s strong start 
for life and life-long learning, but also countries’ ability to compete in the 
global market, has become wide spread (Gray, 2012; Green, 2010; OECD 2006;
Tattoo, 2006). Accordingly, current reforms have intensified the demands on 
ECEC as the basis for life-long learning (Jönsson, Sandell & Tallberg Broman, 
2012). 

The knowledge economy is a concept problematised by Ball (2008), who 
claims that it is both elusive and misleading, as it derives from ideas of 
education as business products, and is articulated in national education policies.
Similar to changes in the structure of education in England in the past two 
decades, discussed by Ball (2008), Sweden’s current educational policy system 
are clearly adapted to the demands of the global economy (Säfström, 2011).
This can be exemplified by the presentation of the Swedish educational system 
by Ministry of Education and Research Sweden (2013) which emphasises how 
Sweden and other countries ‘compete on the basis of their knowledge, and 
knowledgeable individuals are our main asset’ (preface). 

Education on all levels is thus an issue of great interest for many different 
actors (Moss, 2007, Persson, 2010). The overall aim of the Lisbon strategy
(European Commission, 2001), characterising European education as excellent,
has affected all of the countries involved, and still does (Tallberg Broman & 
Persson, 2010). The starting-point of this agenda of excellence is effective and 
large-scale implementations in European schools of ‘what works’ – that is, 
evidence-based methods (Biesta, 2007; Mockler, 2011). In addition, in order to 
compare and measure excellence, the demands on comparability between
countries have increased. International and national education policies and 
large-scale reforms have thus put measurable content knowledge and 
standardisation, documentation and assessment at the top of the agenda to 
create these effective schools (Biesta, 2013; Hargreaves, 2009; Moss, 2007). 
However, researchers such as Harlen (2007) demonstrate that it has become 
increasingly common, especially in English and French-speaking countries, that 
curricula are narrowed according to tests that will be conducted, which has had
a negative effect on children’s knowledge development. As Aspelin and 
Persson (2011) and Kroksmark (2013) point out, a similar situation has 
occurred in Sweden the past decade: what is counted as worthwhile knowledge 
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is expected to also be visible as success in international tests. Kroksmark (2013) 
terms this an ‘OECD-fication’ (p. 18, my translation) of education, which may 
lead to less focus on values and student-centred learning. Biesta (2013) raises 
the important question whether we measure what we value in a country or if we 
value what is measured. He points to the fear of being left behind without 
asking the question why it might be good to be like those ahead, and what the 
criteria are that result in some being positioned ahead. Accordingly, the agenda 
of increased control and highly centralised monitoring of results in 
decentralised schools further complicates the understanding of education and 
teachers’ work (Håkansson, 2006; Popkewitz, 2000). 

In addition, the global agenda of performativity has resulted in a 
transnational trend of standardisation and assessment further down the ages,
covering not only knowledge and learning, but children’s personality and home
conditions as well (Tallberg Broman, 2009; Vallberg Roth, 2010). Although, 
research among older students shows that standardisation affects not only 
teachers’ work, but also the students involved, in terms of disengagement with 
school and escalating dropout rates (Amrein & Berliner, 2002), a growing body 
of international research discusses the need for assessment tools in order to 
understand how young children develop their thinking (Brenneman, 2011). As
well, a considerable amount of the international research has concentrated on 
children’s thinking and concept formation in relation to age, especially in 
content areas such as, for example, science, as well as teachers’ lack of 
knowledge (Fleer, 2009), while more complex analyses have been in minority.
Lenz Taguchi (2010a) expresses this movement as ‘an international 
mainstreaming of ECE practices towards developmentally appropriate 
practices’ (p. 7). Accordingly, it is relevant to wonder whether the rationalistic 
agenda, which in the field of ECEC has traditionally been signified by 
constructivist and cognitive approaches (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; James & 
Prout, 1997), has once again achieved a firm grip on education among younger 
children, and thus on teachers’ work in ECEC.

Accordingly, policy reforms are informed by economic, social and cultural 
agendas, for example, and may in themselves contain contradictory intentions, 
which rest on disparate views and value bases. For example, Lenz Taguchi 
(2010a) points out two strong, but contradictory, tendencies in education and 
ECEC around the world today: one that emphasises diversity and complexity in 
accordance with goals of ethnic, religious, social and economic inclusion, and 
another that works towards a reduction of diversity and complexity, especially 
in terms of implementation and fulfilment. As well, reforms may collide with 
traditional views about educational aims. For example, when the global 
educational discourse emphasising economic investment and profit confronts
the Nordic and Swedish educational discourse of education as a social and 
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democratic movement ambivalences and tensions emerge (Blossing et al., 2014, 
Tallberg Broman & Persson, 2010). In Sweden, the school and preschool
curricula combine the two agendas, prescribing goals concerning both content 
and democratic values (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2010a, 
2011a). Tallberg Broman and Persson (2010) analyse this double mission in the 
following: ‘This national ambivalence is in itself an expression of how a global 
education discourse, based on competition in the market for education, confront 
the national discourse of equality and equivalence’ (2010, p. 12, my 
translation). According to the authors, the divide between the knowledge
orientation and the social care orientation becomes even more prominent in an 
era of globalisation, although it is neither fruitful nor scientific. Instead, a 
combination of the two – teachers’ professional knowledge, including giving 
effective instructions, and their ability to communicate, give feedback and build 
trusting, democratic relationships with and among the children – seems to be an
effective intervention for children’s learning, as noted by diverse researchers
(Grosin, 2004; Hattie, 2009; Johansson, 2005; Persson, 2008; Siraj-Blatchford 
et al., 2002; Siraj-Blatchford, 2004). 

There is thus a convergence among researchers when it comes to the value 
of relationships in learning, whether in school or preschool, or among adults in
school improvement, for example (Aspelin, 2012; Bingham & Sidorkin, 2004; 
Blossing & Ertesvåg, 2011; Johansson, 2005; Persson, 2008). As well, the 
influence of the United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the Child No.7 
(United Nations, 2005) on ECEC policy has increased internationally 
(Berthelsen, Brownle & Johansson, 2009; Moloney, 2010). Bingham and 
Sidorkin (2004), state that education is not possible without relationships. They 
point out how the information-based economy requires more people with higher 
levels of education while paradoxically, at the same time school is losing its 
authority and power in society. They argue that schools still persist because 
‘education is primarily about human beings who need to meet together, as a 
group of people, if learning is to take place’ (Bingham & Sidorkin, 2004, p. 5). 
As such, they claim that teaching is about building educational relationships
through shared practices. This further indicates that social, cultural and 
democratic elements have become more important in education, especially due 
to inter-cultural aspects of globalisation. Säfström (2011) argues that 
emancipation and equality should be at the core of education, although they are 
hardly recognisable in contemporary education, with its focus on measurability 
above all – an education referred to as ‘schooling’ in which he sees a 
managerial function of the state. 
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Teachers’ work in public debate in Sweden

How global agencies and local societies consider what is the aim and vision of 
schools and ECEC, determines largely what is going on within these 
institutions, and what teachers’ work will be about (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 
2002; Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). In addition, public debate about education and 
teachers’ work within a country may as well signal views that in some way may 
affect teachers’ work as well. 

In Sweden, teachers are blamed for different problems in the public debate, 
all depending on the spirit of the time. For example, students’ social behaviour
have been a main issue in the debate, as well as students’ lack of achievement,
which just recently withdrew new publicity when the latest report from the 
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) was published by the 
Organisation for Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2013). Complaints 
about teacher education for not preparing teachers for their assignment properly 
have been frequently heard in contemporary educational debate in Sweden. 
Recent national reports, show that the demands on and workload of diverse 
professions in Sweden today increase. Teachers, though stands out, as the most 
heavily loaded profession (Arvidsson et al., 2012; Du & Jobbet, 2013;
Lärarförbundet, 2012, 2013a, b). Although Swedish teachers are well educated 
and experienced, they were less satisfied with their work situation than teachers 
in other comparable countries (Swedish National Agency for Education,
2011b). Unions and labour institutes point out policy reforms implemented 
without sufficient recourses that also decrease teachers’ autonomy as well as 
low salary levels as some reasons for teachers’ dissatisfaction (Lärarförbundet, 
2012; Lärarnas Riksförbund, 2012; Persson, 2006). In addition, grim figures 
show that one of four teachers in elementary and upper secondary school have 
left the profession for other reasons than retirement, between 2007 and 2012 
(The Swedish National Agency for Education, 2013a) – statistics that 
counteracts the efforts to secure teachers for the future. Although some 
headlines highlight more positive images of teachers’ work it is mostly a black 
and somewhat destructive picture of education in general, and teachers’ work in 
specific, that is communicated in public in Sweden.

Teachers’ work, professional identity and knowledge

The role of the teacher, what we currently talk about as the traditional teacher,
was established in very similar terms in most parts of the world in the second 
decade of the last century (Goble & Porter, 1977). In 1977, UNESCO compiled 
different international studies on the changing role of the teacher, thus implying
a change in the definition of the function of the roles of the school and of the 
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teacher, due to rapid changes in society. Goble and Porter outlined this text on
behalf of UNESCO, and described the future situation as follows:

It is a world which runs the danger of conflict, ignorance, prejudice, alienation of 
the young and stubborn resistance to change, but where the teacher’s role as 
change-agent and community worker is considered to be vital as the key to a 
more equable, secure and prosperous society . . . Teachers are a critical factor in 
development: they are in a privileged position to break the circle of poverty, 
ignorance and prejudice in a manner likely to be accepted by the populations 
concerned; while the multiplier effect of their occupation singles them out as a 
valuable investment at a time of crushing demand and limited resources. (Goble 
& Porter, 1977, preface)

The gaze into the future made by Goble and Porter (1977) more than thirty 
years ago, suggests a situation that is not too distant from what we recognise 
today. However, in contemporary education a contradictory picture of an 
increased professionalisation of childhood on the one hand, and a 
deprofessionalisation of the teacher on the other, emerges, according to 
Tallberg Broman (2006). As she explains: ‘The teacher has been assigned a key 
role in the contemporary childhood project and for societal integration, but is
not given the required support and legitimacy necessary for this extended social 
mission’ (Tallberg Broman, 2006, p. 79, my translation).

Teaching, especially of younger children, has traditionally been close to 
the notion of ‘the good mother’ rather than being a high-status job and 
profession (Hargreaves, 1998; Johansson & Pramling Samuelsson, 2001). This 
view is consistent with the construction of the teacher as a substitute for the 
parents discussed by Dahlberg et al. (2002), and Dahlberg and Moss (2005). 
Still, other conceptions of teachers are identified as well, such as that of the 
teacher defined as technician, as entrepreneur and as social worker. Other 
perspectives involving the teacher as researcher in practice, or as co-constructer 
of knowledge and identity, have become more prevalent as children’s
competences and perspectives have become more valued (Clark, Kjörholt & 
Moss, 2005; Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Rönnerman, 2012; Tiller, 2009). 

According to Sjöberg (2010), the rhetoric of Swedish educational policy
began to refer to teachers as professionals in the late 1980s, and 1990s, in
association with the restructuring of the Swedish school organisation. In 
contrast to this professionalisation, a process of deprofessionalisation of 
teachers, visible through external control technologies, also appeared. In 
combination with teachers’ wish for influence and status, this increased 
teachers’ self-governance and became an effective tool for changing policy 
reforms. Goodson (2003) mentions a further aspect of this paradoxical process 
of professionalisation and deprofessionalisation: while strengthening diverse 
professional perspectives that earlier may have been suppressed, a united and 
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strong voice of the teacher profession disappeared, potentially leading to 
weakened professionalism, reduced influence and resistance to uniform and 
globalised power.  

In accordance with this, during the past two decades the wider educational 
context of global trends and policy reforms has changed teachers’ work, their
professional identity3 and the demands on teachers’ professional knowledge and 
didactics4 in elementary school and ECEC, as the assignment has become 
broadened. This has been emphasised by international and Swedish researchers 
(cf. Gannerud & Rönnerman, 2006; Gustafson, 2010; Hargreaves, 2005, 2009; 
Jönsson, et al., 2012; Kelchtermans, 2005; Nieto, 2003; Rodgers & Raither-
Roth 2006; Sheridan et al., 2011; Tallberg Broman & Holmberg, 2007; Tatto,
2006; Wood, 2004). Educational reforms and an increased performativity has 
also changed teachers’ subjective existence and social relationships (Ball, 2003, 
2008). In addition, research has shown that the discrepancy between teachers’ 
lived experiences and the rationalistic assumptions reflected in policies 
mentioned earlier may have far-reaching consequences (cf. Kelchtermans,
2005; O’Connor, 2008). Kelchtermans (2005) argues that tensions between 
policy reforms and teachers’ deeply held beliefs about education may lead to 
difficulties for teachers in their practice and may even result in acts of 
resistance.

Given the contemporary international situation for education and teachers’ 
work, the following paragraphs will focus the context of ECEC more 
specifically.

Early childhood education and care: central facts, 
perspectives and objectives
In Western societies, Nordic perspectives on children, childhood and ECEC 
provide an interesting fund for research, practice and policy. Beyond the 
countries’ local differences, a shared ideology, including endeavours of 
equality, democracy, emancipation and social welfare, has been evident 
(Einarsdottir & Wagner, 2006). According to OECD (2006), ECEC seems to be 
more fragmented, in terms of separating care and education, in countries that do 

3 For the purpose of this overview, the concept teacher professional identity is used to refer to the 
way in which teachers, both individually and collectively, view and understand themselves as 
teachers.
4 For the purpose of this overview, the concepts professional knowledge and didactics refer to the 
theory and practice of teaching and learning, the art and craft of teaching. In addition, the concept of 
didactics may also be related to a specific content or subject, often then referred to as didactics of....
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not view early care as a public responsibility – countries such as the US and the 
UK. ECEC in Sweden, termed preschool, is the first stage in the educational 
system and the single institution providing for the care, education and health of 
children up to six years of age. Approximately 83% of Swedish children from 
one to five years of age were registered for preschool in the autumn of 2011.
More specifically, 47 % of Swedish one-year olds, and approximately 93% of 
the two- to five-year-olds are enrolled in preschool (Swedish National Agency 
for Education, 2011c, 2013). At the age of six, children are invited to attend
preschool class, a voluntary form of school for six-year-olds that most children 
attend before starting regular primary school at the age of seven. As this thesis 
goes to print, preschool class is the subject of much reform-focused discussion, 
proposing that it be considered the first year of a ten-year programme of 
compulsory school.

Preschool belonged to the national system of social welfare in Sweden
until 1996, when it was instead brought into the national education system. The
first national preschool curriculum was established in 1998, and revised in 
2010. Before that, the policy documents were in form of reports and indicative 
programmes (SOU, 1972; Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare, 
1987). Preschool class is regulated by the same curriculum as are elementary 
schools and after-school care centres. In addition to the national curriculum,
Swedish preschools and preschool classes are also regulated by the new 
Education Act (SFS, 2010:800) and controlled by the Swedish School 
Inspectorate.

Care, nurture and social development have traditionally been the central 
tenets in preschool in Sweden and in other Nordic and European countries
(OECD 2006; Vallberg Roth, 2002). A national evaluation in Sweden (Swedish 
National Agency for Education, 2004) shows that in the first decade of the 21st

century, preschool teachers embodied the concept of educare, whereby care and 
pedagogy are combined in everyday practice. This concept is in line with what 
Broström and Hansen (2010) and Johansson and Pramling Samuelsson (2001) 
argue: that care and pedagogy should be combined and that the pedagogical 
relationship aims to support children’s competencies on their own terms. 
‘Pedagogy becomes instrumental when not combined with care, and care lacks 
direction when not combined with learning’ (Johansson & Pramling 
Samuelsson, 2001, p. 88, my translation). 

In the past decade, Swedish preschool has undergone dynamic changes
(Pramling Samuelsson & Sheridan, 2010) following the international ECEC 
trend (Bertram & Pascal, 2002). As the Nordic countries publish preschool 
curricula and guidelines, the changes often promote more school-like 
preschools, although educators in Nordic ECEC have traditionally rejected 
formal, academic teaching and instruction in preschool (Einarsdottir &Wagner, 
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2006). In keeping with efforts to create equivalence among ECEC institutions,
the appropriate content and contexts for learning and development in ECEC are 
the subjects of ongoing international debate. The emphasis and priorities vary,
depending on each country’s cultural, historical and economical context
(Bertram & Pascal, 2002). Still, the issue is now more than ever connected to a 
wider and global agenda. As a parallel to the international trends described in 
previous paragraphs, Moss (2007) identifies this new movement and global 
agenda as an Anglo-American discourse, in which the increased interest in 
ECEC draws on child development and economics, and concepts like ‘readiness 
for school’ and ‘outcomes’ are significant (p. 229). Thus, the knowledge-
oriented approach current in France and in the English-speaking world,
representing one of the two main policy approaches in ECEC in Europe, seems 
to grow at the expense of the social pedagogy tradition common in the Nordic 
and Central European countries (OECD, 2006).

In Sweden, this new knowledge orientation is reflected in a revised 
curriculum that is more knowledge and learning-oriented, and places greater 
emphasis on content and objectives such as literacy, mathematics, science and 
technology. As well, the curriculum explicitly directs teachers to perform 
systematic quality work (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2010a). This 
focus on knowledge and learning among younger children can be viewed as a 
political answer to the different international reports showing that the level of 
knowledge among Swedish young people has deteriorated (OECD, 2009; 
Swedish National Agency for Education, 2008, 2010b, 2013b). Ten years after 
the curriculum reform, the Swedish National Agency for Education (2008)
demonstrated that there was a growing awareness among preschool teachers 
concerning the mission. An inspection done after the 2012 curriculum revision 
(Swedish Schools Inspectorate, 2012), points to the need to organise preschool 
activities from the starting-point of children’s experience, thus enabling the 
children’s own influence and participation. In addition, it points out that a
majority of the teachers need to develop their knowledge of how to stimulate 
and challenge children’s learning in science and technology. Although aspects 
of teaching and knowledge are given particular emphasis in the revised 
curriculum, creative, communicative and explorative ways of learning are also 
stressed. In addition, democratic and social values are pointed out.

Accordingly, the Swedish preschool curriculum prescribes both goals 
concerning content and democratic goals and values. Those two focuses can
also be identified in recent research on Swedish preschool. The democratic 
focus is mainly explored through research on childhood – children’s conditions, 
and children’s perspectives – but also through studies on social interactions –
for example, through perspectives of power, regulation, or gender (cf. 
Emilsson, 2009; Johansson, 2005; Johansson & Emilsson, 2010; Markström & 
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Hallden, 2009; Nordin-Hultman, 2004). Other studies have concentrated mainly 
on issues relating to didactics and didactics of certain contents or learning
through peer relationships (cf. Elm, 2008; Klaar, 2013; Pramling Samuelsson &
Asplund Carlsson, 2008; Thulin, 2009, 2011; Williams & Sheridan, 2010).

Consequently, the importance of relationships in education is significant. 
An example from the context of Swedish preschool is the life-world research of 
Johansson (2004, 2005, 2009, 2010). She emphasises that democratic and moral 
issues are important as dimensions of future citizens’ knowledge, but also as 
prerequisites for children’s learning. She shows how social relationships and a 
pedagogical atmosphere that allows for children’s influence is central in young 
children’s learning – for example, teachers meeting children’s life-worlds 
through intersubjectivity to enable young children’s learning. Yet other 
researchers in the national (and international) field of ECEC extend 
relationships to encompass relationships with materials and other matter as well
– reconsidering nature and materials as active agents. By emphasising both the 
phenomena and the cooperative learning processes they bring together the 
above described agendas of democracy and content knowledge in a different 
manner, beyond predetermined goals (Hultman, 2011; Lenz Taguchi, 2007,
2010a, 2010b, 2012; Olsson, 2009; Palmer, 2011; Semetsky, 2006; Semetsky & 
Lovat, 2011; Taylor, 2013). 

In Sweden, the two most common pedagogical approaches in ECEC, the 
‘developmental pedagogy’ (cf. Pramling Samuelsson & Asplund Carlsson,
2008) and the ‘Reggio Emilia inspiration’ (cf. Dahlberg et al., 2002; Lenz 
Taguchi, 2000, 2010a, b) have contributed to many projects aiming at 
developing the pedagogy for preschool children (Persson, 2008). These 
approaches emphasise, albeit on different theoretical bases, exploration as an 
important way of learning, where content and learning objectives, as well as 
children’s interaction and participation, are central. While developmental
pedagogy, which should not be confused with developmental psychology,
draws mainly upon sociocultural perspectives, phenomenography or variation 
theory, the Reggio Emilia inspiration is mainly based on social constructionist 
perspectives, poststructuralism, or posthumanist views.

Although alternative examples of an interactive and exploratory approach 
to distinct content and objectives in pre-school are becoming more common,
this issue needs attention. Gibbons (2007) argues that the relationship between 
process and product need to be problematised and reconsidered. In such 
considerations, views of children, knowledge and learning play an important 
role since they partly constitute what preschool activity is about (Dahlberg et al. 
2002; Johansson, 2005). The preschool activity as a whole, including 
organisation, materials, interactions, etc., should therefore be critically reviewed 
and evaluated, according to the Swedish preschool curriculum (Swedish 
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National Agency for Education, 2010a). Given that global standardisation has
led to assessment of children, it is also important to problematise systematic 
quality work in itself. Accordingly, I shall now focus particularly on the 
systematic quality work, including documentation and evaluation, prescribed 
for Swedish preschool teachers in the revised curriculum (Swedish National 
Agency for Education, 2010a).

Systematic quality work, documentation and evaluation

The use of the concept of systematic quality work broadens the motif of what 
was earlier termed quality reporting, to include a potential development path 
for local schools and preschools. In the Swedish preschool curriculum, the 
concept quality is used when explaining how to implement follow-up, 
evaluation and development. In the US, the question of quality has been at the 
top of the agenda since the early 1980s and has in recent decades spread 
throughout many other countries as well, in accordance with a great trust in 
measurement and quantified data – what Moss and Dahlberg (2008) refer to as 
’the paradigm of regulatory modernity’ (p. 5). The concept has long been taken 
for granted as something objective, but as Dahlberg et al. (2002) point out, there 
is a growing awareness of the complexity of the term, particularly in Europe.
The importance of context and plurality, in terms of valuing the process of 
defining quality, in which diverse perspectives are included, is now emphasised
to a higher degree than before. This idea is emphasised by OECD (2012) as 
well, although such a report concentrate on policy and policy levers. Moss and 
Dahlberg (2008) stress that what is considered high quality is mainly a matter 
of relying on views of children, knowledge and learning. In relation to ECEC,
that means that how a society views childhood, as well as the function the 
society assigns to ECEC, constitute the basis for how quality is interpreted. 
Moss and Dahlberg (2008) argue that other concepts can complement quality in 
order to emphasise multiple perspectives. Hence, they emphasise that the
languages of evaluation need to be multilingual, and as one example they 
suggest ‘meaning making’ (p. 6).

A different perspective on quality is presented by Sheridan (2007), who
points to the great amount of research examining the interrelationship of
preschool quality and children’s learning experiences. Drawing upon meta-
analyses of four empirical studies, she suggests four dimensions of pedagogical 
quality, namely the perspectives of i) the society, ii) the child, iii) the teacher, 
and iv) the learning context. She argues that when using these dimensions to
analyse different aspects of the preschool activity, for example, children’s 
participation and influence, a more nuanced picture is enabled and the 
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complexities of pedagogical quality in terms of human and material resources 
are emphasised.

The Swedish Education Act (SFS, 2010:800), obliges preschool and school 
units to conduct systematic quality work. In the Swedish preschool curriculum,
systematic quality work and how it can support learning, is outlined as follows:

The quality of the preschool shall be regularly and systematically documented, 
followed up, evaluated and developed. Evaluating the quality of the preschool 
and creating good conditions for learning requires that the child’s learning and 
development be monitored, documented and analysed . . . The aim of evaluation 
is to obtain knowledge of how the quality of the preschool i.e. its organisation, 
content and actions can be developed so that each child receives the best possible 
conditions for learning and development. (Swedish National Agency for 
Education, 2010a, p. 14)

Accordingly, to evaluate preschool quality, it is pointed out that each child’s 
development and learning should be documented and analysed. As Sheridan,
Williams and Sandberg (2012) emphasise, systematic quality work has dual but 
integrated foci: preschool quality, and children’s learning and development. In 
an international perspective, the transnational trend of standardisation and 
assessment for delivering performance and effective schools, moves further 
down the ages and today involves children in primary school and ECEC as well
(Forrester, 2005; Vallberg Roth & Månsson, 2009). In the Swedish preschool
curriculum, assessment of individual children is not prescribed. The goals in the 
Swedish curricula show what is expected of the teachers and their instruction,
not what the children should achieve. Documentation is intended to evaluate
preschool activities in order to enhance children’s learning. Still, with the 
significance of documentation and evaluation under the new mandate of 
Swedish preschools, it has shown that one-third of Swedish municipalities use 
standard templates, often based on what can be expected of children of a
particular age (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2008). Preschool can 
be considered as consisting of assessment practices, and there is therefore a risk 
that preschools could shift towards regulating and normalising practices 
(Bjervås, 2011; Sparrman & Lindgren, 2010; Vallberg Roth & Månsson, 2009).
As Elfström (2013) discusses, different tools include certain basic assumptions 
that determine teachers’ views of knowledge and the kind of knowledge that is
produced. In addition, different tools for documentation and evaluation also 
guide and limit teaching practice and the analysis of learning activities and 
processes, she argues. Given this, it is important to problematise the kind of 
knowledge produced through different documentation and evaluation tools and 
how teachers can learn to critically relate to such tools (Bjervås, 2011; 
Elfström, 2013).
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Vallberg Roth (2010) connects the documentation and assessment trend in 
Swedish preschools to the change of direction, from the model of educare 
towards more school-oriented approaches. Plum (2012) argues that the 
technology of documentation has rearranged the teaching profession in ECEC 
as that of a conscious, reflective and analysing subject, who administrates, 
governs and facilitates the processes of the local learning child – unlike 
‘planning of progress in relation to the universal child of stages’ (p. 500). She 
also points out that teachers administer and govern their own profession this 
way. 

Documentation is a broad concept and includes different types of 
observations, individual development plans, portfolios, written reflections, 
interviews, sound recordings and different types of visual documents – such as 
photographs, video clips, drawings and artistic creations. The use of 
documentation is also broad and entails both pedagogical and didactical aims, 
as well as evaluation and assessment (Rinaldi, 2005; Sparrman & Lindgren,
2010; Vallberg Roth, 2010). In Sweden, the type of documentation that includes 
communication and common reflection, termed pedagogical documentation,
has increased (Bjervås, 2011; Elfström, 2013; Lenz Taguchi, 2000). As 
researchers such as Dahlberg et al. (2002), Lenz Taguchi (2012) and Rinaldi 
(2005) demonstrate, traditional observations of children are based on 
developmental theories and relate to norms, levels and criteria, while 
pedagogical documentation is fundamentally different. Pedagogical 
documentation is considered a tool by which to create a critical and reflective 
practice that has the potential to challenge dominant discourses. For example,
MacDonald (2007), advocates pedagogical documentation as an alternative tool 
for formative assessment. As such, pedagogical documentation is a process of 
communication and learning based on social constructionist and 
poststructuralist perspectives on learning, and recently – as an extension to the 
latter – developed through posthumanist theories in which relationships with 
both others and materials are essential (cf. Lenz Taguchi, 2012).

Although the curriculum and the general advice about systematic quality 
work for education (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2010a, 2012a)
mainly employs the concept of documentation, the supporting material for 
systematic quality work in preschool focuses on pedagogical documentation 
(Swedish National Agency for Education, 2012b). After outlining the 
fundamental differences between traditional child observations and pedagogical 
documentation, it emphasises the importance of choosing tools for evaluation 
and documentation that are coherent with the pedagogy and conception of
children and learning stressed in the curriculum. The starting point for this 
conception is an active, competent and participating child, whose interests and 
experiences should be the starting point for the pedagogy. 
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Lived experience – an underestimated source of 
knowledge?
Given this overview, we can see that formulated goals, as well as evaluation
and assessment systems on an international level, have implications for 
individual countries’ educational policy and thus for teachers’ work and 
children’s everyday life and learning in school and preschool. Although both 
children and teachers are somewhat affected by this new agenda, less attention 
is paid to teachers’ and children’s lived experiences, or more complex analyses 
of teachers’ work. Van Manen (1997) explains the necessity of highlighting
more nuances of education in the following:

The point is not that the curricular language of educational aims, objectives, or 
instructional intentions is wrong . . . The problem is that in an age in which the 
administrative and technological influences have penetrated into the very blood 
of our lifeworld, teachers and even parents seem to have forgotten a certain kind 
of understanding: what it means to bear children, to hope for children entrusted 
to their care. (van Manen, 1997, p. 123)

According to Hargreaves (2005), teachers’ experience and their emotions are 
ignored in processes of changes, for example, in times of educational reforms.
He explains:

Educational change initiatives do not just affect teachers’ knowledge, skill and
problem-solving capacity. They affect a whole web of significant and meaningful
relationships that make up the work of schools. Educational change efforts affect 
teachers’ relationships with their students, the parents of those students, and each 
other. Teachers make heavy emotional investments in these relationships. Their
sense of success and satisfaction depends on them. (Hargreaves, 2005, p. 280)

Similarly, Nieto (2003) emphasises teachers’ feelings and experiences in the 
interconnected circumstances, relationships and values that make excellent 
teachers remain in teaching. She challenges what a highly qualified teacher 
might be and calls for new priorities in public education policies. She found that 
when talking about their work teachers place special emphasis on emotions like
love, hope and anger, but also the importance of their autobiography, the 
intellectual work and the ability to shape future. Still, as Goodson (2003) states, 
it is important that researchers look beyond micro-perspectives and anecdotes 
when conducting research starting with peoples experiences. According to
Goodson, teachers’ experiences can function as an entry point to a wider 
context of social and economic processes. 

Teachers’ experiences and beliefs can thus illuminate knowledge that 
arises from action and practical understandings. Analysed in relation to a wider 
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context, a broader and deeper understanding may be revealed. As van Manen 
(1997) explains, the world is not just objects to describe, but also:

The world is our home, our habitat, the materialization of our subjectivity. 
Whoever wants to become acquainted with the world of teachers’ . . . should 
listen to the language spoken by the things in their lifeworlds, to what things 
mean in this world. (van Manen, 1997, p. 112)

Given this, let me now illuminate the methodological considerations that the 
philosophy of the life-world gives rise to, and how I relate to those.
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METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Openness, interrogation and interpretation 
The above described ‘indirect ontology’ (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p.
179) automatically provides answers to the epistemological questions of how 
knowledge is acquired and, consequently, what need to be considered when 
doing research. It thus gives rise to methodological considerations. In Merleau-
Ponty’s account, learning and knowledge are seen as embodied lived 
experience through intertwined relationships inscribed in the life-world. We 
experience the world through our senses and our lived body, meaning our mind 
and body as one – the lived body as an opening to the world. Human beings are 
thus already involved in an interactive relationship with everyone and 
everything they encounter. Every movement therefore results in changes in both 
the world and the human being. Merleau-Ponty uses the terms sensing and
knowing when talking about perception, as does also Carman (2008): ‘To sense 
something in this sense it not merely to register or feel it, but to comprehend it, 
to make sense of it’ (p. 52). This philosophy therefore unites empiricism and 
intellectualism, or more accurately, the philosophy of the life-world works 
between or beyond the two (Carbone, 2000; Carman, 2008). Merleau-Ponty 
develops phenomenology in a unique and creative way, aiming at what 
Toadvine (2008) describes in the following:

for understanding the paradoxical link of the ‘objective’ and the ‘subjective’ 
dimensions of the perceived world, thereby reconciling the empirical facts of the 
sciences with the historical and cultural emergence of meaning. It therefore 
culminates in a philosophy of radical reflection. (p. 18)

Phenomenological research contains interpretative and reflective elements 
aiming to achieve understanding and create meaning. Toadvine (2008) 
expresses this in the following: ‘through the expressive act of reflection, bring a 
truth into being without any guarantees or foundations in a pre-existing order’ 
(p. 26). Pure descriptions without interpretation or affectedness are neither 
possible, nor desirable (van Manen, 1997). Merleau-Ponty compares the 
phenomenologist with an artist who makes visible the lived experience of a 
certain phenomenon, in this case, the phenomenon of teachers’ work.

Phenomenological research is based on interrogation, hyper-reflection and 
hyper-dialectics where the preposition hyper signifies a critical self-reflection 
and a radical dialectics that interrogates its own possibilities and exceeds itself 
(Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968). Merleau-Ponty’s concept of hyper-reflection 
is consistent in several respects with Derrida’s de-construction, and some argue 
that Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy with its linguistic turn and interrogation can 
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be regarded as the foundation of post-structuralism (cf. Reynolds, 2004). Once 
again, the ambiguity between transcendence and immanence, and between 
visible and invisible, is central. This turn marks Merleau-Ponty’s reproach of 
intellectualism, where reflection is connected to pure consciousness, an aspect 
that he connects to Husserl’s concept of reduction, which also therefore is 
denied.  

A philosophy of reflection, as methodic doubt and as a reduction of the openness 
upon the world to ‘spiritual acts’, to intrinsic relations between the idea and its 
ideate, is thrice untrue to what it means to elucidate: untrue to the visible world, 
to him who sees it, and to his relations with the other ‘visionaires’. (Merleau-
Ponty & Lefort, 1968 p. 39)

Merleau-Ponty also criticizes his own emphasis on consciousness in his early 
writings when pointing out the distinction between consciousness and object as
the main problem (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968). In his working notes, he
writes: ‘A wiederholung is necessary: “destruction” of the objectivist ontology 
of the Cartesians’ (p. 183). In another text, he stresses: 

All consciousness is consciousness of something or of the world, but this 
something, this world, is no longer, as a ‘phenomenological positivism’ appeared 
to teach, an object that is what it is, exactly adjusted to acts of consciousness.
(Merleau-Ponty, 1993, p. 70)

Instead, he proposes hyper-reflection or hyper-dialectics: 

What we call hyper-dialectics is a thought that on the contrary is capable of 
reaching truth because it envisages without restriction the plurality of the 
relationships and what has been called ambiguity . . . that which is conscious that 
every thesis is an idealization, that Being is not made up of idealizations or of 
things said, as the old logic believed, but of bound wholes where signification 
never is except in tendency. (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p. 94)

In this sense, hyper-reflection demands that we become like aliens in relation to 
the world with which we are intertwined.

According to Merleau-Ponty (2002), the purpose of philosophy is not 
merely to clarify or understand different phenomena that exist, but to create 
conceptual space for new connections between phenomena. Hence, philosophy 
is a continuous process of questioning that enjoins us to presuppose nothing 
when exploring experience in all directions. To reflect is therefore, according to 
Merleau-Ponty, to highlight and describe tendencies in an unfinished, inexact 
world in an attempt to imagine and understand many of its experienced aspects 
and layers, while being aware that there are no fixed descriptions and that 
philosophy ‘each time enjoins us to presuppose nothing . . . [since] ambiguity is 
never settled’ (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p. xix).
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Expression, language and signs beyond representation
According to Merleau-Ponty, people have a need, a desire, and a passion to 
speak and therefore speak to each other using different modes of expression. He 
stresses how beings speak with their body and their language ‘to a being who 
has a body and language. Each drawing each other with invisible threads . . . 
making the other speak, think, and become what he is but never would have 
been by himself’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1964b, p. 19). Hence, we communicate to 
each other with our written or spoken words, our body, gestures, pauses, silence
and different forms of expression such as paintings, music, dance and drama –
and in this way affect and change each other due to our intertwined 
relationships. Language can therefore not be viewed as a representation, as a
second layer that translates an original layer; rather, language can be described 
as a metamorphosis of the mute world as another flesh, which by encroachment 
exceeds itself, expressing more than it says (Carbone, 2000). Csordas (1994),
advocates the phenomenological expression ‘being in the world’, as it captures 
the sense of existential immediacy, beyond representation. He writes: 
‘Representation is fundamentally nominal . . . Being-in-the-world is 
fundamentally conditional, and hence we must speak of “existence” and “lived 
experience”’ (p. 10). Consequently, thought and language are intertwined, and 
according to the quotation also strongly connected to intersubjectivity and 
interaction, in terms of relationships and context – as an expressive and
relational field (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968).

For Merleau-Ponty, language and expression are thus connected with 
intertwined relationships and the concept of chiasm. He expresses: ‘language 
that is everything, since it is the voice of no one, since it is the very voice of the 
things, the waves, and the forests’ (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p. 155). As 
van Manen (1997) points out, different forms of expression, such as art, music,
and poetry, speak on a deeper level and make us understand the point better. 
This is expressed by Merleau-Ponty in the following:

Why not admit . . . that language as well as music can sustain a sense by virtue of 
its own arrangement, catch a meaning in its own mesh, that it does so without 
exception each time it is conquering, active, creative language, each time 
something is, in the strong sense, said? (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p. 153)

When comparing Merleau-Ponty’s account of language and expression with the 
changed views of human language that have come to the fore in the past few 
decades, we can see that he was ahead of his time as his definition of language 
is sort of multimodal (Kress & Van Leuveen, 2001). Multimodal theory 
emphasises ‘the interaction between visual, actional and linguistic 
communication’ (Jewitt et al., 2001, p. 5). Multimodal theory extends
communication to refer to all meaning-making systems – which are referred to 
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as modes – suggesting that learning be regarded as multimodal and pointing out 
the importance of interpreting not only the product but the whole process. This 
broad conception of expression, language and signs has been helpful to me for
working with different forms of expression, both when gathering data and when 
performing the analysis.

My subjective I’s and my strategies in relation to openness 
and trustworthiness
How then does this philosophical approach affect me as a researcher? I cannot
reject or reduce my presuppositions when interpreting. Still, I have to 
presuppose nothing, explore and interrogate the data and my interpretations and 
‘act therefore as we [I] knew nothing about it [the phenomenon]’ (Merleau-
Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p. 4). According to Husserl (1995), one could put one’s
pre-understandings in brackets, like a reduction – the epoché – when trying to 
be open to the phenomenon, while Merleau-Ponty (2002) even in his early 
account rejects reduction, since humans are not absolute mind, but are in the 
world as body–mind and subject–object. Hence, in face-to-face meetings, as 
well as when encountering different expressions, a researcher has a chance to 
get a glimpse of participants’ life-world, their experiences and perspectives. 
Still, it is not possible to understand the other fully since all expressions are 
interpreted when sharing life-world through intersubjectivity. 

Finlay (2009) describes phenomenological research as a process of 
‘intuiting’, what Dahlberg, Dahlberg & Nyström (2008) stress as 
‘methodological vigilance’. Here, openness, attentiveness and responsiveness,
combined with critical reflection, are key aspects of an attempt to meet the 
phenomenon in a new way: as we experience it – not as we are thinking about 
it. This approach may shed new light on the well-known and aspects of it may 
appear as strange and different. Merleau-Ponty notes: ‘the visible is pregnant 
with the invisible, that to comprehend fully the visible relations . . . one must go 
unto the relation of the visible with the invisible’ (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 
1968, p. 216). This has motivated me to try, when designing my study, to
acknowledge the existence of dimensions of the phenomenon that may not 
appear at first sight.

However, given that before starting my PhD-studies, I had been working as 
a teacher in preschool, primary school and in higher education, I have my own 
lived experience of being a teacher, of working with children as well as adults, 
of collaborating with colleagues, and of dealing with changing missions,
conditions and educational perspectives. In addition, I have the lived experience 
of being a student. Hence, my prior understandings could blind me to new or 
different nuances in the lived experience of the teachers and students I meet in 
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the study. Finlay (2009) and Peshkin (1988) stress that the researcher needs to
seek out her subjectivity throughout the research process in order to be aware of 
how her presuppositions and own experiences can shape the analysis and 
results. For me, it has therefore been important to create a sort of distance to my 
lived experience, or more precisely, to try to get a hold of my underlying 
assumptions in relation to the historical, social, and cultural context that I am 
inscribed in – in time and space. My work as teacher educator has helped me in 
this process as you problematise practice through theory and vice versa with the 
students.

In this thesis, my ambition is to explore dimensions of the participants, 
being-in-the-world that we may have overlooked or that have slipped away and 
changed due to their ambiguous shape, what Merleau-Ponty and Lefort (1968) 
refer to as the unique and wild being. Lived experience is therefore not just a 
lived experience worthy of exploring in terms of how it is described, as ‘a 
dimension of our being’ (Merleau-Ponty, 2002, p. 483), but as a necessary 
foundation for analysing and trying to understand a phenomenon in relation to 
a broader context.
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TO GRASP LIVED EXPERIENCE: CHOICES AND 
SOURCES 

Design 
In accordance with the ontological and epistemological framework and 
methodological considerations discussed above, the design of the study 
developed gradually. The aim of the first study was quite broad in order to be 
able to potentially accommodate the entire breadth of the phenomenon of 
teachers’ work, and, further, to follow the different threads or questions that 
would emerge. In other words, the complex and ambiguous findings of the first 
and second studies engendered new questions and therefore the next two studies 
were adjusted in the light of the results of the previous ones. This research 
process is signified by an intertwined relationship between the empirical data 
and the researcher’s understandings and interpretations, based on studies of 
earlier research and the philosophical texts of Merleau-Ponty. As Alvesson and 
Sköldberg (1994) point out, empirical data is always fused with theory. This 
research approach is termed abduction, and the original concept derives from
Peirce (1990) and was further developed by Kirkeby (1994). Peirce (1990)
connects abduction to discovery and inquiry that generates new concepts or 
theories. As such, abduction implies an ongoing dialogue between what is well 
known, in theory or by experience, and that which appears as unexpected or 
surprising in the data. Abduction enables a kind of creativity and intuition to 
enter in to the research process, while maintaining a strategy (Paavola, 2004;
Wigblad & Jonsson, 2008). Kirkeby (1994) points out that abduction is not a
logical conclusion, but a description or characterisation of a phenomenon that is 
influenced by an endless variety of parameters and perspectives. He therefore 
finds it relevant to distinguish between a public and a private horizon of 
knowledge. In the present thesis, my starting point has been to try to unite 
private horizons of knowledge, public horizons of knowledge and everything in 
between, in accordance with a pluralistic view, focusing on the participants’
experiences and how they can be understood in relation to global trends, policy 
reforms and a philosophical theory. 

Participants, contexts and responsibilities
In study I, data were collected in four workshops for teachers – one in Hong-
Kong, and three in Sweden – on the theme teacher work. The teachers 
participated voluntarily, and agreed that all the work produced within the 
workshop could be used for research. A total of 50 teachers, with experiences 
from ECEC to upper secondary school, participated. In addition, 112 children
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from seven to fifteen years old, from Sweden and Australia, also participated,
one-third of them attending school in Sweden and two-thirds attending school 
in Australia. Data from the children were collected during regular class time.
The schools were selected on the basis of the researchers’ having already 
established relationships with them through their participation in another 
research project5. In study I, responsibility for the data was allocated as follows:
Westman and Alerby collected data from teachers in Sweden, and Alerby 
collected data from teachers in Hong Kong and children in Sweden, Brown 
collected data from children in Australia. The data was collected in 2009–2012. 
The author of this thesis had the primary responsibility for the data analysis and
was the main author of the article. However, a collaborative approach to the 
analysis, involving all co-authors, was also employed.

To invite participants to studies II and III, principals in a municipality in 
Northern Sweden were orally informed, at one of their regularly monthly 
meetings, about the possibility for teachers in preschool to participate in the 
study. Through the principals, a written invitation was forwarded to 64 
preschools. In total, ten female teachers from three teacher teams in two 
preschools volunteered to participate in the study. Accordingly, the selection 
was limited due to the rather small group of volunteers, which may have been 
due to the way in which the participants were recruited, as the principals could 
have forgotten to forward the invitation. The teacher teams used different 
pedagogical approaches, more or less explicitly, as well as a mix of approaches, 
all of which could be considered quite representative for Swedish preschools,
according to a review of Swedish preschools by Persson (2008), in which 
developmental pedagogy and the Reggio Emilia philosophy emerge as common 
approaches.

Two of the teachers who participated in study II did not participate in study 
III, as there had been changes in the teacher teams. Hence, three teams of in 
total eight teachers participated in study III. The teachers’ experiences of 
working with documentation varied, as did the regularity with which they 
employed documentation in everyday practice. 

In studies II and III, the author of the present thesis was responsible for 
collecting the data and performing the analysis, although the supervisors and 
the teachers were involved in a collaborative phase of the analysis (supervisors 
in studies II and III, teachers in study II).

Paper IV was, unlike the others, not based on empirical studies, but on a
study of the literature on the philosophies of Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Gilles 
Deleuze, which is presented in more detail below. The author of this thesis had 
the primary responsibility for this philosophical study. 

5 STINT Institutional Grant, 2008-2012, Dessert and ice – learning without boundaries.
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Ethical considerations
Ethics involve both formal and informal issues, and can be connected to all 
parts of the research process, from choosing research questions and conducting 
the research, to publication and consequences of the results. A researcher has to 
take into account the demands of both academia and society (Petersson, 1994). 
The ethical consideration taken in this thesis have been in accordance with the 
prevailing principles of research ethics (Swedish Science Council, 2009, 2011). 
As well, the present PhD project was reviewed and approved by the Swedish 
Regional Ethical Review Board (Recordal 460-2010).

When doing research that involves people, informed consent must be 
collected, according to the Swedish Act of ethical review of research involving 
humans (SFS, 2003:460; SFS, 2008:192). As teachers and children were 
involved in different ways in the first three studies, informed consent was to be 
collected from all participants. In study I both teachers and children actively 
produced data; in study II only the teachers participated; while in the third
study, teachers were the main participants, and the children at the actual 
preschools got involved through teachers’ sharing of materials. Since all of the 
children were under 18 – in study I between seven and fifteen, and in study III 
between one and five, the parents needed to provide permission for their 
children to participate. Informed consent was therefore obtained from the
children’s parents as well as from the participating teachers. The information,
which was given both orally and in writing, contained items such as voluntary 
participation, participants’ right to withdraw, that the data was to be treated so 
as to ensure that no unauthorized persons could gain access – that is, as 
confidential – and that no photographs were to be published without 
permission. The children were informed orally, and the teachers and parents 
retrieved a letter containing the information, which they could then sign to give 
their consent and return to the researcher in an enclosed envelope. The children 
were also informed that they could withdraw at any time – for example if they 
did not want to display or share their photographs, drawings, etc. This was done
in group meetings at each preschool, and thereafter, continuously during the 
research process.

As the Swedish Science Council (2011) points out, researchers should be 
aware of what to promise the participants since concepts of secrecy, anonymity 
and confidentiality have different meanings, while the latter was relevant to this 
thesis in terms of how to codify and handle the data. The collected data were
stored in a locker in a locked room, accessible only to myself and my two 
supervisors. The data were encoded, organised and stored in folders for each 
preschool department. Each participant name was assigned a letter to signify the 
name, which was then combined with the original name on a list that was stored 
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in a separate locker and room. In cases where this was not possible, such as data 
consisting of photo and video documentation, the data were handled with 
additional care. In addition, the data will be archived in accordance with 
relevant legislation and regulations presented by Swedish Science Council 
(2009, 2011). 

When conducting qualitative research based on openness, humility and 
communication, especially in contexts involving children, it is important to 
build relationships with the participants and get to know their life-world in the 
context of the research (Havdrup Christensen, 2000). I therefore visited the 
involved preschools frequently for a period of weeks before starting my 
research, observing their activities to get to know the teachers and children a 
little. This is also connected to what Lindgren (2012) stresses when she 
discusses ethical consciousness when working with visual documentation 
involving children, whether in education or research. In order to avoid treating 
the children as objects she argues that we must involve the children as subjects, 
as participating co-constructors of the knowledge we produce. This objective, 
which is both important and difficult to fulfil, is also highly relevant for teacher 
participants, as they have often been objectified in research. For me it is also an 
issue of whose knowledge we honour in research – a question of democracy 
and of ensuring that teachers’ and children’s perspectives are taken into 
account. Dockett, Einarsdottir and Perry (2009) illuminate ethical tensions 
inherent in research involving children, which I have found valuable for my 
research, although I have mainly worked with teachers. In addition, many 
aspects that van Manen (1991) emphasises when discussing the tact of teaching
can also be applied to phenomenological research, since openness with respect 
to the participants is vital. The following passage by van Manen has been 
important for me. Although the quotation actually concerns teachers, it could 
just as easily refer to researchers, as shown in the following by means of square 
brackets.

More likely, excellent teachers [researchers] are those who are both smart and yet 
who find difficulty easy to understand. Teachers [researchers] need to be experts 
at alternative points-of-view, perspective, outlooks, biases, orientations. They 
need to be able to see things from the child’s [and the teachers’] viewpoint. (van 
Manen, 1991, p. 192–193)

According to the quotation, much of the informal ethics can be connected to my 
subjective I’s, as well as to the questions of critical reflection, openness and 
humbleness, referred to earlier.
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Methods used
The theory of the life-world advocates pluralistic methods that enable
exploration of different aspects of the lived experiences of the participants, as a 
sort of methodological openness (Bengtsson, 2005, 2001; Merleau-Ponty, 2002; 
van Manen, 1997). Accordingly, the researcher needs to develop a relational 
spatiality, expressed in terms of a life-world perspective, where creativity, 
improvisation and intuition as regards the participants are significant.
According to van Manen (1997), researchers ‘need to search everywhere in the 
lifeworld for lived-experience material that, upon reflective examination, might 
yield something of its fundamental nature’ (p. 53). Ideally, methods should 
complement each other and create a space for different aspects of a 
phenomenon to become visible (Alerby & Bergmark, 2012; Bergmark & 
Alerby, 2008; Guillemin, 2004). From the participants’ perspective, it is also 
important that their lived experience can be expressed comfortably in different 
languages and forms of expression. As Garza (2007) states, it is in this 
flexibility and adaptability that phenomenology is often regarded as having its 
major strength. Regardless of the form of expression or the data, a 
phenomenological account aims to provide a rich description created in the 
interface between art and science. As such, the participants’ own words emerge, 
although sometimes, through a metaphor that captures the various layers of the 
phenomenon experienced (Finlay, 2009; van Manen, 1997).

Depending on the main objective of each study, I have used different 
methods, which often combine verbal expressions with other modes of 
expression, in order to enhance nuances and multi-dimensionality. As 
illuminated in the table below (Figure 1.), in conducting my studies I have
employed drawings with associated oral comments (study I), written teacher 
responses and follow-up interviews (study II), visual documentation with 
associated oral comments (study III), and, finally, a literature study (study IV).
In Figure 1, below, X indicates the method being used in each study. The data 
were collected in 2009–2012. 

Paper Number Drawings Visual 
documen-
tation

Written 
responses 

Interviews, 
oral 
comments

Literature  
study 

Paper I 50 teachers, 112 
children

X X

Paper II 10 teachers X X

Paper 
III

8 teachers, 243 
visual documents

X X

Paper 
IV 

7 books, 9 
chapters/articles

X

Figure 1 A table showing the methods employed in the different papers included in the thesis
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Drawings and visual documentation

In accordance with Merleau-Ponty’s view on the relationship between mind and 
body, outlined earlier, we communicate through our body in different ways, 
such that expression and thought are intertwined. Van Manen (1997)
emphasises that creative expressions are not representations of an event, but 
that a work of art goes beyond ‘the experiential world in an act of reflective 
existence’ (p. 97).

Visual methods have been most established in anthropology and cultural 
studies, and the use of drawings has been more common in studies involving
children than in studies involving adults. This restricted use may be due to 
assumptions that children cannot easily express themselves using speech or the 
written words and that drawings are therefore most suitable for them
(Guillemin, 2004). However, visual methods offer a valuable resource for social 
researchers, and as Guillemin (2004) points out drawings are also about 
creating knowledge and meaning from experience, with its inherent 
‘simplicities and complexities’ (p. 275). Alerby and Bergmark (2012) stress that 
a person gets involved in shaping his or her lived experience by creating visual 
art. Art can also enable exploration of the tacit dimensions of people’s 
experiences, and by extension, inspire reflections on lived experience (Alerby,
2003; Alerby & Bergmark, 2012; Lemon, 2007).

In study I, drawings were used as a way for the participants to express their 
lived experiences of teacher work. Teachers were invited to reflect on their 
experiences of teacher work in general by making a drawing depicting whatever
came to their minds concerning teacher work. By using drawings, teachers and 
children from different countries could participate in the study using a universal 
language. In addition, lived experiences of contextual aspects of importance for 
the participants, such as the shape of the place, were also revealed in the 
drawings without being explicitly asked for. Drawing as a research method was
combined with oral comments as a way to further support the reflective aspects
of the process. Guillemin (2004) argues for combining drawings with other 
methods, in order to strengthen the validity of the study.

In study III, visual documentation were used drawing upon the same 
reasoning as outlined above concerning other visual methods. However, it is 
possible, and even necessary, to connect this method to its use as a pedagogical 
tool, as emphasised by various authors, notably Dahlberg et al. (2002), as 
outlined in an earlier paragraph. By creating visual documentation, teachers can 
express a lived experience and visualise a process, a certain moment of a daily 
activity with the children, that they find significant and can, working together in 
teams or in groups with the children, reflect upon their experiences and 
interpretations of the event (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Dahlberg et al., 2002;
Lemon, 2007). In study III, the teachers were invited to share documentation 
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concerning children’s exploration that had already been created and compiled
as part of the regular preschool activities during the past year. There were no 
limitations regarding the type of documentation that could be shared.
Consequently, the teachers determined both what to document and what 
documentation to share, although the documentation was created prior their 
knowledge of the study. All of the teams invited me to view their wall-mounted 
documentations and shared folders containing documentation on their
computers. The teachers were also invited to orally comment on the documents
shared. This combining of methods is designed to elicit a more nuanced 
understanding of the phenomenon studied (Alerby & Bergmark, 2012; 
Bergmark & Alerby, 2008).

Written responses

Phenomenological research is a certain mode of reflection that is created by the 
act of literacy: reading and writing – to thoughtfully bring a phenomenon, a 
lived experience, to speech in an artistic act of writing and rewriting, according 
to van Manen (1997). He explains the connection between phenomenology, 
lived experience and writing in the following: 

When a phenomenologist asks for the essence of a phenomenon—a lived 
experience—then the phenomenological inquiry is not unlike an artistic 
endeavor, a creative attempt to somehow capture a certain phenomenon of life in 
a linguistic description that is both holistic and analytical, evocative and precise, 
unique and universal, powerful and sensitive. (van Manen, 1997, p. 39)

As phenomenology orients itself to the phenomenon, in an effort to apprehend 
lived experience through descriptions, writing becomes essential both as a 
method by which participants can express themselves and for the researcher. 
Writing can be seen as textual reflection, but also as a sort of corporeal practice.
As such, it is an ambiguous activity. Writing creates distance and abstracts the 
writers from what they know and their experiences. It also contributes to an
ability to concretise, see and understand one’s knowledge and experiences –
connecting reflection with action and lived experience (van Manen, 1997).
Written reflections may therefore help writers remember and verbalise the 
significance of their former experiences. It is important that we realize,
however, that all recollection of experience is already a transformation of that
experience, as van Manen (1997) emphasises. 

In study II, the teachers were invited to reflect in writing on their lived 
experience, by responding to the following question: ‘How do you experience
working with children’s scientific exploration in preschool?’ Each written 
response ranged from about one-half to a full handwritten A4-size page. The
answers received were used as research data and as the basis for subsequent 
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interviews with the participants. The writing task in study II was given in 
Swedish, and the teachers wrote their responses in Swedish. The responses 
were then translated into English for the purpose of presenting the results.
There is thus a risk that the original meaning has been lost in translation, and in 
order to reduce the risk of misinterpretation, I therefore discussed and carefully 
considered the translation with linguistic reviewers.    

Interviews and oral comments

Due to the intertwined relationships emphasised in Merleau-Ponty’s account, 
language may be seen as an expressive and relational field. Consistent with that, 
Kvale (1997) argues that the human relationship produces knowledge. The 
interview can be regarded as an ‘inter view’ (Kvale, 1997, p. 22) where the 
space in between the speaking parties – the inter – constitutes the place where 
the different perspectives meet – the views – which produce knowledge. It is 
inevitable that mutual influencing occurs, and that the researcher and the 
interviewees influence each other as they converse. When interviews are used 
as a method in life-world research, an informal and interactive process utilising 
open-ended comments and questions in a comfortable atmosphere signifies the 
interviews. Accordingly, such an interview is more like a conversation than a 
strict interview, although it follows an implicit script. This approach is 
consistent with interviews when used as a classical phenomenological method 
(Moustakas, 1994). 

I have used semi-structured open interviews with ten teachers in study II,
and unstructured interviews in the form of oral comments in study I and III.
Kvale (1997) suggests that the researcher prepares the semi-structured open 
interview in advance by constructing themes of questions. Still, there is no 
definite sequence among the questions and they are not precisely formulated. 
Often, a first question is posed and then the rest of the interview becomes a 
conversation exploring the answer or reflections on the question – more like ‘an 
explorative investigation’ (Kvale, 1997, p. 119, my translation). Accordingly, 
the interviews vary in length. In study II, the interviews functioned as follow-up
interviews after the writing of responses. Hence, the themes of questions were 
based on the teachers’ written responses. During the interviews, the ten teachers
were invited to read their own written responses as a starting point for the 
conversation. Individual interviews were carried out in two of the teams,
including six teachers; in the third team, a group interview with four teachers
was performed due to the teachers’ limited time for participation in the 
research. The interviews lasted between 30 and 80 minutes each. The goal of
the follow-up interviews was to enable teachers to elaborate on their written
responses, while the researcher asked questions to better understand their
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experiences. Examples of the questions posed were ‘Can you tell me more
about . . . ?’, ‘What do you mean by . . . ?’, ‘What do you experience as the
hindrance for showing that respect?’ and ‘As I understand you . . . Is that
correct or how would you describe your experience?’ More specific questions,
connected to the strengthened teaching mission, were also asked, such as, ‘You 
are talking about your performance in relation to the mission. Do you think you 
have the required knowledge?’ and ‘What do you think the children have
learned?’ The interviews were conducted and transcribed in Swedish, and later 
translated into English.

In study I and III, oral comments were collected as unstructured interviews 
that were recorded and transcribed. The participants were asked to talk about
the drawing (study I) or the documentation shared (study III), allowing them to 
express what they experienced as most important about the drawing or a
specific set of documentation. The oral comments were organised in relation to 
the associated data of each study.

Literature study of philosophical texts  

As van Manen (1997) discusses, phenomenological literature can provide new 
perspectives and interpretations on aspects of lived experience explored through 
other methods. In this study, I have stretched the study of literature to involve 
other philosophical texts relevant for the topic at hand, temporality. In study IV,
texts by the philosophers Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Gilles Deleuze were 
particularly in focus. In addition, texts by other philosophical researchers,
involved in studies of philosophy, temporality, or education, were studied to 
create conceptual space for new understandings. The texts that were particularly 
focused on are presented in Appendix I.

Processing data and analysis
Several choices and extensive processes of structuring, interpretation and 
analysis have preceded the written text that constitutes the result of each study.
Consistent with the methodological considerations, openness, interrogation and 
interpretation became key concepts in the analysis as well. Kvale (1997) 
stresses how interpretation starts during data collection, by both the participant 
and the researcher. For example, in interviews the interviewees may discover 
new aspects of themselves or their lived experience while expressing 
themselves. As well, the researcher interprets the meaning when concentrating
the message and sending it back to the interviewee for a check. Merleau-
Ponty’s emphasis on intertwined relationships entails the idea that encountering
and working with the empirical data in the analysis can be seen as new events 
arising between the researcher and the data each time. 
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All data were analysed in Swedish, which was the language of the original 
versions, to permit a trustworthy interpretation. Initially, the data were
structured in relation to each study and each preschool team. Following the 
transcription, a form of orientation to obtain a general understanding of the data 
took place. According to Bengtsson (2001), a phenomenological analysis does
not imply strict stages or pre-determined rules. Instead, as mentioned earlier, 
openness to the phenomenon is significant, and various procedures may be 
involved (Alerby & Bergmark, 2012). In my studies, I have used themes to 
clarify the significant features of the data. Accordingly, phenomenological 
analysis goes beyond individual experience per se, and focuses on the collective 
depiction of a research topic. 

Van Manen (1997) emphasises that when Merleau-Ponty refers to
phenomenology as the study of essence, he does not presupposes an objective 
truth or a mystical entity. As van Manen explains:

Rather, the term “essence” may be understood as a linguistic construction, a 
description of a phenomenon . . . so that the structure of a lived experience is 
revealed to us in such a fashion that we are now able to grasp the nature and 
significance of this experience in a hitherto unseen way. (van Manen, 1997, p. 
39) 

The term essence can thus be seen as the characteristics or the unique 
dimensions of a phenomenon.

The analysis has mainly been inspired by van Manen (1997). The process 
of finding themes within the data, signifying the content of the specific notion,
is described by van Manen (1997). For him ‘Themes are the stars that make up 
the universes of meaning we live through. By the light of these themes, we can 
navigate and explore such universes’ (van Manen, 1997, p. 90). Still, he points 
out that a theme is always a simplification of a notion. As Alerby and Bergmark 
(2012) demonstrate, such thematic analysis is a feasible way even when 
analysing visual data. 

While pursuing this process, I have oscillated between wholes and parts, in 
which patterns and contradictions have appeared. Van Manen (1997)
emphasises that the phenomenological and interpretative analysis, when 
isolating thematic statements, can be based on the holistic, highlighting and
detailed approach. In each study, I started by reading the data as a whole. I then 
read each sentence, or considered each picture, in relation to the whole, then 
organized them in clusters in order to find some overall themes. I drew mind-
maps in order to understand the relationship between the different clusters.
Further, I looked for sentences or pictures that seemed significant for the 
overall data, or sentences that stood out as a contradiction to the rest. This 
process included making notes, as well as making and remaking clusters and 
mind maps illustrating alternative interpretations. After that, I formulated 
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themes based on the analysis of the data. In studies I and II, the themes in 
themselves revealed nuances, while in study III, aspects associated to an overall 
theme expressed specific structures of meaning. 

In addition, during this process I have continuously turned to theory in 
order to enable new and multidimensional understandings. For me, this has 
been a way to interrogate and critically reflect upon my own interpretations and 
analysis. Still, given Merleau-Ponty’s concept of hyper-reflection, I must 
interrogate and take into consideration the possibilities and limitations of my 
own reflection. Bengtsson (2005) points out the difficulties of making visible or 
gaining access to that which is taken for granted, by means of theoretical 
arguments. In this study, however, the movement between empirical data, 
theory, and previous research may have enabled better understandings of what 
Merleau-Ponty refers to as the visible and the invisible (Merleau-Ponty & 
Lefort, 1968). Accordingly, in the analysis the empirical data, the theory, and 
the researcher, have been closely intertwined.

According to van Manen (1997), research and theorising can be seen as 
interchangeable concepts. Therefore, my process reflects the abductive process 
described earlier (Kirkeby, 1994; Peirce, 1990), and consistent with what
Alvesson and Sköldberg (1994) point out, I view empirical data in its 
appearance as being fused with theory. For example, the four significant 
dimensions of the life-world and lived experience described by van Manen 
(1997) – lived time, lived space, lived body and lived other – have been 
especially useful in the analysis in papers I, and III. As well, Merleau-Ponty’s 
interpretations of concepts like ambiguity, reversibility, chiasm, and flesh, have 
been useful to me in the analysis. In the process of finding or formulating
themes, I have also employed a collaborative approach, involving my 
supervisors and colleagues in seminar groups. In study II, the teachers were 
involved in the analysis, as the initial themes were returned to them as a type of
member check of experiences, in order to generate deeper insights and 
understandings. This method of examining, articulating, re-interpreting and re-
formulating data in a collaborative analysis can be seen as a way of testing the 
interpretations and analysis (van Manen, 1997). After completing the analysis 
and formulation of themes for each study, I also conducted a crossover analysis 
between the different studies, which concludes a comprehensive understanding
of what constitutes teachers’ work. Particular focus was given to significant
existential dimensions of teachers’ work. These served as guidance for the final 
discussion and reflections on the findings.
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FINDINGS: WHAT EMERGED AND HOW IT EMERGED

Summary of findings
The findings of the studies included in this thesis are mainly described as 
themes, in some studies with associated aspects. The findings of studies I, II, 
and III are based on empirical data, while those of study IV is based on a study
of literature. Altogether, the findings illuminate what constitutes teachers’ 
work, summarised in Figure 2, below.

Study Main findings
I To control and be controlled

To manage or enjoy chaos

To care, nurture and protect 

II Embodied experiences and intertwined relationships

The reversible relationship between content and form

Responsive presence, courage and participation

III A competent and participating child 

- a natural and playing child 
- a cultural and democratic citizen
- a chiasmic and investigative person

IV A chiasmic be(com)ing

Figure 2 Summary of thesis findings

Paper I
The phenomenology of teacher work: images of control, chaos and 
care

The aim of this study was to explore the phenomenological ways in which 
teacher work is experienced and portrayed by teachers and children. The results
revealed a multidimensional reality, presented as three themes; To control and 
be controlled, To manage or enjoy chaos and To care, nurture and protect.

The first theme, ‘To control and be controlled’, includes both control of the 
children by the teacher and control of the teacher and the children by factors 
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external to the classroom. The teacher is experienced as the dominant figure,
who is in control of every aspect of school life. In addition, time, imposed 
assessment requirements and amount of work, are examples of external factors 
controlling and to some extent objectifying teachers and children. 

The second theme, ‘To manage or enjoy chaos’, describes the ways in 
which teachers relate to chaotic situations and feelings, and reveals different 
aspects of chaos. It is visible in the result that chaos can be experienced as 
destructive or as creative, as two different aspects. There can be chaos in the 
group of children, both in terms of non-functional relationships and the way the 
teacher struggles to be sufficient to the children’s diverse needs. There can also 
be chaos in the amount of corrections, lesson preparations and administrative
paperwork. In contrast to this destructive chaos, there are aspects of chaotic 
disorder and complex situations that lead to creativity. The creative chaos is 
signified by intertwined encounters, and empowerment, in terms of happiness 
and exited feelings.

The third theme, ‘To care, nurture and protect’, reveals the caring aspects
of teacher work. Aspects of caring are often experienced as embodied as, for 
example, when teacher’s body constitutes an area of security for children. The
theme highlights dimensions of teacher work that are closely connected to 
values, expressed in teachers’ emotional, social and physical actions.

The comprehensive understanding of the findings is that teacher work is 
experienced as ambiguous, complex and connected to different encounters in 
the concrete everyday practice of education. A phenomenological analysis and 
reflection shows that teacher work is constituted by encounters and 
intertwinings of fundamental structures of the life-world – the lived other, the 
lived place, the lived time, and the lived body – as well as intertwinings of 
different roles. These intertwined structures and roles constitute the inherent 
experienced ambiguity, which at first seems contradictory, but are parts of the
whole of teacher work.

The diverse and ambiguous aspects of teacher work involve not only 
teachers’ intellectual capacities and skills, but their emotional and embodied 
being, and their relationships as well. Accordingly, teacher work involves the 
whole body, without binary delineation, although contemporary educational 
reforms tend to appreciate mainly the cognitive and rational aspects, due to a
focus on control and assessment in education. Applying a philosophical 
perspective may enrich and clarify notions about teaching and education that 
are complex and ambiguous. By appreciating teacher work with all its inherent 
ambiguities, while at the same time reconsidering the conditions under which it
is carried out, may enable teachers to fulfil their mission without feeling 
inadequate because of the pressures exerted on them.
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Paper II 
A strengthened teaching mission in preschool: teachers’ 
experiences, beliefs and strategies

The aim of this paper was to explore how Swedish teachers in preschool 
experience their strengthened teaching mission which focuses on content 
knowledge. Specifically the experiences of teachers in working with scientific 
exploration with children in preschool were investigated. In the analysis, three 
major themes emerged; Embodied experiences and intertwined relationships,
The reversible relationship between content and form and Responsive presence, 
courage and participation. The first and second themes address the teachers’ 
ontological and epistemological assumptions about what constitutes children, 
scientific exploration and learning. The third theme examines the teachers’ 
teaching strategies in relation to the children, revealing their teaching ethos 
based on their fundamental assumptions.

The first theme, ‘Embodied experiences and intertwined relationships’,
describes a pluralistic view where the child’s whole being, mind and body as 
one, are involved in the learning process. Scientific exploration is experienced
by the teachers as an ongoing and multidimensional activity in which 
embodied, emotional and intertwined relationships with others as well as 
materials and matter are significant. There are certain ambiguities within the 
theme, such as in the ambiguity of individual and social, unique and general. As 
well, the significance of the body in learning actualises the ambiguity of body 
and world.

The second theme, ‘The reversible relationship between content and form’, 
illustrates what teachers regard as scientific content knowledge and scientific 
explorative work. The result shows how at time scientific content and 
exploration inadvertently change into a form – a scientific way of relating to the 
world – and new content occurs within this form, content such as social skills 
and learning strategies. The theme also illustrates teachers’ lived experiences of 
forms or modes in working with scientific content knowledge – the aesthetical, 
the experimental and the reflective – which shows an encompassing view of 
learning and stresses the potential for children to acquire knowledge through 
the mind, the body, relationships with others, the environment and nature.

The third theme, ‘Responsive presence, courage and participation’, 
describes teachers’ lived experience of how they relate to their work and to the 
children, as translated into their teaching strategies. Teachers view themselves 
as enablers and supportive participants in the learning process. In addition, 
humility, tolerance and an inclusive climate enable children to participate in, 
and influence, a variety of activities based on their interests and experiences.
The attitude required was described as being responsive to, as well as 
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emotionally and physically present in, the children’s life-world – an attitude 
that could be impeded by various factors, such as rigorous planning, control, 
and routines. Thus, the ambiguity of teachers’ control and children’s influence 
becomes vital. The theme also addresses teachers’ collegial critical reflection on
their preconceived notions through various methods of documentation as a way 
of supporting the process of change and professional development within the 
team.

The comprehensive understanding of the findings is that being present, 
inviting children to actively participate in scientific exploration and focusing on 
children’s relationship with the phenomena seem to be teachers’ strategies for 
handling a strengthened teaching mission. At the same time, teachers’ own 
relationship with the phenomena can be considered a missing link.

Teachers’ experiences of working with scientific exploration may be seen 
as a combination of science as literacy and science as inquiry, including an 
emphasis on democracy, aesthetics, experimentation and reflection, which 
together encompass a pluralistic view of learning, in which children’s embodied 
relationship to the world is significant.

Paper III 
Various notions of a competent and participating child in preschool 
documentation

The aim of this study was to explore basic views of children, learning and 
knowledge as they were reflected in documentation compiled in three different 
Swedish preschool groups. The study focused particularly on pedagogical 
documentation embracing communication and common reflection and 
documentation aiming at explaining projects and other events to parents and 
community. 

The results show an overall theme: A competent and participating child
that includes significant variations, presented as three aspects: a natural and 
playing child, a cultural and democratic citizen and a chiasmic and 
investigative person. Two of the aspects reflect assumptions about children, 
learning and knowledge as part of a dualistic view based on either nature or 
culture, while the third aspect reflects a pluralistic view of intertwined 
relationships. Each aspect was reflected in the documentation of each of the 
three preschool departments.

The first aspect, ‘a natural and playing child’, reflects how children are 
regarded as a certain kind of person, different from adults, and that they learn 
‘appropriate’ knowledge from ‘natural’ behaviour, such as play and exploration 
on their own terms. Children are mostly portrayed as corporeally active –
exploring, playing, and working. They participate in activities, in play, or in 
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daily situations in which they are sufficiently competent to manage various 
manoeuvres by themselves instead of having teachers do it for them. It seems 
that activities are adjusted to assumptions of what young children might 
understand, visible, for example, in teaching strategies that use personified 
phenomena. The notion of a natural and playing child thus expresses much of a 
dualistic ontology, concerning both natural and general facets, and emphasises
children as either have been, being, or becoming. 

The second aspect, ‘a cultural and democratic citizen’, highlights children 
as active and competent participants in the social community of ECEC –
becoming democratic, social, and active citizens in the society by learning a 
democratic culture. The documentation strongly emphasises how each child’s 
voice is important and often shows lists of their theories or reflections. 
Accordingly, children’s spatiality, or lived space, is closely connected to 
collectivism, although it focuses on each child’s corporeality – for example, 
how to individually participate in the group, share space, and make your voice 
heard. This aspect also reflects notions of children as producers. Children 
participate in different activities planned by the teachers in which the degree of 
their influence varies but in which the focus is on participation through doing or 
making things. This production can be connected to a project or to a content 
area. The documentation of these activities emphasises both process and 
product; consequently, the temporal focus of this aspect oscillates between now 
and then, two temporal points on a linear scale.

The third aspect, ‘a chiasmic and investigative person’, accentuates a view 
of a person involved in ever-changing, mutual, and intertwined relations with 
nature and culture. The term chiasmic refers to Merleau-Ponty’s concept of 
chiasm, which I found relevant to the analysis of the data since it signifies an 
entwined relationship of social, cultural, historical or natural components that 
may encroach upon each other in a sort of crossing over. Participation is here 
signified through all sorts of intertwined relationships in which children and 
humans are involved. It is noteworthy that much of the documentation 
significant for this aspect highlights processes of investigation and the 
phenomenon explored: wet spots on the stairs, small dimples in the sand after a 
hailstorm, buckets of sand and water in which bubbles of air rise to the surface, 
a washcloth dripping with water and dish soap. The documentation shows that 
teachers actively ask questions and arrange certain activities or milieus in order 
to enhance and challenge children’s learning through intertwined relations with 
peers, different matter, and materials. Children’s corporeality and spatiality are 
thus connected to the intertwined relationships with which they have the 
opportunity to be involved.

As the results show, these different basic views of children, learning and 
knowledge affect teachers’ work, for example, in how teachers organise 
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children’s learning. According to the result, a reconsideration of temporal, 
corporeal, spatial, and relational dimensions of notions about children, learning, 
and knowledge, as well as the relationship between culture and nature, could 
function as a counterforce to predominant views governing organisations and 
activities in teachers’ work.

Paper IV 
Rethinking temporality in education drawing upon the philosophies 
of Merleau-Ponty and Deleuze: a chiasmic be(com)ing

The aim of this paper was to explore temporal notions of children, and 
temporality in education. More specifically, the two predominant and general 
notions of children as becomings or beings were illuminated and discussed. In 
addition, a third alternative way of thinking about temporality, children, and by 
extension teachers’ work, was explored, drawing upon the philosophies of 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Gilles Deleuze.

Predominant notions tend to hold firm and have impact on those involved, 
and therefore they affect children and their learning, as well as teachers’ work.
The child as becoming, is manifested primarily in classic developmental
psychology, while the notion of the child as being has been highlighted mainly 
by sociological researchers in their critical response to developmental
psychology. This latter notion is also visible in a very different manner in the 
philosophy of Rousseau, emphasizing the free and natural child. Traditionally, 
becoming and outcomes of learning are placed in the future, while being and 
processes of learning are placed in the present. Consequently, these ways of 
thinking may lead to biased notions of process and product, the former strongly 
connected to the child as being, and the latter associated with the child as 
becoming. Although ignoring the importance of desire and change in creating 
knowledge – the aspect of becoming in learning – may lead to stagnation in the 
being, focusing mainly on the future and thus the result of a child’s education 
can lead to an over-emphasis on the value of becoming. In such situation,
children’s being and meaning-making in the present moment may become 
undervalued. 

Drawing upon the philosophies of Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Gilles 
Deleuze, the paper argues for a rethinking of temporality beyond linear views 
on time and biased notions. The two philosophers are linked in what seems to 
be their mutual spirit; pluralistic views that reject a binary delineation. Instead,
they advocate or embody multiple multidimensional approaches to philosophy 
and life, signified by complexity and unpredictability, each in different way. 
Although some of Deleuze’s main works have criticised phenomenology in 
terms of immanence and difference, ‘the double challenge’, this has not 
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involved a deeper exploration of the diversity within phenomenology.
Especially Merleau-Ponty’s concepts of chiasm and flesh – which repeal the 
dualistic relationship between an inner autonomous subject and an outer
objective world – make Merleau-Ponty’s account differ from that of other 
phenomenological branches, and therefore his philosophy may also withstand 
Deleuze’s criticism. After examining Merleau-Ponty’s and Deleuze’s accounts 
of temporality more deeply, it is argued that they allow for an encounter beyond 
the classical linear view of time and temporal notions, an encounter in which 
the whole is more than merely the sum of the parts. This leads to an ambiguous, 
intertwined, and ongoing connection between the temporal notions of have 
been, being and becoming, described by a novel concept – a chiasmic 
be(com)ing. Such an alternative could function as a counterweight to the 
predominant notions of children, education and teachers’ work. It could also be 
considered a significant foundation for an ethical education since it is based on 
ongoing and intertwined relationships that, appreciates openness and 
unpredictability. 
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INTERROGATION OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS
In accordance with Merleau-Ponty’s concept of interrogation, I will in the 
following discussion interrogate and critically reflect upon the challenges and 
learning experiences that have come out of the research process. In doing so, I 
will now return to the methodological considerations discussed earlier, by 
interrogating the concepts of openness, expression, interpretation and
trustworthiness.

Openness

In accordance with the theoretical framework, which emphasises openness 
towards the participants and the phenomenon studied, each study has
established openness with respect to the next study, and my adaptability as a 
researcher has been at the centre of this process. This has sometimes resulted in 
feelings of being lost, not knowing what the next step should be. However, after
some critical reflection and further considerations of what the previous study 
has shown, I have been able to move forward. Accordingly, the strength of a 
theoretical framework may also be its Achilles’s heel. Still, I found the 
advantages to outweigh the disadvantages, and the chosen approach to be a 
useful and humble approach to research, and towards the participants. As 
Goodson (2003), though, points out, it is important to bear in mind that 
conducting studies about teachers’ work also can be difficult, and sometimes 
even dangerous. On the one hand, the knowledge created through teachers’ 
perspectives bears great potential for analysing experience and reforms in a 
useful way, since a great deal of the reforms are a ‘repudiation of teachers’ 
perspectives’ (Goodson, 2003, p. 85). On the other hand, studies on teachers’ 
work are sometimes vulnerable to misuse by forces advocating restructuring of 
education, which contradicts teachers’ interests. 

I approached my exploration of the phenomenon of teachers’ work from a 
broad angle, including both teachers’ and children’s perspectives. I then 
regionalised the following two studies to focus on teachers’ experiences and 
perspectives, although the children were involved through their teachers’
participation. In addition, I also decided to regionalise study II and III to focus 
on teachers’ work in ECEC since Swedish preschool could function as one 
example of how international trends affect individual countries’ educational 
policies, and consequently, also teachers’ work. Since the second study showed 
that documentation seemed to be one important strategy for teachers in their 
work, and systematic quality work was prescribed in the revised curriculum for 
preschool, I decided to focus on this area in the third study. Reflecting on this in 
retrospect, I feel that perhaps I could have related study II and III to 
globalisation and policy reforms more explicitly, which would have given me 
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teachers’ lived experiences of this perspective more clearly, although asking 
teachers questions from such an angle probably would have been difficult.
However, the teachers themselves made the connection between conceptions of 
learning and knowledge in the revised curricula to contemporary rationalistic 
trends in society, which became visible in the result. Because of the results of
the empirical studies, in which temporality emerged as a central dimension of 
teachers’ work – for example, temporal notions of children and ambiguities of 
different dimensions of temporality that have consequences for teachers’ work
– I found it necessary to further explore such temporal notions and temporality, 
in a theoretical study. 

Accordingly, outcomes rendered by critical review, interrogation and 
hyper-reflection (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968), have been central in all the 
choices that I have made during the whole research process. For example, in all 
stages of the research process, I strove to meet my participants with respect, 
since trust is also about the participants feeling comfortable with how the 
information is used and presented. The participants invited me to take part of 
their everyday life, so that I could gain some sort of access to their life-world. 
Where would I be without them? Van Manen (1997) comments that
phenomenological research probably has effects on all persons involved, for 
better or worse, depending on how the study is conducted in terms of the
atmosphere that develops and the kinds of feelings generated. In 
phenomenological research, which seeks to be open and responsive, it is thus 
important to create an atmosphere of confidence and trust. It is the researcher’s 
responsibility to create this trustful space. Still, this means balancing proximity 
and distance, respecting the participants’ private sphere and to keeping a
distance to the phenomenon studied, while at the same time coming close 
enough to grasp their lived experiences and their basic assumptions. 

Due to my earlier subjective I as a preschool teacher, I have tried 
especially to interrogate the views reflected in teachers’ every day experience. 
In the interviews with the teachers, I have tried to ‘tune in’ to the teachers’
experiences and views. Still, I have also found myself sort of struggling to hold 
myself back, asking curious questions concerning issues that they expected me 
to know about. Being open and responsive like this, while simultaneously using 
hyper-reflection and interrogation, both towards your own role in the research-
process and towards the empirical data, can be a demanding process. I agree 
with Merleau-Ponty and Lefort (1968) that phenomenology is a self-critical 
venture, and as Peshkin (1988) points out, the researcher’s subjective I shapes 
the whole research-process.

Still, my own experience as a teacher and a teacher educator might have 
been an asset as well. As I view it, I was given access in terms of the 
participating teachers’ willingness to share their experiences with someone who 
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understands and has been in their situation. As I know the context well, this
may also have led to opportunities to pose deeper, more intricate or unexpected 
questions beyond the life-world they take for granted. In addition, my 
familiarity with school and preschool environments made me calm, which 
hopefully signalled openness and trustfulness towards all the participants.

Expressions, interpretations and trustworthiness

During the process of gathering data, I reflected upon what was an appropriate 
method at that particular moment, in that particular context, with those persons. 
As I used five methods when conducting my studies, I have also reflected upon 
how it worked out, what kind of experiences emerged, and how they were 
interpreted. I clearly see the benefits of using methods that complement each 
other, as outlined by Alerby and Bergmark (2012), among others. Using 
drawings as a research method may reveal nuances other than the spoken or 
written word (van Manen, 1997). Still, to be able to interpret the expressed 
meaning and obtain a nuanced understanding, the oral comments have been 
important for creating a deeper understanding of the phenomenon. In addition, 
having a conversation about a drawing, as in study I, or starting from written 
reflections, as in as in study II, meant that teachers had reflected upon the topic 
beforehand, which I think was important. However, I could have instead used 
drawings in study II, or written reflections as a complement to the documents in 
study III. Still, I have endeavoured to use the methods I found most suitable for 
the purpose of each study, and for the participants, given the current situation.

When comparing the individual interviews, which I had planned for, with 
the group interview, which was conducted due to the participants’ limited 
availability for participation, I find the latter to be a more dynamic way to hold 
a conversation of this kind. The participants were more relaxed, and I had a less 
prominent role. As the teachers in the team knew each other, they had already 
negotiated meaning and influenced each other in their work. If difficulties had 
existed between different participants in the same team, a group interview 
would probably not have been preferable. 

The visual documentation collected for study III differed in many ways 
from the other data collected. The teachers had already produced the 
documentation in the course of their ordinary work with the children, with a
different aim, and they could choose what to share. It is possible that these 
choices affected the results. Still, the teachers generously shared their 
documentation without restriction. In addition, research always involves 
choices and delineations, be they created by the researcher or by the 
participants. According to van Manen (1997), concepts like subjectivity and
objectivity need to be reconceptualised in phenomenological research. He points 
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out that objectivity orients the research toward the phenomenon studied, while 
subjectivity means ‘that we are strong in our orientation to the object of study
in a unique and personal way—while avoiding the danger of becoming 
arbitrary, self-indulgent, or of getting captivated and carried away by our un-
reflected preconceptions’ (van Manen, 1997, p. 20, italics in original). Van 
Manen characterises phenomenological research as oriented to existential 
meaning rather than private meaning, and therefore the lived experience of a 
group of people, such as teachers, as in the present study, or an individual 
teacher, ‘may be examined as an account of the possible experience of other 
[teachers]’ (van Manen, 1997, p. 73). 

Hence, in phenomenological research, the validity of a study would be
better discussed in terms of how trustworthy, recognisable and useful the study 
is perceived to be. One way to make the research trustworthy is through 
transparency – that is, illuminating the researcher’s prior understandings in an 
attempt to offer the reader a basis for interpretation (Finlay, 2009; Peshkin, 
1998). Consequently, I have been engaged in trying to become aware of my 
own prior understandings and presuppositions, and have thereafter interrogated 
these presuppositions as far as possible, making myself open to the teachers’ 
lived experiences. I have also striven to make my prior understandings visible 
to the reader, trying to be clear as to how the processes of analysis and
interpretation have operated. Accordingly, in this thesis I have tried to conduct 
my research in the spirit of the phenomenology of the life-world, being 
responsive and open to the unique and sensitive concrete reality and life-world 
of the participants. In addition, I have endeavoured to consider this concrete 
reality simultaneously from a narrow and a wide perspective, by creating a
meeting of these lived experiences, theoretical concepts and global trends.
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CROSSOVER ANALYSIS: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
Teachers’ work is a profession in which global trends and national policies 
govern everyday practice with the children. Mockler (2011) suggests that
teachers’ work and their professional identity develop as an ongoing process,
resulting in ‘enhanced engagement and understanding of the self, the field of 
practice or the political sphere’ (p. 522). Accordingly, plain descriptions or easy 
explanations may overlook central aspects of teachers’ work. Moreover,
unilaterally blaming one of the actors, or factors, cannot enrich our
understanding either. As earlier discussed, globalisation has resulted in new 
demands on and conditions for teachers’ work. Ball (2008) problematises the 
effects of globalisation on both policy and individuals. He argues that
‘globalization changes the way that we as individuals engage in and experience 
the world, and how we experience ourselves; that is, globalization changes the 
ways that people talk about themselves and others’ (Ball, 2008, p. 27).

Thus, we need to explore, scrutinise, and theorise this web of relationships 
and how they might influence teachers’ work. In this thesis, I have therefore 
explored how teachers’ work is constituted, what the significance of existential 
dimensions of teachers’ work is, and how they can be understood in the light of 
a globalised and standardised education. In the following, I will discuss and
reflect on the findings in relation to previous research and to Merleau-Ponty’s 
philosophy. However, it is important to bear in mind that it is only in tendencies 
that I as a researcher can grasp lived experiences, and as Merleau-Ponty points 
out in the following:

We must . . . examine the movement that inclines us to give our adherence to 
things and to one another and the ambiguities to which it exposes us: why it is 
irresistible and why, as soon as we wish to think it out, it transforms itself to an 
enigma. (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p. xxiv)

Accordingly, this crossover analysis is not an attempt to prove or impose 
something, but rather to illuminate my findings from a specific perspective, as 
they appear in tendencies.

The ambiguous work of teachers
The crossover analysis of the findings of the studies included suggests that 
teachers’ work is mainly constituted by ambiguities and intertwinings of an 
ontological character that have epistemological implications. Accordingly,
existential dimensions of teachers’ work are ubiquitous within these 
ambiguities and intertwinings, and appear as significant in mainly two ways –
firstly, as closely connected dimensions of the life-world and lived experience,
referred to as lived time, lived space, lived body and lived other; secondly, as 
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basic assumptions mainly about the relationships between i) subject and object, 
ii) mind and body, iii) human, culture and nature, iv) linear and
multidimensional temporality. Accordingly, these findings show that teachers’ 
work involves not only teachers’ intellectual capacities and skills, but also their 
emotional and embodied being, and relationships as well. Further, teachers’ 
work is affected by the views of children, knowledge and learning held by 
teachers, policymakers and society but also by ontological assumptions and 
existential dimensions in a wider sense.

As outlined in the theoretical framework, Merleau-Ponty and Lefort (1968) 
describe ambiguities as aspects that at first seem contradictory but are in fact 
more like irreducible uncertainties. This means that an ambiguity may as well 
encompass everything falling between the two extremes. It is thus not about 
‘either or’, but about multiple aspects – a view where the intertwinings are more 
than just the sum of the parts. This is a pluralistic way of considering different
aspects, in contrast to dualistic views in which binary delineations are 
significant, or to the monistic view, in which only one aspect exists – a
significant difference discussed by Bengtsson (2009). According to Barnacle 
(2009), concepts or phenomena connected to education are often considered 
dichotomies in a dualistic sense, which she argues does not benefit education.

According to the findings of this thesis, it is possible to rethink the 
relationship between such ambiguous aspects beyond dualisms and divides. 
Ambiguities can thus be seen as aspects of teachers’ work as a whole, 
intertwined and reversible that might be described using Merleau-Ponty’s term
chiasm. The ambiguities presented above will be further elaborated in the 
following discussion as intertwinings of existential dimensions under the 
headings Intercorporeal reversibilities (mind and body, subject and object), 
Intertwinings, chiasm and flesh (human, culture and nature) and A chiasmic 
be(com)ing (linear and multidimensional temporality).

Intercorporeal reversibilities (mind–body, subject–object)

Ambiguities connected to ontological assumptions about the relationship
between mind and body, were visible in terms of teachers’ emphasis on the 
significance of embodiment in learning – that is, the lived body, gestures, 
movements, feelings – and how they interrelate these dimensions with children 
expressing and developing thoughts and reflections. This ambiguity became 
prominent in studies II and III, while in the former, teachers pointed out 
societies’ undervaluation of embodiment in education. This may be related to 
the rationalistic agenda of contemporary society, which narrows curricula, 
emphasising cognitive and measureable skills at the expense of more holistic 
values, as discussed by researchers such as Hargreaves (2009) and Kroksmark 
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(2013). According to Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, mind and body must be seen 
as a whole, or as Bengtsson (2009) expresses it, ‘mind is not only mental but 
also embodied, and the body is not only body but also a subject’ (p. 64). Based 
on this view, Bengtsson calls for critical review of the ideal of scientific 
educational research, which is on the rise in current Swedish liberal educational
ideology. This ideology, he argues, claims cognitive and neuroscience research
to be the necessary foundation for teachers’ work. Still, Bengtsson points out, 
teaching and learning are much more complex activities:

education do not only depend on one favoured part of the body . . . Intellectual 
activities depend on the entire body . . . on the entire human being . . . the life-
history, view of life and, in general, the entire life-world of the human being. 
(Bengtsson, 2009, p. 62–63)

As explained above, it is not only the relationship between mind and body that 
was experienced as ambiguous, but also the relationship between subject and 
object. The ambiguity of teachers and children as subjects and objects was 
found in all four studies. For example, in study I, these ambiguities were visible 
in terms of controlling and being controlled, and as the teacher protecting the 
student in need of protection. Additionally, enjoying and handling chaos, while 
still being object of chaos, and feeling insufficiency, were another example 
found.

In studies III and IV, the ambiguity of subject and object was also visible
in how children are viewed – as unique and at the same time as general.
Teachers having control, while also creating possibilities for children to
influence the activities, was another example visible in study II. According to 
studies II and III, teachers strove to make children’s perspectives and 
experience the starting point of their teaching, in accordance with the 
curriculum, which focuses on the idea of the competent child. This movement 
thus shows the impact of curriculum on teachers’ work. Accordingly, teachers 
sought to move from identifying children’s lack of knowledge in relation to a 
general child, towards appreciating children as competent and unique 
individuals with diverse experiences – a movement from objectifying children 
towards children as subjects. These ambiguities of unique and general, control 
and influence, and individual and social can be related to an ambiguous
conception of knowledge and learning, whereby individual children and 
teachers are active participants in a social learning process in which curiosity, 
exploration and initiatives are appreciated, while still working towards 
predetermined goals and outcomes. As shown in study II, the teachers found too 
rigorous planning as hindrance for being responsive, as it strongly focuses a 
fixed process. In such way, children alternated between being subjects and 
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objects, although teachers strove to enable children to be active subjects, 
promoting children’s participation and influence.

Other significant ambiguities, in terms of subject and object, were how 
teachers alternate between being technicians, caregivers, co-constructors, and 
enablers, while at the same time being objects of external demands and control. 
As discussed by researchers such as Ballet et al. (2006), the intensification of 
teachers’ work changes teachers’ professional identity and knowledge. As 
Håkansson, (2006), Popkewitz (2000) and Sjöberg (2010) point out, centralised 
monitoring of results in a decentralised education system creates a complicated 
combination of teachers’ professionalisation and deprofessionalisation. Making 
the controlling aspects of teachers’ work ‘natural’, in terms of taken for granted,
results in a deprofessionalisation, according to Ball (2008). It is thus reasonable
to suggest that the existential dimensions of teachers’ work, significant in the 
findings in this thesis in terms of being objectified as a teacher or of
objectifying the children, can, for example, be related to the rationalistic agenda 
of standardisation, visible in global trends. As such, lived body, lived space, 
lived other and lived time oscillate between lived experiences of being a subject 
and an object.

According to Dahlberg et al. (2002), constructions of school result in 
corresponding constructions of the teacher. In order to understand the 
ambiguities described above, it is necessary to direct our gaze toward the public 
management of schools. As the assignment for teachers encompasses double 
missions – a knowledge orientation for individual development and national 
economic profit as well as social goals of democracy and equality (Tallberg 
Broman & Persson, 2010) – it is understandable that teachers’ work is
experienced as ambiguous. Still, the dimensions within such an ambiguity are 
interesting. Given that care has traditionally been the main objective for 
preschool teachers, the use of the word teaching in the curriculum addressing 
preschool teachers’ mission demands processes of interpretation and 
negotiation in practice, especially in terms of the relationship between subject 
and object. Although curricula strengthens the profession of preschool teachers 
and the role of preschool, and support teaching as a proactive activity (Pramling 
Samuelsson & Sheridan, 2010), it has shown that the financial conditions of 
preschool are deteriorating, resulting in additional children and fewer teachers 
per group (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2008). Under such 
conditions, it is difficult to teach in accordance with the curricula, improving 
professional knowledge and didactics, meeting the increased demands of 
systematic quality work, and at the same time not objectify the children. Due to 
the changed directions and demands on ECEC in terms of efficiency, evaluation 
and learning, Jönsson et al. (2012) raise the question whether these changes in 
Swedish preschool can be considered a paradigm shift.  
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For Merleau-Ponty, the lived body and the lived other are closely 
connected to each other and to the lived place: the life-world is a historical,
social, cultural, intersubjective and bodily world. Our fundamental encounter 
with others and the world is perceptual and is affected by these bodily practices
(Merleau-Ponty, 1964b). His account of perception in a way rejects objectifying 
in terms of an object without action or perception, as perception always 
involves ‘an opening to’ the other and the world. Humans are both subject and 
object at the same time, as the body has double belongingness, ‘to the order of 
the “object” and to the order of the “subject”’ (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968, 
p. 137). According to Merleau-Ponty, the human being is a visible viewer, an
audible hearer, and a tangible ‘toucher’, in relation to another person. This 
reversible relationship between subject and object (whether considering the 
relationship to the other or to materials) Merleau-Ponty regards as an 
intercorporeal relationship or as ‘carnal intersubjectivity’ (1964b, p. 173), thus 
closely connected to the ambiguity of mind and body. He describes it ‘as a pell-
mell ensemble of bodies and minds, promiscuity of visages, words, actions, 
with, between them all, that cohesion which cannot be  denied them since they 
are all differences, extreme divergencies of one same something’ (Merleau-
Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p. 84). Nevertheless, human existence ‘is never an 
unconditioned freedom’ (Merleau-Ponty, 2002, p. 198). Intersubjective 
relations can be signified by both conflicts and estrangement, especially in 
practices that are dominated by economic and political forces (Merleau-Ponty, 
1964b, 1985, 2002). Such objectification ‘is felt unbearable only because it
takes the place of possible communication’ (2002, p. 420), what was referred to 
as a ‘communicative vacuum’ in study I.

However, the combination of an intensification of teachers’ work and 
worsened conditions threatens to reduce children to measurability, and teachers 
to instrumental technicians and caregivers, objectified by goals outside 
education itself. Ball (2008) discusses this in terms of performativity that he 
claims is ‘a system of terror [which] is a regime of accountability that employs 
judgement, comparison and displays as means of control, attrition and change’ 
(p. 49). Although Ball’s interpretation would probably seem too causal for 
Merleau-Ponty, it applies to the primacy of economics, which Merleau-Ponty 
highlights in some of his texts (cf. 1964a; 1985). Although, issues of power are
not at the fore in Merleau-Ponty’s account6, he finds politics that rely on 
dualistic suppositions, especially the subject–object opposition, untenable.

6 Using critical theories may therefore appear to be a natural way to address the issue of power. However, as much 
research in the field of education and ECEC has drawn on, for example, Michel Foucault, and his concept of 
governmentality (Foucault, 1977, 1991), my contribution to the discussion will be to mainly illuminate these issues 
philosophically from Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s account. 



60

Merleau-Ponty therefore suggests the life-world philosophy to be a feasible way 
to challenge such a view. According to him, intersubjectivity and coexistence –
embodied actors within an intercorporeal milieu – should form the core of the 
political (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968). Based on the belief that ideas and 
practices are dialectically interwoven, Merleau-Ponty proposes that politics 
should therefore be evaluated in terms of the lived relationships it may enhance
(Coole, 2008). Such an existential angle implies that education, as an arena for 
negotiated policy, that is, ideas and practices, could be evaluated in a similar 
way. 

As outlined in the background, teachers’ ability to tune into the children’s 
life-worlds and build relationships is one important factor for learning 
(Bingham & Sidorkin, 2004; Johansson, 2005; Persson, 2008). Given that 
control tends to make the relationship to the lived other distanced and vague as 
shown in study I, it is worrying that control, in terms of standardisation and 
assessment, has increased in contemporary education. Although the goals of 
systematic quality work in Swedish preschools differ from assessment among 
older students, it has been shown to be a normalising factor (Bjervås, 2011; 
Sparrman & Lindgren, 2010; Vallberg Roth & Månsson, 2009). Consequently, 
it reveals that it is essential to highlight the issue of how intersubjective and 
intercorporeal relationships can be sustained in an education in which
standardisation and assessment are at the forefront. It is also necessary to 
consider how children and students might be part of the quality work, and how 
such work, including documentation and assessment, might include a view of
children, knowledge and learning in which ‘subjectobject’ and ‘mindbody’ are
incorporated, in all their multidimensionality. In addition, to considering
temporality and spatiality within educational settings, and the consequences of 
these in terms of relationality, is equally important.

Intertwinings, chiasm and flesh (human–culture–nature)

As the findings revealed, ambiguities of teachers’ work that can be related to 
the relationship between human, culture and nature were significant, mainly as 
the relationship between body and world, and between individual and social.
The relationship between subject and object was also evident within this 
ambiguity, as things, whether cultural or natural, have traditionally been 
regarded as objects from an anthropocentric starting-point. In such a view, 
language and human beings’ meaning-making have been superior, and only a 
one-sided impact from human beings on things has been considered. In 
Merleau-Ponty’s later account (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968), mutually
influenced relationships, as interwinings and relationships expressed through 
the concepts of chiasm and flesh, radically challenge this one-sided human-
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centred view. As such, things, matter and human beings mutually constitute 
each other.

In study I, the ambiguity of nature and culture was visible, for example,
through children’s and teachers’ embodied relationships with the milieu, in 
events of creative chaos, which was one dimension of teachers’ work. In study 
II, this embodiment was also apparent in how the teachers emphasised the 
child’s relation with the room or with nature, and how this relationship
functioned as an impediment or opportunity for learning – supporting either 
individual or peer learning, or both. As such, teachers’ conscious or 
unconscious choices in their work-planning activities, created or hindered
opportunities for intertwined and embodied relationships in the teaching 
situation – in studies II, III and IV, also discussed in terms of mutual relations, 
intertwinings and/or chiasms between the children and the milieu. In studies II
and III, the ambiguity of human, culture and nature also appeared as teachers’ 
views of a general and unique child, and as notions of the child as becoming 
and being. These views reflect different theoretical perspectives and emphasis 
on culture or nature as the foundation of development and learning, as was
illuminated in studies III and IV. Learning as an individual and social
endeavour, as well as content and form as reversible phenomena related to 
nature or culture, were other examples of this ambiguity.

The divide between theories recalling either nature or culture as the basis 
for understanding childhood has long been prominent in education (Taylor, 
2013). The naturalistic perspective has been especially dominant, in terms of 
theories of child development and learning based mainly upon developmental 
psychology. This naturalistic agenda is again prominent in terms of 
neuroscience and its implications on education, as pointed out by Bengtsson 
(2009) and Säfström (2010). Taylor (2013) problematises how different notions 
of nature, within different pedagogical approaches, affect or produce different
applications of natural early childhood education. She shows how most 
scholars, from Rousseau, Fröbel and Montessori, to contemporary scholars like 
Chawla and Louv, all emphasise children’s inherent relationship with nature – a
romantic view emphasising the danger of alienating children from nature.

As a response to this romantic naturalistic perspective, theorists drawing 
upon social constructionism and poststructuralism have claimed the importance 
of understanding children and childhood from a cultural perspective – as being 
culturally produced (cf. Corsaro, 2005; Hultqvist & Dahlberg, 2001; James & 
Prout, 1997). There is, according to Taylor (2013) an ‘epistemological schism’ 
(p. xvii) between the natural and the cultural paradigms. This tendency was
visible in study III as different aspects of a competent child: a natural and 
playing child, and a cultural and democratic citizen, as well as a third 
alternative aspect found. Still, the teachers in this study oscillated between these
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two notions, similar to what the findings of Bjervås (2011) show. Taylor (2013) 
stresses the need to redress this schism – an ambition that she shares with some 
of the social constructionists mentioned above, who express a growing 
discomfort with this divide, as social constructionism has become a reversed 
discourse (Prout, 2005). Therefore, Prout (2005) calls for scholars to explore 
childhood beyond this divide, following alternative directions.

Similarly, Toadvine (2009) indicates the need for a renewed philosophy of 
nature concerned with ‘the being of nature, the being of humanity, and the 
relation between them’ (p. 7). He proposes an approach drawing on the work of 
Merleau-Ponty to overcome the human–nature divide, reconsidering the 
relationship between human and nature as intertwined. He sees this approach as 
a critique of, and alternative to, the split between empiricism and 
constructivism, and argues that Merleau-Ponty’s concept of flesh, creates the 
conceptual and operational space for an understanding in which human, culture 
and nature are equally important. Toadvine raises ontological and 
epistemological questions about the relationship between human, culture and 
nature, which if brought back to education and concluded, would be concerned 
with what understanding human beings, culture, and nature as intertwined and 
mutually dependent means to teachers’ work and education.

To answer such a question, nondualistic perspectives need to be explored. 
Today, alternatives beyond a divide are on the rise, based mainly on 
posthumanist ideas, considering matter to be active agents and recognising
nature and culture as equally important for children’s development and learning 
(Hultman, 2011; Lenz Taguchi, 2010a, 2010b, 2012; Olsson, 2009; Palmer, 
2011; Semetsky, 2006; Taylor, 2013). There have not been many researchers,
however, who have used Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of nature and flesh to 
overcome dualistic views when exploring and discussing teachers’ work and
education involving younger children. This has probably to do with
misconceptions regarding phenomenology as a homogeneous movement,
although Merleau-Ponty does not imply a constituting or transcendental 
consciousness or a superior human subject – rather, he radicalises and deepens 
his philosophy towards an intertwined body of the world, termed flesh 
(Crossley, 1993; Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968).

As discussed in the included studies, especially in studies III and IV, I have 
found Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, and the concepts of flesh and chiasm to be 
a possible way of understanding the ambiguities and complexities of teachers’ 
work and education, beyond divides, balances, or absolute consensus. Balances 
somewhat presuppose dualistic notions, and consensus may somewhat demand
a monistic or normative belief in right and wrong. Although teaching can be 
regarded as a normative profession and activity due to its direction and 
governance, rather than a technical profession (Biesta, 2013), I claim that using 
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the concept of ambiguity when trying to understand the complexities of 
teachers’ work, multiple dimensions, disagreement and friction, is permissible.
Regarding the mutual relation between humans and the world, friction makes
the habitual actions visible and demands for interrogating what we take for 
granted – a questioning and critical reflection that may enhance change and 
movement. In addition, such views may enable what Coole (2008) terms, ‘a 
novel sense of agency’ (p. 90), where:

capacities for political agency emerge within the force field of collective life and 
the task of the phenomenologist (or the political actor) is to seek signs of 
potentially transgressive or transformative capacities within the ambiguities and 
complexities of this field. (Coole, 2008, p. 91)

I would argue that the transformative capacities found within the force field of 
education and teachers’ work emerge in the ways existential dimensions can be
considered and reconsidered, as discussed in this paragraph. Rethinking 
existential dimensions, ontological assumptions and their epistemological 
implications – for example the relation between human, culture and nature –
holds the potential for novel concepts and thus for the emergence of different
thinking about teachers’ work and school practices. 

A chiasmic be(com)ing (linear–multidimensional temporality)

In all three empirical studies, temporality appeared to be one central aspect of 
existential dimensions of teachers’ work. In study I, it showed, for example, 
that time was experienced as an external force – linear and objective – a factor 
of control and governing of teachers’ work and education. It seemed like 
teachers were in constant need of the objective time in all situations except in 
intercorporeal situations such as caring and creative situations, which appeared
to exist beyond time. This is consistent with what Ballet et al. (2006) stress: that 
permanent lack of time, both at daytime in school and after formal work hours, 
is one significant aspect of teachers’ experiences of the intensification of 
teachers’ work.

In studies II and III, temporal ambiguities became visible through 
assumptions of the connection between age, development and learning, which 
teachers tried to scrutinise and go beyond. Domination of routines and stressful 
situations were also related to objective time, which seemed to counteract the 
ethos of being present and responsive to the children. Once again, the ambiguity 
of being open to children’s life-world, their earlier experiences and their desires
here and now, while still working towards predetermined outcomes in the 
future, became significant. As Moss (2007) and Popkewitz (2000) point out, the 
prevailing rationalistic agenda is based mainly on linear progressions and what 
the outcomes are. Moss (2007) argues that this starting-point is closely 
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connected to assumptions of linearity, certainty and objectivity, and that it ‘sets 
up a binary opposition between process and outcome’ (p. 230), what Mockler 
(2011) discusses a causal and linear relationship between method and outcome,
divided as two points on a scale. This ambiguity thus calls for a reconsideration 
of temporality where different dimensions of temporality can be in play 
simultaneously. As briefly outlined, alternatives that question and resist the 
rationalistic agenda increase; still, there is little or no communication between 
different perspectives. Conversations are dismissed, and according to Moss
(2007), this fact undermines democracy and may lead to an impoverished 
education and ECEC.

In study IV, a discussion about an alternative multi-layered view of time, 
in which the past, present and future are in play simultaneously – blurring and 
encroaching upon each other – was presented. This discussion resulted in 
scrutinising how to handle the fact that teachers always have fixed goals 
governing their work with children’s learning. As a consequence of rethinking 
temporality, beyond divisions of have been, being and becoming, and beyond 
views of exclusively conquering knowledge progressively through 
predetermined events, a chiasmic and ongoing be(com)ing is made possible.
Such an account of temporality is worth taking into consideration, both
concerning children and teachers, I argue, as human beings’ sense-making,
learning, subjectification and intercorporeal being with the world are included. 
Concerning teachers’ work, this may as well be discussed in terms of teachers’ 
professional development. 

As argued in study IV, this multilayered view of temporality both enables 
and requires intertwined relationships, in terms of appreciating openness, 
diversity, potentialities and unpredictability – what has not yet come into being. 
Pedagogical relations may therefore involve both social relationships and non-
human relations, intercorporeal and intertwined. Thus, reconsidering 
pedagogical relationships, bridging the human–culture–nature divides, as 
described above, may challenge dualistic views and enhance a chiasmic and 
ongoing be(com)ing, in which dimensions of have been, being and becoming 
are in play simultaneously. As such, goals in education may, together with 
children’s experiences and interests, guide teachers to consider what diverse 
and challenging relationships they may initiate, or recognise in children’s 
ongoing activities, and further develop, in order to enhance this process of 
chiasmic be(com)ing. In such a view, process and product become reversible 
and intertwined. In addition, teachers themselves, their work, professional 
practice and identity, may also benefit from this consideration, as it embraces
possibilities beyond the known. Accordingly, what opportunities and openings 
can be created within education, in terms of diverse and challenging 
pedagogical relationships and encounters, in order to enhance a process of 
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chiasmic be(com)ing, may therefore be the crux, when it comes to teachers’ 
work, I would argue.

Reflections on findings on a general level
The results presented in this thesis does not claim to be a general picture of 
teachers’ work in Swedish and international schools and ECECs, but one of 
several possible pictures of how teachers’ work is constituted, what significance 
existential dimensions have, and how they can be understood in relation to a 
broad educational context, from a philosophical perspective. Accordingly, the 
present thesis does not claim to investigate the reasons, or explain why 
teachers’ work is experienced as the most heavily loaded profession, or why 
teachers in Sweden feel dissatisfaction with their work, issues discussed in the 
public debate. Still, exploring teachers’ work from a philosophical perspective, 
illuminating how existential dimensions of teachers’ work can be understood in 
relation to contemporary global trends and policy reforms, may shed light on 
the complexities and nuances of this profession in contemporary society, 
beyond ‘good’ or ‘bad’, and ‘black’ or ‘white’.

The ambiguities and intertwinings that, according to the findings in this 
thesis, constitute teachers’ work may be connected to a general and overall 
ambiguity of rationalistic and holistic views (and every alternative view in 
between or beyond as well) of humans, the world and education. Among these, 
the rationalistic view tends to dominate since it often reflects the management 
of education. Accordingly, this overall ambiguity demands discussion and
reconsiderations of the wider aim of education, beyond biased views. Due to the 
results of this thesis, reconsideration particularly in terms of intercorporeal and 
intertwined relationships is essential, encompassing the significant 
intertwinings of ‘subjectobject’, ‘mindbody’ and ‘humannatureculture’.

Teachers’ work and the greater aim of education

As outlined earlier, educational practices, such as schools and preschools, in 
which teachers work, function in the intersection of global educational trends 
and policy reforms in which different educational perspectives and visions 
appear. During the twentieth century, a progressive development in Nordic 
education took place, driven by a vision of a school for everybody, emphasising 
democracy, student activity and influence. This vision can still be discerned in 
practice and policy, according to Blossing et al. (2014), in accordance with the 
intentions of significance for contemporary policies discussed in the beginning 
of the thesis (Håkansson, 2006; Popkewitz, 2000). Still, the neoliberal trend and 
rhetoric, emphasising individually oriented education, neglect and oppose 
democratic values through, for example, trends of standardisation and 
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assessment (Blossing et al., 2014). Thus, the aims of empowerment, democracy
and deliberation are difficult to fulfil, as they are subsumed in an education 
where, for example, standardisation, individuality and linearity are considered 
superior to multidimensionality. The same applies to opportunities to consider 
views of humans, the world and education as moving toward the 
multidimensional, although such reconsideration is crucial, as will be argued 
below.

The result of the newly published PISA report (OECD, 2013; Swedish 
National Agency for Education, 2013b), shows that it is not only Swedish 
students’ results that have continued to decrease over the past five years, but 
also the feeling of exclusion, reduced affinity and lack of motivation – a result 
which further calls for exploring the aim of education. Biesta (2011) argues that 
the reduction of human action to measurability may result in neglecting to carry 
on an ongoing conversation about complex relationships within education, and 
what constitutes a good education. In addition, Biesta (2011) and Säfström 
(2010) stress that the unifying or causal relationship between policy and 
evidence based research that appears in current global trends, results in 
normative implications on educational practice, driven by measurability. They 
argue, that such policy and research, and its implications, reduce children and 
teachers to objects. Thereby, opportunities for teachers and children to go 
beyond ‘one’s place in the social order’ (Säfström, 2011, p. 200), and beyond 
the known norm, are very limited. Thus, that which can be regarded as alien, or 
the ‘wild Being’ (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p. 203) – that which is beyond 
the template of the normal – may be reduced. Consequently, education reforms
change not only what teachers are doing, but also who they are, as Ball (2003) 
describes. In addition, the wider aims of education, communicated, for 
example, through reforms, have great impact on what teachers can potentially 
become within contemporary education and by extension, which is of great 
importance, what children’s potentials are.

I therefore agree with Mockler (2011), who argues that we have to pay 
attention to professional identity as an ongoing interplay between the personal, 
professional, and political dimensions of teachers’ work, both in research, in 
practice and in teacher education, since such focus may: 

foster teachers with a strong sense for themselves and the importance of their 
work not only on a local level, ideally pushing the profession, both individually 
and collectively, ‘beyond what works’, interrupting along the way discourses 
which threaten to undermine the critical and democratic dimensions of education. 
(Mockler, 2011, p. 525)

When Popkewitz (2000) scrutinises the relationship between visions of 
education and the creation of technologies for educational management, by 
focusing on embodied power relationships in social practices, he shows that 
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these reflect ‘resistance and oppositional practices’ (p. 216). According to 
Green (2010), policy reforms have their own rhetoric, which necessarily do not 
comply with the implications of the policies in reality – what he distinguishes 
as ‘policy-as-discourse’ and ‘policy-as-practice’ (p. 612). Although in a way 
this emphasis creates a dualism between reforms and practice – something that 
I, with support in Merleau-Ponty’s account and the findings of this thesis, 
would rather express as an intertwining – it is relevant since Green draws 
attention to the complexity of education and educational change. He emphasises 
that policy-in-practice varies among European states, and that the combination 
of regional public control and national management in Nordic curricula stands 
out, although the Nordic states have adopted the global knowledge and life-long 
learning discourse.

According to the findings of this thesis, teachers’ experiences and basic 
assumptions of ontological character differ to some extent from the visions 
communicated through the rationalistic agenda of contemporary educational 
trends. For example, teachers’ attempts to appreciate the unpredictable beyond 
dualistic assumptions are holistic, and multidimensional, in comparison to the 
rather linear and standardised global agenda. As previous research show (e.g. 
Kelchtermans, 2005), such discrepancy further complicate teachers’ work and
formation of professional identity. Sjöberg (2010) argues that the many reforms 
in Sweden the last five years, which prescribe frequent inspections and 
assessments of teachers’ performance, disqualify teachers. Despite the rhetoric 
of teacher profession, teachers today have no legitimacy to perform their work 
in a professional way, she argues. Still, she points out how teachers crave for 
influence and status may, as well have helped the restructuring, resulting in 
deprofessionalisation.

Seen with the lens of Merleau-Ponty, educational reforms may transform 
the embodied being of the teacher, and henceforth place the well-known 
embodied agency at stake. Crossley (2004) discusses such embodied agency in 
terms of a dialectics of milieu and action, beyond consciousness; and as such, 
‘action is called forth by perception’ (p. 89). Still, the teacher is not just a 
passive victim of change, although the structure would most likely not be 
undermined due to one single instance of teachers’ resistance and actions. 
Merleau-Ponty describes the hyper-dialectic relationship between milieu and 
action, where a mutual affectedness is significant – a bodily intersubjectivity or 
interactivity. The educational situation occurs between the teacher, the children, 
the physical milieu, the atmosphere, the history, the culture and the actors’ 
embodied and reflective understanding of education, manifested in the 
competence with which they interact. Consequently, structures such as social 
institutions may not be regarded as effects of society, but rather as ‘patterns of 
exchange’ and ‘society itself in act’, as Crossely (2008, p. 238) describes it.
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According to this reasoning, teachers and children are education ‘in a sort of 
circuit with the socio-historical world’, to use the words of Merleau-Ponty 
(1964b, p. 123). Human beings thus both make society and are made by society, 
in such a circuit, or ongoing movement. The ongoing movement or circuit of 
be(com)ing a teacher – encompassing have been, being and becoming – can  be 
considered as developed within a complex network of ambiguous and 
intertwined relationships, mutually affecting each other. In addition, 
reconsiderations of pedagogical practice through research, literature, critical 
reflective communication and interrogation of the taken for granted, may as 
well affect such circuit.

However, as knowledge and learning are clearly emphasised in 
contemporary curricula further down the ages in Sweden, tensions between a 
social agenda and content knowledge increase. These two agendas can be seen 
as two different and somewhat diverse examples of the aims of education,
which create a tension in teachers’ work. Tallberg Broman (2006) describes 
such tension in the following:

There is a lack of recognition of the professions entire content, which is 
precarious. There are parts of the work which are highlighted, given status and 
acceptance, while other time-consuming tasks remains silenced and promptly 
gives the teacher the feeling of taking time from the truly important, the 
established. Aspects of learning and the pedagogical approach have been 
emphasised, but the prevailing conditions for work rather increase the socially 
oriented content. This creates a tension for teachers’ work. (Tallberg Broman, 
2006, p. 83, my translation)

Although current reforms are disseminated and applied regardless of countries’
culture or history (Ball, 2003, 2008; Tattoo, 2006), it is important to consider 
many factors when implementing reforms, as the contexts do play a vital role 
for how reforms are concretised (Fullan, 2001). As Kelchtermans (2005) 
argues, teachers may at first subscribe to the changes of reforms, but when the 
new agendas do not match their ideas of teaching and the aim of education, 
intense emotions are awakened, eliciting ‘micropolitical actions’ (p. 1004) of 
resistance, or proactive attempts to influence and change the conditions. 
Teachers’ experience of the need for change in their everyday practices is a key 
motivating factor in the implementation of policy reforms (Swedish 
Parliamentary, 2012/2013:RFR10). Still, such needs are not always clear 
beforehand. However, depending on the views of humans, knowledge, and 
learning that guide teachers’ actions, what Kelchtermans (2009) terms personal 
interpretive framework, these micropolitical actions may, by extension, 
facilitate or hinder children’s learning. To that I would add that basic 
ontological assumptions about the relationships between subject and object, 
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mind and body, and, human, nature and culture, may also affect and be part of 
this intertwining of policy and practice.

The findings of the present thesis, revealed how teachers handled 
ambiguities emerging from contradictory agendas and how they both 
implemented and created curricula, an issue also discussed by Clandinin and 
Connelly (1995). In addition, in their teams they were involved in an ongoing 
process of critical reflection to improve their teaching practice. The fact that 
teachers are often not given fair conditions in which to implement the 
curriculum – for example, in terms of additional children and fewer teachers per 
group (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2008) – may result in them 
reforming the curriculum, and instead creating one that can be realised. Limited 
opportunities for teachers to develop their skills or improve their knowledge in 
required areas and not being given any interpretative privilege may also cause 
this reforming of curricula. According to Mockler (2011), teachers are not 
permitted to theorise their practice or their professional identity within their 
practice, either from experience or from theory, as the instrumental role of 
teachers – what they should do, not who they are – are at the centre of today’s
educational agenda. As Mockler argues, teachers are rarely offered conceptual 
tools, as the intensification of teachers’ work and the neoliberal agenda prefer 
measureable roles before complex concepts like professional identity – or 
‘existential dimensions’ like the one explored in this thesis.

Drawing links between lived experiences of being a teacher, teaching 
practice and educational theory, and developing congruence between personal 
and professional values – what Mockler (2011) expresses as the articulation of 
one’s professional identity – has broader social and political dimensions. It 
may, according to Mockler, help teachers hold on to their all-encompassing 
vision of teachers’ work, which made them want to become teachers in the first 
place, but which many teachers lose sight of, or let go of, due to current 
circumstances.
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FINAL REFLECTIONS
In this thesis, teachers’ work has been explored: how existential dimensions of 
teachers’ work can be understood in times when educational trends and policy 
reforms have become more global and wide spread, has received particular 
focus. Although the life-world of teachers and children is too complex to be 
fully understood, it is important that arrangements that constitute teachers’ 
work, in school and preschools, are being examined. Moreover, the role of 
education and what teachers and children can be and become in education,
needs to be illuminated, interpreted and renegotiated.

By following some significant threads of experience and provide a meeting 
of the empirical data and the life-world philosophy of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, I
have tried to be open for dimensions that may have been ‘invisible’, that is,
taken for granted and naturalised, or neglected, in previous research with other 
starting-points. In particular, I have considered the existential dimensions of 
teachers’ work emerging in the midst of experience and global trends 
significant in contemporary Western society. This openness has in turn led to an 
exploration of different and somewhat new ways of understanding teachers’ 
work and education.

When exploring teachers’ work from philosophical perspectives as well as
philosophy through practice, novel concepts enhancing understandings of 
complex relationships may arise. By going beyond that which is taken for 
granted, following the empirical and philosophical meanderings, a chance to 
rethink the relationship between different ambiguous aspects of teachers’ work,
beyond dualisms and divides, may be created.

Conclusions
The comprehensive understanding of the findings in this thesis suggests that 
teachers’ work is mainly constituted by ambiguities and intertwinings of an
ontological character. Ambiguities are in this thesis discussed as aspects that at 
first seem contradictory, but are in fact more like irreducible uncertainties,
intertwined and multidimensional. These ambiguities and intertwinings by
extension have epistemological implications – how teachers’ work is 
constituted affects how teachers regard and perform their work, and what 
possibilities teachers can create for children in education.

Within these ambiguities and intertwinings, existential dimensions of 
teachers’ work are ubiquitous, and appear as significant in mainly two ways –
firstly, as closely connected dimensions of the life-world and lived experience, 
referred to as lived time, lived space, lived body and lived other; secondly, as 
basic assumptions mainly about the relationships between i) subject and object, 
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ii) mind and body, iii) human, culture and nature, iv) linear and
multidimensional temporality. These intertwined and reversible ambiguities, 
seen as aspects of teachers’ work as a whole, can be termed Intercorporeal 
reversibilities (mind–body, subject–object), Intertwinings, chiasm and flesh
(human–culture–nature) and A chiasmic be(com)ing (linear–multidimensional
temporality). Accordingly, these findings show that teachers’ work not only 
involve teachers’ intellectual capacities and skills, but also their emotional and 
embodied being, and relationships as well. Further, teachers’ work, and by 
extension children’s learning, is affected by the views of children, knowledge,
and learning held by teachers, policymakers and society but also by ontological 
assumptions and existential dimensions in a wider sense. In addition, the
ambiguities discussed derive from a general ambiguity of views on education, 
where the rationalistic view tends to dominate since it often reflects the 
management of education. According to the findings in this thesis, teachers’ 
experiences and basic assumption of ontological character are holistic and
multidimensional, in comparison to the rather linear and standardised global 
agenda. Thus, this overall ambiguity demands a reconsideration of the wider 
aim of education as well as of different relationships of significance, beyond 
dualisms and divides and towards intertwinings.

Implications and future directions
What use can the knowledge produced through an exploration like the one in 
this thesis have for teachers’ work? As suggested, reconsiderations of the 
relationship beyond dualistic divides may result in different relationships 
constituting education in general, and teachers’ work in particular, to receive
attention. Such rethinking may be regarded as one way of challenging
rationalistic ways of thinking about education that ‘naturalise’ certain aspects, 
such as standardisation, individuality, generality and linearity. According to the 
findings and the crossover analysis of the findings, opportunities for diverse and 
challenging pedagogical relationships ought instead to be enhanced, leading to
a process of chiasmic be(com)ing both for teachers in their professional work 
and for children.

Still, I would argue, this is neither unproblematic nor obvious. The 
question of how new knowledge produced by research can be better used in 
education and what can be considered as research of direct importance for 
teachers’ work, discussed by Swedish National Agency for Education (2013b), 
is more complex than just implementing that which is claimed as ‘what works’.
The issue of educational change and improvement is complicated and need to 
be problematised and approached through what Merleau-Ponty would refer to
as a hyper-reflection that interrogates its own possibility (Merleau-Ponty & 
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Lefort, 1968). This self-criticism needs to be practiced by various actors, such 
as policymakers, researchers and teachers, especially since different movements 
and actions by all kinds of actors motivate, initiate, or provoke other 
movements and actions by other actors, in a circuit, as earlier argued. Thus, 
research, theory and practice are intertwined as different dimensions of one 
phenomenon, in this case teachers’ work, but cannot be reduced to the same, or 
the one privileged before the other, expressed by Popkewitz (2000): ‘To 
recognize the relation of theory and social movements is not to reduce one to 
the other . . . There is a simultaneous move toward autonomy and engagement’ 
(p. 239).

Teachers, like the ones participating in the included studies, are often 
already involved in educational change and self-critical venues – an ongoing 
formation of professional identity and reconsideration of teachers’ work that
enriches and challenges research in the area. Still, research from, for example, a
philosophical perspective may add new perspectives and concepts to these 
changes, and in this case, Merleau-Ponty’s concepts may ideally help teachers
articulate their everyday experience and assumptions and the existential 
dimensions inherent in them. Educational change may therefore be enriched 
and may benefit from multidimensional processes that mutually influence each 
other as intertwined. Reconsiderations, both in practice and theory as those 
explored and illuminated in this thesis, may by extension, create the possibility 
for new practices to take form. In such processes of improvement and change,
dialogue and collaboration between teachers and researchers as well as other 
actors can strengthen the exploration (Swedish Parliamentary, 
2012/2013:RFR10). Additionally, a shared understanding of school 
improvement and social learning within this process creates a more stable 
development, than does the traditional individual view of learning and 
improvement, according to Blossing and Ertesvåg (2011).

I regard a collaborative process, which includes interrogation, analysis and 
critical reflection, to be a possible continuation of my research project. For 
example, to explore how the experience of creative chaos can be understood, 
what constitute such experiences, and how these experiences affect teachers’
professional identity and their satisfaction with their work, may be one area of
collaboration. This would also be an ethical way to relate to the participants, as 
the process of interpretation and reinterpretation of the relationships between 
practice and theoretical concepts would be owned as much by the teachers 
participating, as by me as the researcher. In addition, such a process might
enhance the development of a professional language, which has proven to be a
significant prerequisite for teachers’ reflective and analysing work in school 
improvement and professional identity formation (Colnerud & Granström, 
2002; Riddersporre, 2007). 
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Beyond, or rather within, the existential dimensions discussed above, are 
issues significant for contemporary Western societies that need to be further 
explored. For example, reconsidering how education, and in particular teachers, 
schools and preschools, can be part of the development of active citizens, 
democratic and sustainable societies in an institutionalised, standardised and 
globalised world with its particular demands, calls for attention. How can 
intersubjective and intercorporeal relationships of diverse character be 
developed and sustained in education and especially in an education in which
standardisation and assessment are at the forefront? Moreover, children’s 
experiences of standardised education need to be further explored, as they are 
strongly affected by its agenda. How can children and students better be part of 
the quality work? What does it mean for children’s ongoing be(com)ing to be 
assessed, judged and rated? What existential dimensions are in play and how 
can they be understood? It is also important to explore what voices are heard 
and not heard – why the silent ones are silent or are silenced – and what 
perspectives are paid attention to in different tools of assessment and systematic 
quality work in education today. 

Hopefully, this study may have affected you as a reader in some way or 
another, may have touched, provoked, or inspired you – whether you are a 
teacher, a teacher educator, a student teacher, a school leader, a researcher, or a 
reader with another background – as it explores and offers some alternative 
understandings of the complex work of teachers. Such a complementary view
may serve to pave the way for new theoretical domains, and as a way of 
problematising teachers’ work in a broader context, by emphasising existential 
dimensions in the midst of experience and global trends.
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SVENSK SAMMANFATTNING
I denna avhandling utforskas lärares arbete i en tid av globalisering och 
standardisering, där en rationalistisk agenda tenderar att dominera över mer 
komplexa bilder av utbildning och lärares arbete. Till följd av de förändrade 
kraven och förväntningarna på lärares arbete, ökar också osäkerhet avseende 
lärares professionella kunskap och identitet, enligt tidigare forskning. De 
studier som ingår i denna avhandling speglar därför lärares arbete i relation till 
ett filosofiskt perspektiv där existentiella dimensioner, komplexitet, 
multidimensionalitet och sammanflätning av olika aspekter är framträdande. De 
existentiella dimensionerna tidslighet, kroppslighet, rumslighet och 
relationalitet är särskilt i fokus. 

Det övergripande syftet med avhandlingen var att utforska och försöka 
förstå vad lärares arbete innebär, utifrån levda erfarenheter och filosofiska 
perspektiv. De huvudsakliga forskningsfrågorna var; i) vilken betydelse har 
existentiella dimensioner i lärares arbete? och ii) hur kan dessa förstås i ljuset 
av en globaliserad och standardiserad utbildning? 

Avhandlingen består av fyra delstudier. Den teoretiska och metodologiska 
utgångspunkten för avhandlingen bygger i huvudsak på Maurice Merleau-
Pontys livsvärldsfilosofi. För att samla data har följande metoder använts:
teckningar med tillhörande muntliga kommentarer (studie I), skriftliga 
reflektioner och uppföljningsintervjuer (studie II), visuell dokumentation med 
tillhörande muntliga kommentarer (studie III), och slutligen, studier av 
filosofiska texter (studie IV). Totalt deltog 50 lärare och 112 barn i studie I, tio 
lärare i studie II, och åtta lärare i studie III. I studie IV utgjordes data av 
filosofisk litteratur. 

Den inledande studien utforskar bilder av läraryrket mer generellt genom 
barns och lärares upplevelser av lärares arbete, med rådande 
utbildningsreformer som fond. Syftet med studie I var att utforska hur lärares 
arbete upplevs och porträtteras av lärare och elever. Resultatet visade på en 
multidimensionell och mångtydig verklighet, vilken presenterades som tre 
teman: att kontrollera och kontrolleras, att hantera eller uppskatta kaos, samt, 
att visa omsorg, vårda och skydda. Teman visade att lärares arbete inte bara 
involverar lärares intellektuella kapacitet och skicklighet, utan också deras 
känslomässiga och förkroppsligade relationer och sätt att vara. 

Förståelsen av lärares arbete fördjupas genom att i den andra studien 
särskilt fokusera på lärare i den svenska förskolan, där det förstärkta 
undervisnings- och lärandeuppdraget kan ses som ett exempel på de 
utbildningsreformer som genomförts. Syftet med studie II var att utforska hur 
svenska lärare i förskolan upplever sitt förstärkta undervisningsuppdrag, vilket i 
högre utsträckning fokuserar innehållslig kunskap. Särskilt lärares erfarenheter 
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av att arbeta med naturvetenskapligt utforskande med barnen undersöktes. I
analysen framträdde tre teman: förkroppsligade erfarenheter och 
sammanflätade relationer, den ömsesidiga och utbytbara relationen mellan 
innehåll och form, samt lyhörd närvaro, mod och deltagande. De två första 
teman behandlade lärares ontologiska och epistemologiska antaganden – synen 
på barn, naturvetenskapligt utforskande och lärande. Det tredje temat 
synliggjorde lärares undervisningsstrategier och förhållningssätt gentemot 
barnen.

Eftersom dokumentationsarbete synes vara en del av lärares strategier och 
systematiskt kvalitetsarbete tydligare betonas i förskollärares förnyade uppdrag, 
analyseras i den tredje studien, lärares visuella dokumentationer. Syftet med 
studie III, var att utforska olika sätt att se på barn, lärande och kunskap, så som 
dessa kom till uttryck i dokumentation från tre svenska förskolegrupper. 
Resultatet visade ett övergripande tema av ett kompetent och deltagande barn.
Detta tema inkluderade följande aspekter: ett naturligt och lekande barn, en 
kulturell och demokratisk medborgare samt en med världen sammanflätad och
undersökande person. Dessa aspekter diskuterades och granskades kritiskt i 
relation till de tidigare rådande dualistiska paradigmen natur och kultur, men 
också gentemot ett synsätt där dessa aspekter förenas och ömsesidigt samspelar 
med varandra.

Eftersom tidslighet framträder som något centralt för lärares arbete i alla de
tre tidigare studierna, omprövas och diskuteras i den fjärde artikeln tidslighet i 
undervisning och utbildning bland yngre barn. Detta görs genom ett teoretiskt 
möte mellan de två filosoferna Maurice Merleau-Ponty och Gilles Deleuze. Då 
avhandlingen huvudsakligen baseras på Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s senare texter 
där han genom begrepp som chiasm och flesh avskaffar det dualistiska 
förhållandet mellan ett inre autonomt subjekt och en yttre objektiv värld
möjliggörs ett möte med post-humanistiska filosofer och teorier, vilket 
åskådliggörs i denna fjärde artikel. Chiasm beskriver en slags sammanflätning, 
överlappning eller samtidig funktion mellan människan som subjekt och objekt, 
mellan människan och de/det hon möter, men också mellan upplevda, medvetna 
eller omedvetna dimensioner av världen. Flesh avser en sådan sammanflätning 
eller enhet mellan kropp och värld, där människan och världen utgör en unik 
kropp, ett slags element.

Syftet med studie IV var således att utforska tidsliga bilder av barn samt 
tidslighet inom utbildning. Mer specifikt belystes och diskuterades de två 
förhärskande bilderna av barn som blivande (vuxna) eller som varande (barn). 
Därtill utforskades ett alternativt sätt att tänka kring tidslighet, barn och i 
förlängningen lärares arbete. Detta alternativ beskrevs genom ett nytt begrepp, 
’a chiasmic be(com)ing’, med innebörden av sammanflätning av de tidsliga 
dimensionerna ’har varit’, ’är’, och ’blir’ till ett pågående blivande. 
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Resultatet och analysen av de fyra delstudierna tyder på att lärares arbete i 
huvudsak utgörs av mångtydigheter och sammanflätningar som kan kopplas till 
antaganden om hur verkligheten är utformad, och hur relationen mellan världen 
och människan kan förstås (ontologi). Dessa antaganden styr också på vilket 
sätt lärande och kunskap förstås (epistemologi), vilket i förlängningen får 
konsekvenser för hur läraren utför sitt arbete. 

Följaktligen är existentiella dimensioner av lärares arbete närvarande i 
dessa mångtydigheter och sammanflätningar, och framträder som betydelsefulla 
huvudsakligen på två sätt. För det första, som nära sammankopplade 
dimensioner av livsvärlden och levd erfarenhet, vilken diskuteras som levd tid, 
levt rum, levd kropp, samt levda relationer. För det andra, som grundläggande 
antaganden om relationen mellan i) subjekt och objekt, ii) kropp och själ, iii) 
människa, kultur och natur, samt iv) linjär och multidimensionell tidslighet. 
Dessa mångtydigheter och sammanflätningar, vilka kan ses som delar av lärares 
arbete som en helhet, kan sammanfattas som Ömsesidiga och kroppsliga 
relationer, Sammanflätade relationer mellan människa, kultur och natur samt 
Ett pågående multidimensionellt blivande. Grundläggande antaganden som
lärare, politiker och samhället är bärare av samt existentiella dimensioner i 
vidare mening, konstituerar och påverkar således lärares arbete och i 
förlängningen barns lärande.

Dessutom kan man säga att de mångtydigheter som framträder i lärares 
arbete härstammar från en mer generell mångtydighet avseende sätt att se på 
utbildning, där det rationalistiska synsättet tenderar att dominera eftersom det 
ofta reflekterar ledning och styrning av utbildning. Detta fordrar en översyn och 
omprövning av det vidare syftet med utbildning, likväl som av relationen 
mellan dessa mångtydiga aspekter, bortom dualistiska uppdelningar. Dessa
överväganden måste göras för att skapa utrymme för varierande och utmanande 
pedagogiska relationer, vilka kan möjliggöra en process av ett sammanflätat
och pågående multidimensionell blivande, för lärare i deras arbete och för barns 
lärande. 
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Abstract
Extensive reforms and standardization on a global level have changed the expectations of education in the last 
decade. The ways in which teachers understand and experience their work are central to the ways in which this 
work is carried out. Children also have their own understandings of teachers’ work. The aim of this study is to 
explore how teacher work is experienced and portrayed by teachers and children. The study takes it’s starting 
point in the phenomenology of the life-world as expressed by Merleau-Ponty and van Manen, and is based on 
teachers’ and children’s drawings and associated comments concerning teacher work. The result shows a multi-
dimensional and ambiguous reality, presented as three themes: To control and be controlled, To manage or enjoy 
chaos, and, To care, nurture and protect. The paper offers a phenomenological analysis of the result and a 
discussion in relation to contemporary issues in education.

Key-words: teacher work; educational change; chaos; caring; control; phenomenology of the life-world; 
Merleau-Ponty, van Manen

1. Introduction
Extensive reforms and standardization on a global level have changed the expectations of education in the last 
decade (Hargreaves, 2009). The ways in which teachers understand and experience their work are central to the 
ways in which this work is carried out. While some of these understandings and experiences are explicit, available 
for reflection, critique and change, others are less readily available and as a result, more resistant to change. 
Children also have their own understandings of teachers’ work and again these can be explicit or implicit. 
Interplay between these, at times, conflicting understandings and experiences influences interaction and work in 
the classroom. Whether understandings of education and teacher work are held by teachers themselves, by 
children or by the society, they have great impact on all those involved (Peters, 2007).

The aim of the study reported in this article is to explore the phenomenological ways in which teacher work is 
experienced and portrayed by teachers and children. The study takes its starting point in the phenomenology of 
the life-world as expressed by Maurice Merleau-Ponty (2002/1945; 1968) and Max van Manen (1990), and is 
based on teachers’ and children’s drawings and associated comments concerning the phenomenon, teacher work.
Due to the phenomenological nature of the study, we explore the phenomenology of teacher work as it is lived by 
teachers and children. As such, we regionalize the phenomenon studied and focus on dimensions of teacher work 
that are experienced in similar ways although the participants come from different countries. This has the 
potential to offer an insight into human nature in terms of “a possible human experience” as van Manen (1990, p. 
58, italics in original) expresses it.

2. Teacher work and educational change
What is considered to be the mission of institutions such as school and early childhood education and care largely 
determines what is going on within the institutions and how teacher work is considered (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; 
Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 2002).
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Accordingly, ideas of teaching and teacher work in part depend on the culture and ideals of what constitutes a 
good society in each country, or as Osborn (2006) points out, on each country’s different political, economic and
accountability structures. At the same time, traditional notions of ‘ideal teachers’ may shift in reaction to rapid 
changes in the ideological, political and economic global setting (Cumming, 1999; Tatto, 2006). Ball (2003)
describes these reforms as follows: “An unstable, uneven but apparently unstoppable flood of closely inter-related 
reform ideas is permeating and reorienting education systems in diverse social and political locations which have 
very different histories” (p.215). Accordingly, global and cultural educational dynamics influence national 
patterns of schooling world-wide and thereby a growing convergence of thoughts about education and teachers’ 
work emerges (LeTendre et al. 2001; Tatto, 2006). For example, trends towards neo-liberal rationalism in western 
societies have also impacted on other parts of the world, which has resulted in less appreciation and understanding 
of complexity and diversity among, and within, countries (Dillabough, 1999; Hargreaves, 2001; Mockler, 2011).

Teacher work has generally been described either as shaped and limited by structural constraints or as a work with 
considerable personal autonomy (Mander, 1997). The notion of the ideal teacher shifts over time between 
extremes and everything in between. More specifically, the ideal teacher as authoritarian, distanced, intimidating 
and individually working professional shifts to, that of an equal, democratic, respectful and collaborative coach, 
and vice versa. As well, policies and national curriculum are reviewed, either in the direction of giving schools 
and teachers more freedom to decide how to teach and meet the needs of the children or towards stronger 
governance of content and teacher work. Policy affects teacher work, and as Ball (2003) emphasizes, education 
reforms change not only what teachers do but who they are. According to O’Connor (2008) there is a discrepancy 
between technical rationalist assumptions in policy and standard discourses and the lived experiences of teachers. 
For example, aspects that teachers themselves often stress when talking about their work, such as emotional and 
empathic dimensions, are marginalized in educational policy and teacher standards (Hargreaves, 1994; 
Kelchtermans, 2005; O'Connor, 2008). The performativity in teacher work expands at the expense of the caring 
aspects (Forrester, 2005) and, according to Kelchtermans (2005) the imposition of normative beliefs through 
reforms may generate strong feelings resulting in acts of resistance by teachers.

Accordingly, while contemporary societies, post-modernity and globalisation demands teacher work to be 
flexible, ethical and respectfully open to diversity and change, the demands of educational reforms and 
standardizations work in another direction.Due to this mismatch between internal and global forces on policies 
directed at teachers, Tatto (2006) finds it relevant to question the implications of current global tendencies on 
education reform and thus on the work and education of teachers. As Rodgers and Raider-Roth (2006) stress, 
education and teaching has come to be regarded as simplified, motivated through high or low test results. “As less 
time, money, space and value are given to more complex notions of teaching, the voices of both teachers and 
students are being squeezed out and we are losing sight of what it means to teach” (Rodgers & Raider-Roth, 2006, 
p. 265).Words we use to refer to a certain phenomenon seem to have lost their dignity or, to have become flat
(van Manen, 1990). By returning to the lived and basic experience of a phenomenon, in this case teacher work, we 
have the possibility to re-awaken and deepen the understanding of this phenomenon—an issue we find of utmost 
importance. 

How then do the teachers and children experience the work of teachers? What are the phenomenological
dimensions of their experiences? In the following we clarify the theoretical and methodological foundation for the 
study before presenting and discussing the results.

3. Theoretical and methodological foundation: exploring experiences of teacher work from a life-
world approach
The ontological assumptions underpinning theories of the life-world are based on the belief that reality has many 
complex and subtle nuances.  It is these nuanced ambiguities which characterize our existence (Merleau-Ponty, 
2002/1945). Rather than understanding these apparent contradictions as existing in an ambivalent or dualistic 
relationship, they should be regarded as irreducible and inseparable aspects and components of a whole (Langer, 
2003; Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1945; Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968; Weiss, 2008). Within the life-world ontology, 
reality exists as a pluralistic and integrative entity. The world and life affect each other mutually in the sense that 
life is always worldly and the world is always what it is for a living being. Mind and body are intimately and 
inseparably intertwined in the world of existence (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968).
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Drawing on Merleau-Ponty, van Manen (1990) emphasizes four significant dimensions of lived experience; lived 
other, lived space, lived time, and lived body. These dimensions are closely inter-connected in the lived world.

This ontological way of thinking about reality has epistemological and, methodological consequences for the 
researcher. As outlined above, reality cannot be reduced to two basic qualities of body and mind. As a result we 
have to develop a variety of methods to grasp other qualities we may not expect to find. The answer is not to 
adopt ready methodological guidelines (Alerby & Bergmark, 2012). If we are to do justice to the complex nature 
of reality, we need to think creatively about the ways in which we approach our research while being responsive 
to new understandings of the phenomenon (Bengtsson, 1999). It is about an openness and humbleness towards the 
phenomenon of the research which, in this study, is the ways in which teacher work is experienced and depicted 
by those most intimately connected with this work—teachers and children.

3.1 Data collection—to grasp experiences
The data collection took place between the years 2009 and 2012, in Sweden, Hong Kong and Australia, with 
participants from a range of countries. Data from the teachers were collected during four workshops. Three 
workshops were held in Sweden for groups of Swedish teachers, and another was held in Hong Kong with a 
group of international teachers. Data from the children were collected in classes during their ordinary school-work 
at schools in Australia and Sweden. The children were all aged between seven and fifteen years. A total of 50 
teachers and 112 children participated. The teachers in the study were not the teachers of the participating 
children.

The teachers and the children were invited to reflect on their experiencesof teacher work in general by making a 
drawing depicting what came to their minds concerning teacher work. The participants were told that the 
important issue was to make their thoughts explicit, regardless of how skilful their drawings were. The 
participants also had the opportunity to discuss their drawings with the researchers. These conversations were 
audio recorded and later transcribed or written down by the researchers.

The study followed the appropriate procedures for ethical code of conduct for educational research. Participants 
were fully informed of all aspects of the study. It was made clear that participation was voluntary and that they 
were free to withdraw from the study without any explanation. As the children involved were under the age of 
eighteen, parental consent was obtained.  

3.2 Using drawings 
There are many ways in which people communicate meaning. As Merleau-Ponty (1964b) points out, people speak 
to each other through different ‘languages’ connected to the body. Indirect languages and voices of silence, such 
as gestures, pauses and even art, are all equally valuable forms of expression. Given that body and mind not are 
regarded as separated, expression and thought are intertwined as well. vanManen (1990) emphasises the 
importance of understandings which cannot be expressed in words. He calls this communication beyond verbal 
language “epistemological silence” (p.113, italics in original). It is claimed that we all possess this silent and tacit 
dimension (Polanyi, 1974/1958) and, according to van Manen (1990), artistic expression speaks the language of 
this dimension in that ‘it transcends the experiential world in an act of reflective existence” (van Manen, 1990, p. 
97). Hence a work of art can be viewed as a text. This text does not consist of a verbal language, but despite this, 
it is a language with its own grammar and vocabulary. In this way a drawing provides the means to communicate 
meaning which cannot easily be spoken. The use of drawings is therefore one methodological approach which can 
be used in the attempt to grasp people’s thoughts, experiences, understandings, visions and so forth concerning 
different phenomenon in the world (Alerby & Bergmark, 2012; Alerby & Brown, 2008). As van Manen (1990)
argues, a work of art can be understood as lived experiences transformed into transcended configurations. This 
means that in making drawings people are giving shape to lived experience. 

3.3 Methods of analyzing the empirical material 
Analysis of the drawings, including the accompanying oral comments, aimed to understand the meaning of the 
experiences to which the participants gave form. It is important to note that in research based on the 
phenomenology of the life-world, the focus is not on experiences per se, but on a collective understanding of the 
phenomenon, consisting of internal variations (Alerby & Bergmark, 2012). During the analysis, the drawings and 
oral comments were viewed as a whole. The materials were analyzed moving from whole to parts or what van 
Manen (1990) expresses as isolating thematic aspects through both an holistic and detailed approach. 



The Special Issue on Contemporary Issues in Social Science                             © Centre for Promoting Ideas, USA

225

According to this procedure, all the drawings were analyzed repeatedly and thoroughly in which qualitative 
similarities and differences were noticed. These were then combined in themes, taking the central and common 
characteristics of the patterns as the point of departure. van Manen (1990) points out that it is these different 
themes that make the phenomenon what it is. Analysis is therefore a matter of forming themes from the data 
which reflect the experiences and understandings of the participants. It is essential to stress the turn towards the 
empirical data with openness and attentiveness. The aim is to allow the phenomenon to appear precisely as it is in 
a free act of ‘seeing’ (van Manen, 1990).

The themes, which gradually emerged, consist of different aspects that reflect the variety of experiences within 
each. It became clear that the themes were not to be regarded as independent and autonomous, qualitatively 
divided. Instead there were connections and links within and between the themes. A picture of a complex and 
ambiguous reality that constitutes teacher work emerged from the data. As a last phase of the analysis, the 
findings were interrogated and related to the four significant dimensions of the life-world (van Manen, 1990).
This concluding analysis enriches the phenomenological understanding of the phenomenon, teacher work.

4. Findings—an ambiguous reality
The result reflecting teachers’ and children’s experiences of teacher work is presented as three themes: To control 
and be controlled, To manage or enjoy chaos, and, To care, nurture and protect. The themes symbolize different 
dimensions of teacher work. The interpretations and understandings of the themesare elaboratedbelow, visualized 
through presentation of a number of drawings from teachers and children with accompanying oral comments. 
After the presentation of the three themes, a phenomenological analysis is presented.  

4.1 To control and be controlled

The theme of control includes both control of the children by the teacher and control of the teacher by factors 
external to the classroom. The majority of the drawings about control show the teacher as the central figure in the 
classroom, often depicted as both larger and more detailed than the surrounding children. An example of this is 
found in the drawing below by one of the teacher participants (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. The drawing illustrates aspects of teacher work as controlling the children, experienced by a teacher.

The drawing shows the teacher as a large hand with a raised index finger, in control of every aspect of school-life, 
whether in the classroom, in the play-ground or when children are having lunch. The size of the hand positioned 
in the middle of the drawing suggests that the teacher is experienced as a giant. In contrast the children are tiny 
stick-figures placed in the corners of the drawing. The teacher says: “I have to control them everywhere, 
especially their social relationships. There is no time left for fun things”. 

Control of the teacher by factors and pressures external to the classroom is another aspect of control repeated in 
the drawings of the teachers. One such factor is that of time and the amount of work to be done, much of this 
outside school hours. Several drawings show clocks, piles of student work and an exhausted teacher overwhelmed 
by the task confronting him or her. In the figure 2 below, it is the early hours of the morning and the teacher is 
still hard at work. 



International Journal of Humanities and Social Science                     Vol. 3 No. 4 [Special Issue – February 2013]

226

Figure 2. The drawing illustrates aspects of teacher work as teachers being controlled by external factors, experienced by a 
teacher.

The oral comments in connection to the drawing in figure 2 describe the teacher work as follows: “The teacher is 
marking homework at home at 12.15 am while others are sleeping.” The teacher seems to be isolated from the rest 
of the world with work which occupies several hours outside school.

These two different aspects of control—teachers controlling children and teachers being controlled—are also 
found in the drawings of the children, many of which show the teacher as the dominant figure in the classroom 
placed in the centre of the drawings and drawn in more detail than the children. The teacher is shown facing the 
class while the children, if they are other than stick figures, are viewed from the back as if the person responsible 
for the drawing is a member of the class. There is also an understanding of other elements which impact on 
teacher work, such as time and externally imposed assessment requirements. There are large clocks on the wall of 
the classroom shown in several drawings. The drawing below (see figure 3) shows both these aspects of control. 
Although the teacher is drawn on the same scale as the children, he/she is placed at the front of the class and most 
of the children are clearly attending to the lesson. Both teacher and children are objectified, reduced to robot-like 
figures due to the impact of the external pressures on teacher and children.

Figure 3. A drawing illustrating aspects of teacher work connected to control as experienced by a child.

Although most of the children are focused on the teacher, one exhausted child is slumped over the desk fast 
asleep. The teacher does not recognize the child’s need for rest and continues teaching. This child’s immediate 
need for rest is in marked contrast to the two students in front of her/him who are motivated by the future 
imperative to achieve results that will guarantee entry to university. The clock in the top left corner of the picture 
and the schedule on the wall illustrates the extent to which their lives are regulated by the demands of the 
curriculum and of time. The clock shows that it is early in the day while the schedule shows that classes will 
continue until late in the evening.
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The theme To control and be controlled includes, as we have shown, both features of teachers controlling children 
and of teachers being controlled by external factors. 

4.2 To manage or enjoy chaos
In this theme, the world of teacher work is one of chaos, far from control. Drawings show the teacher struggling 
in vain to cope with the many demands of teacher work. There are different aspects of this chaos. According to 
the drawings, chaos can appear within the group of children, both in terms of non-functional relationships and the 
ways the teacher struggles to be sufficient to the children. Several drawings show the teacher as an octopus-like 
figure with many arms and legs. These multiple limbs are needed to respond to the diverse individual needs of the 
children and to cope with all the different moments that need to be interwoven in class activities. In figure 4 
below the teacher is a stick-figure with numerous legs and many eyes. 

Figure 4. The drawing illustrates aspects of teacher work as manage chaos in the classroom, experienced by a teacher.

The teacher in figure 4 is surrounded by much smaller stick-figure children who appear to be circling the teacher 
as she/he tries to respond to their needs and activities, while coping with the chaotic situation. 

The drawings also show another aspect of chaos. There can be chaos in the amount of correction, lesson 
preparation and administrative paperwork associated with teacher work. In figure 5 the teacher is visible only as a 
tiny figure in the bottom right corner of the drawing, overwhelmed by the task confronting her/him. The rest of 
the drawing shows some of the information needed for teacher work—piles of books, mountains of correction and 
a computer.

Figure 5. The drawing illustrates aspects of teacher work as chaos in terms of administrative tasks, experienced by a teacher.

The teacher in the drawing comments: “I’m in the corner, tiny, [with] constant feeling of how much I don’t know 
and how many problems there are to solve”. This tiny powerless teacher-figure is in strong contrast to the giant 
controlling hand shown in figure 1.It appears that chaos and control are closely connected, and affect each other 
simultaneously. This aspect of chaos thus emphasises a need to manage chaos in terms of administrative tasks.
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The aspects above can be seen as examples of destructive chaos. However, the theme To manage or enjoy chaos
also includes dimensions of a creative chaos. 

In contrast to teachers’ drawings of destructive chaos, there are other drawings showing chaotic disorder and 
complex situations as a positive aspect of teacher work. In these drawings it is a chaos which leads to creativity. 
Figure 6 below exemplifies such a creative chaos by showing the teacher and the children, free from the 
constraints of the classroom. 

Figure 6.A drawing illustrating aspects of teacher work as a creative chaos, experienced by a teacher.

In this drawing the teacher and the children are excited and happy in their exploration of the natural world. For 
some teachers, situations such as these may seem chaotic or messy in a negative way but it is clear that, for this 
teacher and for others, this is a creative chaos. The teacher explains the drawing as follows: “The children are in 
focus. The teachers are enjoying the happiness of the children. It’s an empowering moment. We explore the 
details together which makes us see the whole. The sun and the stars are smiling, glistening. The children make 
the nature glistening to me. It’s unity, it’s connectedness, we are together, it’s power”.

As we have shown, the theme To manage or enjoy chaos describes the ways in which teachers relate to chaotic 
situations and feelings. Chaos is experienced by teachers both when working with the group of children and in 
relation to administrative tasks, and can be experienced as either devastating or empowering. It is note-worthy 
that the theme of chaos is absent from the drawings of the children. Although they experience the other aspects of 
control, they seem not to notice the chaos which is found among the experiences of many of the teacher 
participants.

4.3 To care, nurture and protect
Within this theme the caring parts of teacher work are emphasized. The drawings by both teachers and children 
show examples of the teacher in this role. In many drawings by the teachers, care is embodied, symbolized as 
caring hands, a large heart, listening ears and observant eyes. Figure 7 below shows a drawing where the teacher 
is, as expressed by the teacher’s own words “protecting the students”. 
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Figure 7.A drawing which illustrates aspects of teachers’ work as care, experienced by a teacher.

The teacher is caring for the students by enfolding them in hers/his long arms, holding them in a protective and 
warm embrace. The teacher’s head is full of eyes, and the teacher explains that these are necessary to “keep an 
eye” on each person in the group. Accordingly, both individuals and group need to be cared for and protected. It is 
not obvious in the picture what is threatening them. 

The children also experience care as a significant part of teacher work. Similar to the teachers’ experiences of 
care, the children depict the caring aspects of teachers’ work as connected to the body. One of the children uses 
the metaphor of a tree to illustrate the ways in which teachers care for children. This experience and 
understanding of teacher work is shown in figure 8 below. 

Figure 8. This drawing illustrates caring aspects of teacher work, experienced by a child.

In this drawing the children are shown as the fruit on a large tree. The tree has ‘2B’, the class to which the 
children belong, carved into the trunk. The three class teachers are shown as gardeners, carefully nurturing the 
tree to ensure that the children, who are the fruit, grow to their full potential. In the words of the student: “This 
tree is my class and this one is my classmates. I think classmate like fruit, like apples. The teachers’ job is to grow 
the tree. Mr X gives me water. Miss Y manure and Miss P mud to make the tree strong and the fruit grow”.

The theme To care, nurture and protect shows a dimension of teacher work which is closely connected to values, 
expressed in teachers’ emotional, social and physical actions.

4.4 Concluding analysis—a phenomenological reflection
In the three themes reflecting teachers’ and children’s experiences of teachers’ work, different encounters 
appearwhere relationality, spatiality, temporality and corporeality, are significant. For example; i) encounters
between teacher and children, and between different children in a group are experiences of the lived other, ii) 
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between the teacher/child and place or context such as different demands or expectations are experiences of lived 
place, iii) between teacher/child and temporal aspects of teacher work are experiences of lived time. These 
different encounters are all experienced through the lived body. As Merleau-Ponty (2002/1945; 1968) points out, 
human’s bodily being in the world is closely connected to the lived experience of time and place. For example, 
lived time is significant in the result, often as a governing force since objective and linear time seems to rule in 
schools. In a situation such as school or early childhood education and care where teachers are working, the time 
and the place constitutes the kind of activities that are going to happen there, and how the people involved will 
experience this activity. We “become the space we are in” (van Manen, 1990, p. 102).

In the result we find that teachers’ lived body is experienced as a huge and powerful person with a large finger, 
when controlling the children. The finger is a tool for command, and the teacher becomes the finger, without an 
explicit empathic or inter-subjective relation to the children involved. As such, control makes the relation to the 
lived other distanced and vague. In contrast, the lived body is experienced as small and lonely in relation to the 
demands of external factors and the environment, when being controlled. These different experiences of the lived 
body are strongly connected to the lived time. 

The teachers describe how control makes them run out of time for “the fun things” in the words of one teacher. 
Further, as shown in one of the children’s drawings, the lived body of both teachers and children is experienced as 
reduced to robots in a world where time-schedules and desks in rows governs them, as a result of the objectifying 
of school inhabitants by external demands. 

The images of chaos that the teachers experience are often linked to demands of control and assessment that 
teachers are obliged to carry out. As a result, the lived body becomes vanishingly tiny, losing control in the chaos 
of the demands of administrative tasks. The body is so reduced and powerless that it is not possible to do anything 
about the chaos. In this situation the classroom, which is the lived space, is dominated by question marks, the 
bookshelves threaten to fall, and the computer is overheated. It appears that there may literally be a risk to become 
lost in the mess; the lived time is endless, full of never-ending tasks.

In the chaotic situations among the children, the teacher’s lived body is experienced as a spider or an octopus with 
numerous arms, legs and compound eyes; the children are everywhere and the teacher stands in the middle of the 
space trying to grasp the whole. Unlike these situations, the teacher’s lived body as caring, nurturing and 
protecting, has succeeded in grasping the situation with embracing arms and observant eyes. In these situations 
the teacher’s body constitutes a security-space for the children. Whether containing, or enjoying, chaos, teachers 
seem to be in the present moment beyond timely frames, just as they are in the caring moments. Handling chaos 
in terms of administrative tasks seems to be a situation in which no lived other appears, and teachers exist in a 
vacuum. In situations of creative chaos on the other hand, the intertwined encounters between teachers and 
children—the lived other— and nature—the lived space—and their lived bodies are prominent. It is remarkable 
that the only situation, in which the teacher’s lived body seems to be experienced as full of joy, is a situation of 
creative chaos. It is relevant to ask whether teachers’ work is so overloaded with responsibility and demands that 
teachers can never be satisfied with their performance and therefore are never able to enjoy their work. It is also 
striking that control, whether controlling or being controlled, seems to result in situations in which teachers have 
no lived other with whom to relate, although they are physically surrounded by children in school, or near the 
sleeping family when working at night.

Consequently, teacher work involves different aspects and roles which include totally different or ambiguous 
experiences of the lived other, the lived space, the lived time and the lived body. 

5. Discussion 
According to the findings, teachers’ and children’s experiences of teacher work can be described as a multi-
dimensional reality, containing ambiguous parts which at first seem contradictory, but in fact are parts of a whole.

It is reasonable to suggest that, if other teachers and children were to be involved in the study, the drawings would 
have been different in some aspects due to their different life-world. Still, similarities would most likely have 
arisen as well. Although the participants in this study come from different contexts, there are similarities in their 
drawings—a kind of existential way of experiencing teacher work. As LeTendre et al. (2001) found in a 
comparative study, there were more differences in how teacher work was organized than in teachers’ beliefs 
which showed many similarities.



The Special Issue on Contemporary Issues in Social Science                             © Centre for Promoting Ideas, USA

231

Due to the international trends where focus on goals of knowledge and evaluation systems is significant, the role 
of the teacher defined as a technician is prominent in Western societies such as, for example, in the US and UK 
(Dahlberg et al., 2002; Scribner, 2005). The intensification of the teaching profession, prescribed programs, 
curricula and assessment tools has reduced teachers’ motivation and creativity and made them feel controlled and 
inadequate, even keen to leave the profession, according to both American and English studies (Ball, 2003; 
Benham Tye & O'Brien, 2002; Forrester, 2005; Hargreaves, 1994, 2009). The intensification of teacher work in 
many countries has also led to difficulties and uncertainties in teachers’ professional identity (Gannerud & 
Rönnerman, 2006; Hargreaves, 1994; Kelchtermans, 2005; Persson & Tallberg Broman, 2002). If we are to 
believe Ball (2003) the uncertainty that the reform agenda brings with it, in terms of being constantly judged, not 
knowing what aspects of work are valued or what the reasons for actions are, the aims and values of teacher work 
in all its dimensions has become unclear. Thus, there is a risk that the embodied parts of teacher work and actions 
which are built upon their individual values and professional judgements are overshadowed or instrumentalized. 
Consequently, the lived other is reduced to an object in the gaze of a teacher whose values and intentions have 
been sacrificed—a defeat for the teachers and children involved, and for education in general.

There are other ‘costs’, as indicated already – personal and psychological. A kind of values schizophrenia
is experienced by individual teachers where commitment, judgement and authenticity within practice are 
sacrificed for impression and performance. Here there is a potential ‘splitting’ between the teachers own 
judgements about ‘good practice’ and students’ ‘needs’ and the rigours of performance (Ball, 2003, p. 221).

Merleau-Ponty (Merleau-Ponty, 1964a, 1982, 2000) emphasises the ways in which subjects are objectified due to 
practices which are dominated by economic-politic goals. He argues that the effects of control on human beings 
shows when mutual connections and experiences of the lived other are put aside and persons are objectified in the 
gaze of the other. In such moments, we feel that our actions and expressions are not “taken up or understood, but 
observed as if they were an insect’s . . . the objectification of each by the other’s gaze is felt unbearable only 
because it takes the place of possible communication” (Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1945, p. 420). This is significant in 
situations when teachers experience that they are controlled by external factors. Similarly, the teachers are not 
open to dialogue and communication with the children in situations when focusing on controlling them, resulting 
in the same feeling for the children. Consequently, a non-communicative vacuum appears within the inter-
subjective space with both teachers and children like insects being observed and trapped, floundering in the 
cobwebs of control. 

According to the results in this study, the diverse and ambiguous aspects of teacher work not only demand 
technical competences, but a pedagogical tactfulness—what van Manen calls ‘the tact of teaching’ (1991)—which 
includes aspects of care but also an openness towards the child and the group of children and their life-world. 
“Children who come to school come from somewhere. Teachers need to have some sense of what it is children 
bring with them” (van Manen, 1991, p. 7). Therefore, skills to listen to children and challenge their learning 
beyond control or chaos are also important. As teaching is dependent on human interaction and emotional 
understanding, caring teachers are an important factor for children’s education shown by researchers already 
fifteen and twenty years ago (cf. Hargreaves, Earl, & Ryan, 1996; Noddings, 1992). Accordingly, the nature of 
teaching cannot be articulated as technical competencies (van Manen, 1991). Despite this, policy change and the 
reform agenda reduce the domain of the personal, social and affective aspects of teacher work in preference to the 
academic (Osborn, 2006).

Noddings (2010) discusses the ethical aspects connected to care in education and states that: “Approaching the 
world through the relational ethic of caring, we are more likely to listen attentively to others” (p.391). Thus, 
caring in education includes an ethical way of relating to the lived other. However, “the ethics of competition and 
performance are very different from the older ethics of professional judgment and co-operation” (Ball, 2003, p. 
218). There are many aspects of care within education, and these would benefit from being more illuminated and 
problematized in practice and in teacher education. Philosophical, sociological and psychological perspectives 
could therefore enrich views on care in educational institutions, beyond how it is espoused in policies (Carr, 2011; 
Hedge & Mackenzie, 2012).

5.1 Concluding reflections

In this study we have explored embodied lived experience of the phenomenon of teacher work. The result shows 
that teacher work is experienced as ambiguous, complex and connected to different encounters within the concrete 
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every day practice of education. Intertwinings of fundamental structures of the life-world—lived other, lived 
space, lived time, and lived body—as well as intertwinings of different roles constitutes this inherent ambiguity. 
When placing the result in the contemporary educational context signified by globalization, standardization-trends 
and policy changes, it is relevant to regard teacher work as demanding and challenging, under constant change, 
which involves not only teachers’ intellectual capacities and skills, but their emotional and embodied being as 
well. Accordingly, teacher work involves the whole body, without binary delineation, although contemporary 
educational reforms tend to appreciate only the cognitive and rational aspects, due to the focus on control and 
assessment in education. This discrepancy may lead to an unbearable situation for teachers in terms of losing sight 
of values and aspects they experience as important for their work as a whole. 

Supported by the result of this study and by earlier research, we stress the importance for teachers, student-
teachers and policymakers to locate their own assumptions and notions about teacher work in relation to a broader 
view, looking for links between micro and macro perspectives, as well as national and global trends. 

Thereby understandings about the conditions under which teacher work might be recognized and valued, and 
blame for educational shortcomings can be moved from teachers to those who have political and economical 
power. We also stress the ways in which philosophical perspectives may enrich and clarify notions about teaching 
and education that are complex and ambiguous. Appreciating teacher work with all its inherent ambiguities, while 
at the same time reconsidering the conditions under which such work is carried out, may open the way for 
teachers to fulfill their mission without feeling inadequate as a result of the pressures exerted on them.
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This paper aimed to explore how preschool teachers’ experience their strengthened
teaching mission, specifically when working with scientific exploration. The study
was based on the philosophy of the life-world, a branch of the phenomenological
movement. Life-world philosophy focuses on the concrete reality humans inhabit
and is responsive to its inherent ambiguity. The data consisted of written teacher
responses and follow-up interviews. The findings showed a broad and multi-
dimensional way of working with science and exploration in which embodied
experiences and intertwined relationships were prominent. Teachers’ notions of
what constitutes scientific exploration and learning represent a combination of
science as literacy and science as inquiry, emphasising democracy, aesthetics,
experimentation and reflection. Being present and focusing children’s relation-
ship with the phenomena seem to be teachers’ strategies of handling their
strengthened teaching mission.

Keywords: teachers’ experiences; beliefs; strategies; early childhood education;
teaching mission; scientific exploration; philosophical understanding

Introduction

Historically, care, nurture and social development have been the main objectives of
early childhood education and care (ECEC), especially in Sweden and other Nordic
countries (Vallberg Roth 2002; OECD and Benett 2006). However, in the past
decade, a new orientation has emerged, seeking to stimulate children’s academic
learning to a greater extent. This change can be traced to international policy trends
emphasising standardisation and assessment (Swedish National Agency for Educa-
tion 2010b), and may represent one of several policy initiatives found when looking
at ECEC with an international perspective (Bertram and Pascal 2002). The revised
curriculum of the Swedish preschool1 uses the word ‘teaching’ to emphasise a
strengthened teaching mission of preschool teachers. This mission involves teachers
facilitating an ECEC that works towards stipulated goals concerning content areas,
such as language and communication, mathematics, science and technology. In
addition, goals concerning children’s social and democratic development as well as
their well-being represent the core of the assignment (Swedish National Agency for
Education 2010a). This double emphasis � similar to what Persson (2008) expresses
as conflicting agendas of education: one which sees education as a democratic
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movement and another as an economic investment � makes teachers’ mission
complex and multifaceted. Tensions between policy reforms and teachers’ deeply
held beliefs about education may lead to difficulties for teachers in their actual
practice (Hargreaves 2005; Kelchtermans 2005, 2009; Soler and Miller 2003).
Kelchtermans (2009) argues that teachers develop a personal interpretive framework
where self-reflection is one part. This framework functions as ‘a lens through which
teachers look at their job, give meaning to it and act in it’ (Kelchtermans 2009, 261).
This is in line with what Clandinin and Connelly (1995) name personal practice
knowledge. They stress that teachers’ ontological and epistemological assumptions
affect their practice, resulting in themdoing (rather than implementing) the curriculum.

Rodgers and Raider-Roth (2006) point out the value of examining the complex
notion of teaching, since research and policy tend to focus on simple descriptions
based on test results and standardised achievements. Researchers also ask for a
broader research approach to surveying the epistemology, beliefs and practices of
teachers from a cultural�historical perspective with regard to the learning of young
children because these will influence the professional practice (Berthelsen, Brownlee,
and Johansson 2009; Fleer 2009a). In addition, there is a need for a philosophical and
phenomenological turn, signified by openness towards the phenomenon studied in all
its dimensions without being limited to cognitive structures, since a rationalistic
perspective has been evident in both educational research and practice during the last
60 years (Barnacle 2009; Dahlin, Oestergard, and Hugo 2009).

Given this background, the aim of this paper is to explore how Swedish teachers
in preschool experience their strengthened teaching mission that focuses on content
knowledge. We specifically investigate the experiences of teachers in working with
scientific exploration with children in preschool, as this is an area emphasised in the
revised preschool curriculum.

Policy and previous research on teaching science in preschool

Scientific content knowledge and learning outcomes in early childhood education can
be conceptualised in different ways. For example, some understand science as literacy
(cf. Sjöberg 2010). They emphasise science and its connection to democracy, culture,
morals and aesthetics, in other words, the general knowledge important to and useful
for citizens in a society. Others think of science as inquiry (cf. Worth 2010). This view
entails scientific exploration of phenomena: processes of raising questions, observing,
describing and discussing. These views often overlap. In this regard, science content
knowledge is understood as socially constructed, and children are perceived as
capable and competent learners interacting with teachers and the environment
(Hedges and Cullen 2005; Peter and Davis 2011). Science education in early
childhood may involve knowledge about concepts and issues, as well as how to use
scientific methods � that is, actually doing science (Osborne and Brady 2001).

In the revised curriculum for Swedish preschool, certain aspects of natural
science are emphasised and goals are outlined. The Swedish National Agency for
Education (2010a) broadly defines science to emphasise cycles, relationships and
connections within nature, as well as physical and chemical phenomena. It is an
approach in which discernment, exploration, questioning and communication are
vital. The reinforced focus on scientific knowledge may be understood as a political
response to reports such as the Trends in International Mathematics and Science
Study and the Programme for International Student Assessment of the Organisation
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for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) showing that the level of
knowledge of Swedish children and youths has deteriorated (OECD 2009; Swedish
National Agency for Education 2008a, 2010c). Studies also indicate that students’
interest in higher education programmes in science and mathematics has diminished
(European Commission 2006; OECD 2008). Simultaneously, a growing under-
standing of children’s learning potential and the value of science in early education
can be noticed, serving as a ground not only for future scientific understanding but
also for enhancing important skills and attitudes for learning (Worth 2010). The
quality of teacher interactions with children, the teacher’s ability to let children
influence the activity (Benett 2007; Johansson 2004; Siraj-Blatchford 2004) as well
as the ways time and space are used (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence 2002; Sheridan
2007) are essential for successful learning outcomes.

Previous research in science teaching shows that a positive teacher attitude
towards science and a teacher’s knowledge of science are significant for children’s
learning (Fleer 2009a, 2009b; Krapp and Penzel 2011; Nilsson and van Driel 2011;
Kallery and Psillos 2001). It has been observed, however, that explorative activities,
particularly those with scientific content, are limited by the constraints of time and
space, or even excluded in many Swedish preschools (Nordin-Hultman 2004).
Content knowledge tends to be diluted and of minor value in daily activities,
according to Thulin (2011). This may be partly due to the attitude that sees
preschools as primarily caregiving institutions whose mission is to promote child
development and focus on the development of social skills. Other causes may be
inadequate teaching methods, the lack of scientific knowledge among teachers and
children’s experiences not being fully utilised by teachers (Thulin 2011).

Developmental and cognitive theories have dominated early childhood education
and elementary schooling (Dahlberg and Moss 2005; James and Prout 1997).
Maturity has often been the standard for choosing the content (Swedish National
Agency for Education 2010b) and, as Fleer (2009b) notes, much of the research has
dealt with children’s scientific thinking and the limited knowledge about science
among teachers.

Methodology

Theoretical framework

The study is based on the philosophy of the life-world, which is a branch of the
phenomenological movement. Merleau-Ponty and Lefort (1968), stress that there is no
transcendental meaning, identity or consciousness in the world. Life-world philosophy
focuses on the concrete reality that humans inhabit and is responsive to its inherent
ambiguity. All within the life-world � people, language, things and the environment �
mutually influence each other in an entwined relationship (Merleau-Ponty and Lefort
1968). The world is experienced in a subjective way through interactive relationships,
through the senses and through the lived body. Therefore, the life-world philosophy
has a relational as well as a bodily epistemology (Merleau-Ponty 2002).

Data creation

The first author of this paper verbally informed principals in a municipality in
Northern Sweden about the chance for preschool teachers’ possible participation in
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the study. A written invitation was forwarded to 64 preschools via their principals. In
total, 10 teachers from three teacher teams in two different preschools volunteered to
participate in the study. Their teaching experience varied from 5 to 25 years. The two
different preschools are influenced by two common pedagogical approaches in
Swedish early childhood education, which Persson (2008) portrays as ‘Develop-
mental pedagogy’ and ‘Reggio Emilia philosophy’ (author’s translation). The
teachers specifically worked with scientific exploration in their assigned preschools
at the time when the study was conducted. The children in the groups ranged
between the ages of one and five.

The theory of the life-world advocates pluralistic methods that enable exploration
of the lived experiences of participants (Bengtsson 1999; Merleau-Ponty 2002; van
Manen 1990). Methods should ideally complement each other and make participants
feel comfortable (Bengtsson 1999; Bergmark and Alerby 2008). People commu-
nicate through different ways of expressing themselves (Merleau-Ponty 1964). In
this study, we employed written teacher responses and follow-up interviews. The
teachers were invited to respond in writing to the following question: ‘How do you
experience working with children’s scientific exploration in preschool?’ The answers
we received were used as research data and as the basis for subsequent interviews
with the participants. The first author of this article conducted the interviews. The
researcher invited each teacher to read their written responses as a starting point for
the conversation. Individual interviews were carried out in two of the teams; in the
third team, a group interview with four teachers was performed due to the teachers’
limited time for participation in the research. The interviews lasted between 30 and
80 minutes each. The goal of the follow-up interviews was to enable teachers to
elaborate on their written responses, while the researcher asked questions to better
understand their experiences. Examples of the questions posed are the following:
‘Can you tell me more about . . .?’, ‘What do you mean by . . .?’, ‘What do you
experience as the hindrance for showing that respect?’, and ‘As I understand you . . .
Is that correct, or how would you describe your experience?’ More specific questions
connected to the strengthened teaching mission were also asked, such as: ‘You are
talking about your performance in relation to the mission. Do you think you have the
required knowledge?’ and ‘What do you think the children have learned?’

The different ways of interviewing the group versus the individuals may have
affected the results since the grouped teachers may have influenced each other.
However, as the study focused on a holistic understanding of the phenomenon and
not on individual experiences per se, we considered the group interview to be a
possible way of meeting the needs of the teachers and, thereby, enabling the study.
Conducting ethical research that is open to the influence and preferences of the
participants is vital in phenomenological studies (Bergmark 2009). Informed consent
was obtained, and the research was reviewed and approved by the Swedish Regional
Ethics Review Board (2010).

Data analysis

We applied a qualitative analysis using a phenomenological approach. According to
van Manen (1990), a phenomenological analysis aims for elucidating meaning of
lived experiences of participants. It calls for openness and attentiveness towards the
data, resulting in a multidimensional understanding of a phenomenon. By reading the
data on a holistic as well as a detailed level, patterns and contradictions can be found,
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which in turn yield themes that explicate the structures of the lived experiences.
Accordingly, phenomenological analysis goes beyond individual experiences and
focuses on the collective depiction of a research topic. In this study, the individual
teachers’ responses were not explicitly associated with their particular preschool
context in order to compare the two preschools. Instead, their diverse experiences
were related to a broader context of national and international early childhood
education as described in the literature review above.

In preparing for the interviews, we first individually read the written responses to
gain a general understanding of the participants’ lived experiences. After the
interviews, the written responses and the transcripts of the interviews were read
together. The texts were then scrutinised for phrases and words that explained the
character of teachers’ work with children and scientific exploration. These were
marked and arranged in clusters and illustrated in tentative themes. After the initial
analysis, the collected tentative themes were returned for inspection to the
participants, resembling a member check of experiences (van Manen 1990). As
the participants recognised their own experiences as characterised in the themes, they
then contributed some further reflections. This confirmed our initial interpretations,
and it made us aware of how the dominating context of early childhood education
in Sweden affects their teaching and work with content knowledge. In this way, an
interpretation based on an open, transparent conversation was achieved (cf.
Bergmark 2007). Holistic and particular understandings were then compared, while
trying to be sensitive ‘to the evocative tone of language in which the descriptions are
captured’ (van Manen 1990, 122; italics in original). In the end, three major themes
emerged, each encompassing parts of the lived experiences of teachers working with
children’s scientific exploration in preschool. The themes and exemplifying
quotations were then translated into English for the purpose of this article.

Findings

We classified the three themes as follows: (1) embodied experiences and intertwined
relationships, (2) the reversible relationship between content and form and (3)
responsive presence, courage and participation. The first and second themes address
the teachers’ ontological and epistemological assumptions on what constitutes
children, scientific exploration and learning. The third theme examines the teachers’
teaching strategies relating to the children, showing the ethos of their teaching based on
their fundamental assumptions. All three themes may not represent all individual
teacher responses, but together, they create a holistic understanding of the phenomenon
we investigated.

Embodied experiences and intertwined relationships

The first theme involves the teachers’ understanding of what constitutes children and
the children’s relationship to the world, described as an ongoing embodied process.
In the explorative event, children are in a close bodily and emotionally intertwined
relationship with everything, whether nature- or man-made things. According to the
teachers, the explorative process always leads to ‘some kind of learning’. One
teacher described such embodied learning in an interview:
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They [the children] aren’t afraid to take a chance and really involve themselves with
things and explore using all of their senses � even tasting an ant, as one boy did . . .
Children experience everything with their bodies, every object and everything they do;
they smell, watch, feel, move . . .Experiencing things in an embodied way gives you a
very complex experience or notion of things . . .

Teachers indicated that a child’s whole being, mind and body, are used in the
learning process. However, even though the body and the emotions are prominent in
the children’s scientific exploration, the teachers thought these aspects were
neglected in policy, in school practice and in society in general. This was expressed
in the group interview when the teachers talked about fantasy, creativity and problem
solving: ‘You see, these aspects are so important, but not valued in contemporary
society, I think. It’s more about the factual knowledge required, like, you have to
read this if you’re going to manage’. When teachers talked about the intertwined
embodied relationship of children and scientific phenomena, they described how an
unexpected turn may contribute to astonishment, excitement and desire, or even to
frustration, all of which stimulate the children to further exploration. One teacher
gave an example of such a sudden change in a scientific exploration due to
intertwined relationships between a child and the material and matter:

You can see how happy the children are when they find something new, when they
make a discovery . . .when something unexpected happens. Like when they work by the
small water trough, for example: ‘If I do this, maybe that will happen’. Sometimes you
can add a new thing. A fluted plastic lid to play and experiment with gives an entirely
different approach to learning . . .Amazing things can happen and a lot of children will
come and watch when they get interested. ‘Look what I did!’

Explorative actions seem to appear as a result of these intertwined relationships
as much as by conscious choice, the result of skill, curiosity, social relationships,
cultural factors and the environment. By communicating excitement and other
feelings, children inspire each other and awaken the desire to explore, individually or
collectively.

There are certain ambiguities within this theme. Scientific exploration may be
viewed by teachers as either an individual or a social endeavour, or both. Further on,
children can be treated as unique individuals and, at the same time, as part of a
group, reflecting general notions of what constitutes a child. As unique individuals,
children have a diversity of interests and personalities that enrich their shared
learning in addition to affecting the teaching, as pointed out in the following teacher
reflection:

When I look at them [the children] I can see that here we’ve got this thoughtful boy
who watches first and then tries, calmly and deliberately. And there’s also one who
throws himself into different things . . .or into the unknown. And here’s one showing
with his whole body that he doesn’t want to be a part of this, and you really have to
inspire and push him to get him to do something. Then here, we’ve got someone who
likes to decide for herself . . .They’re all so different. They complement and inspire
each other in so many ways.

The general notions teachers hold about children are explicit in expressions
like: ‘children are . . .’, and ‘a natural way of . . .’ or ‘the competent child . . .’.
Appreciating children and their desire to investigate in order to understand the world
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seems to be a link between the general and the unique. Age is another one of the
generalisations that teachers reflect upon. They try to avoid prejudging children’s
knowledge and abilities for their age by using time and space in a deliberate way. For
example, the teachers described how young children explore with great patience and
attention if given sufficient time and the appropriate resources. Teachers are
somewhat surprised by this. One teacher said, ‘Imagine, a child who is not quite
three years old has worked with this can for half an hour!’

This theme thus describes the teachers’ experiences of what constitutes children
and scientific exploration as a multidimensional activity with inherent ambiguities,
where embodied, emotional and intertwined relationships are significant.

The reversible relationship between content and form

The second theme illustrates what teachers regard as scientific content knowledge
and a different form of scientific explorative work in preschool and their mutual
relationship.

A salient aspect of science that teachers described consists of the properties of a
substance; it is reflected and exemplified in the comments of a teacher who talked
about children playing in a large rainwater puddle:

They discover and experience things all the time. Like the situation with the ice
freezing over the puddle, for example, the way it sounded when they stomped on it and
what happened when their feet landed in water. They started to throw stones and got
that plop sound and a lovely splash!

Teachers also noted how children discover aspects of science related to cycles in
nature, animals and the experience of phenomena like light, sound, volume, density
and forces. One teacher recalled children exploring volume when playing with
blocks: ‘They were filling a tube with blocks, trying to get all the blocks to fit into
the tube. They’re intelligent, and they tried different solutions’.

Teachers tend to embrace all aspects of the curriculum into their activities and
projects, but at times, they do not emphasise natural science as being the most
important part. Instead, they feel that preschool should provide tools for children to
learn and develop: ‘I don’t want them to know the length or width of the worm.
I want them to enjoy exploring and wanting to investigate how it all works. That’s
the main thing’. Teachers said that social skills and learning strategies, including
empathy, self-esteem, self-reliance, independence and problem solving, can be
learned through a scientific and explorative approach. For example, the work can
focus on worms because the children have shown an interest in that area, but at
times, the project with worms becomes the form of working with social skills, as
prioritised by the teachers. Consequently, scientific content and scientific exploration
turn into a form � a scientific way of relating to the world � and the content shifts. In
other words, the different content and the form used may at times inadvertently
change into the other, due to what the teacher regards as the most important for the
children to experience and learn at the moment.

Instead of just talking about science as a specific content, teachers tend to talk
about learning and exploration in a wider, more holistic way � connected to, for
example, language development. According to the teachers, it is almost impossible to
strictly focus on a single content knowledge when teaching since the learning areas
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are intertwined and dependent on each other. One teacher extended this idea saying,
‘This is true, whether it is about science or some other content’.

The teachers mainly used three forms or modes in working with scientific content
knowledge: the aesthetical, the experimental and the reflective. It illustrates an
encompassing view of learning that stresses the possibility of children acquiring
knowledge through mind, body and relationships with others, the environment and
with nature. The three modes used were dependent on the teachers’ ongoing
arrangement of the environment, which could either facilitate or limit children’s
exploration. The culture of the preschool and the pedagogy employed were crucial
factors when teachers inspired children to explore by arranging the physical
environment or by deliberately choosing places that supported the intended
exploration, such as a meadow or a forest.

Examples of aesthetics could be the exercise of fantasy, non-verbal communica-
tion, creative activities and bodily expressions. Experimentation was mostly described
through the vocabulary of testing, observation, hypothesising, investigating and
discovering. The teachers’ descriptions of how to encourage children to reflect upon
how they think, as well as express what they experienced, represented the third mode.
This procedure developed an understanding of scientific concepts and a language to
describe the explorative process. As one teacher explained in an interview:

Researcher: What do you think the children have learned?

Teacher: Well, take this business of pouring, because we’ve focused on that. You can
see that now they’ve got another feeling for pouring. We’ve talked about it a lot with
them, and tried many different ways to do it. Now they can do all this themselves.

Researcher: So?

Teacher: So now when you ask children ‘How do you pour?’, they can tell you many
different ways to pour: a little, a lot, pouring a different amount, fast or slow pouring,
and so on. They didn’t do this in the beginning . . .They didn’t express themselves like
that, but now they do. You can notice how they think a lot more about their pouring.

When and where reflection takes place seems to be important for the quality of learning
outcomes. The aesthetical, experimental and reflective modes were often combined in
the same explorative process, whether within a project or in everyday situations.

This theme describes the teachers’ experiences regarding the mutual relationship
between scientific content and the modes of working with scientific exploration.

Responsive presence, courage and participation

The third and last theme describes how the underlying assumptions of ontology and
epistemology affect the ethos of teachers: how teachers relate to their work and to the
children, as translated into their teaching strategies. The preschool teachers view
themselves as both enablers and participants at the same time in the scientific
exploration and learning of children. Being supportive and inviting children to join a
variety of preschool activities based on the children’s interests, experiences and
involvement are essential parts of the teachers’ experiences of exploration and learning.

The attitude required was described as being responsive to, as well as emotionally
and physically present in, the children’s life-world. In addition, humility, tolerance
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and an inclusive climate enabled children to participate, influence and explore. One
teacher characterised such an ethos this way:

When we went out this morning it was raining cats and dogs . . .Well, we didn’t say
‘no’. It is all about not telling them ‘no’. Oh, my God! They were swimming in water,
but they did have their raincoats and rubber boots on. Of course they got wet, but we let
them jump and splash . . .They really seemed happy playing in the rain.

Teachers, like the one cited above, try to be receptive to children’s interaction with
the environment. Listening to children’s beliefs, expressed by teachers as theories
and wonderings, while simultaneously challenging them by asking questions, was
experienced as essential. At the same time, they had to lead and, in a way, control the
activity. The teachers found this difficult to do. In the following conversation, one
teacher talked about the above-described ambiguity when teaching:

T: I let the children discover the world using all their senses before I intervene and
propose a solution. I think it’s important when working with children to stop and look at
what they’re doing. You shouldn’t step in too fast or ask questions right away, as
teachers often do [laughs]. I think of myself as being a co-researcher, or an explorer
along with the children, looking at things together with them.

R: What happens if you ask questions too fast?

T: Well, with the small children in our group it’s quite obvious � they don’t respond at
all. They don’t show any interest in my questions. They need to experience something
first. So often you’ve got to do things over again. That’s why we’ve repeated it [the
activity] so many times, doing the same thing over and over . . .After that, you can ask
questions and have the children think about what they are doing.

The interviewed teachers gave examples of factors that sometimes hindered them
from being responsive. These factors included rigorous planning, too much emphasis
on a specific goal and the need to remain in control. Other reasons given were the
dominance of routines, their concern for the children’s safety, stressful situations due
to external circumstances and administrative or practical tasks not related to
immediate interactions with the children. These elements were described as
counteracting the preschoolers’ joy of exploration as well as teachers’ presence in
teaching. The teachers also spoke about the development of their teaching and the
beliefs behind their attitudes towards children and exploration. They reflected on
being constrained by prevailing instructional norms and how that sometimes
hindered them from being responsive. The teachers believed they had to fight
against a traditional view that does not regard children as competent persons; the
teachers were focusing on children’s needs and thereby judging and restricting them
according to age or developmental level. Therefore, they spoke of needing to try
different teaching strategies, although it was an emotionally demanding process:

T: Well, you know, I’ve changed enormously. I’ve really worked with myself on this.

R: You’re covering your face?

T: Yes, I’m embarrassed. I’ve been so . . .crazy sometimes. For instance, when telling a
little boy that he had to take off his shirt when playing in the water, or else he would get
wet. But so what? It doesn’t matter. I think it is so much fun to have new ideas and dare
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to try things like this. Oh, I love it! I’m not afraid of new things, but many times you
think: ‘No, we don’t dare to . . .’ I feel that I’ve developed enormously. It depends on
the team. If I’d worked with two other colleagues who thought ‘We can’t . . . It gets so
messy . . .’, it would have been hard for me to develop. But in our team we encourage
each other. . . Not to be afraid, but to dare.

Courage, time for critical reflection and honest colleagues who support and inspire
each other were prized as highly desirable, although such a climate is not always
easy to create. Employment conditions in the municipality and possible disagree-
ments on how teachers view children, learning and knowledge were some of the
reasons expressed. However, collegial reflection on preschool activities through
various methods of documentation was described as a way of supporting the process
of change within the team, by enabling a systematic evaluation of the teacher’s role.
However, good conditions for reflection and subsequent preparation appeared to be
missing in general.

To sum up, the last theme portrays teachers’ ethos when teaching. Translated into
practice, their teaching strategies can mainly be described as being responsive and
present, courageous and inviting children to participate in the activities in preschool.
The theme also addressed how teachers reflect on their professional development,
individually and within the team.

Discussion

Different ambiguities were found to be inherent in the ontology and epistemology of
teachers. By this, we mean that there are underlying aspects which can be seen as
contradictions, yet, meanwhile, denoting a multidimensional and complex notion of
teaching and learning. Each aspect is important and contributes to a holistic
understanding of the teachers’ experiences of teaching. For Merleau-Ponty,
ambiguity characterises our existence and signifies irreducible and inseparable
aspects and components of a whole, rather than an ambivalent or dualistic
relationship (Merleau-Ponty 2002; Merleau-Ponty and Lefort 1968; Weiss 2008).
Let us start by analysing the ambiguities of mind and body and body and world.

One interpretation of the teachers’ emphasis on the body in learning may be that
the teachers’ view reflects the paradigm of developmental psychology, where focus
has mainly been on bodily changes during the early years of childhood, although
cognition is the final goal (Nordin-Hultman 2004). There are also traces of Fröbel,
who had a great influence on early childhood education, where experiences through
the senses are apparent (Fröbel 1826/1995; Vallberg Roth 2002). The focus on bodily
aspects may also indicate resistance among preschool teachers to adjust to a
cognitive learning agenda (Swedish National Agency for Education 2008b). Since
explorative approaches have become more common in early childhood education
(Hedges and Cullen 2005; Lenz Taguchi 2010a, 2010b; Olsson 2009; Peter and
Davis 2011; Rinaldi 2004; Worth and Grollman 2003), this bodily emphasis may
also be inspired by such approaches and research in the area. In the present study, a
pluralistic view of learning is salient, signified by the intertwined relationships
between a child’s mind, body and relationships with others, the environment, and
with nature. Therefore, it is also possible to interpret this prominence as a
reconsideration of the relationship between mind and body and between body and
world, acknowledging sensory and corporeal experience in, for example, science
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education. Phenomenologists in the field of education have explored the significance
of the body in learning (cf. Alerby 2009; Barnacle 2009). For example, it is argued
that learning does not just occur within the mind or the physical body, but that the
human body can be extended by different types of artefacts and that the relationship
between the two are mutually dependent on each other (Alerby 2009). Merleau-
Ponty suggests that ‘Between the exploration and what it will teach me, between my
movements and what I touch, there must exist some relationship by principle, some
kinship . . . the initiation to and the opening upon a tactile world’ (Merleau-Ponty and
Lefort 1968, 133). He describes the body and the world as two aspects of a single
reality that he terms ‘flesh’. ‘My body is made by the same flesh as the world . . . and
moreover that this flesh of my body is shared by the world, the world reflects it,
encroaches upon it and it encroaches upon the world’ (Merleau-Ponty and Lefort
1968, 248; italics in original).

Another ambiguity apparent in the experiences of teachers is the relationship
between teacher’s control and children’s autonomy. In UNESCO’s policy concerning
curriculum in ECEC (Benett 2007) and in previous research, child involvement and
initiative are emphasised as one factor for high-quality learning (cf. Clark, Kjörholt
and Moss 2005; Sheridan 2007; Swedish National Agency for Education 2008b). At
the same time, teacher mediation is stressed as significant in how children learn
science in playful contexts (Fleer 2009a; Pramling Samuelsson and Asplund
Carlsson 2008). Hence, there are challenges related to the mediating role of teachers
and the influence of children. Bartholomew, Osborne, and Ratcliffe (2004)
recommend that teachers shift their view of their role from dispenser of knowledge
to facilitators of learning, opening reflective dialogues. The teachers in this study
described themselves as facilitating exploration and learning by appreciating
children’s own beliefs, curiosity and initiatives. The strong element of children’s
influence and participation may devolve from the Nordic tradition of early childhood
education as a part of the upbringing in a democracy (Moss 2007; Vallberg Roth
2002). It might also be a way of trying to resist preconceived notions of children’s
learning and striving to not be guided by ‘predetermined and calculable ends’
(Dahlberg and Moss 2005, 35).

Besides children’s participation, an emotional and physical presence to children’s
life-world is stressed by the teachers as enriching the explorative process. Rodgers
and Raider-Roth (2006) have studied presence in teaching and found that connection
to students is one aspect of presence. Self-awareness, connection to the subject
matter and pedagogical knowledge are pointed out as other dimensions. They argue
that deep knowledge in the subject matter and pedagogical skills are necessities to be
present in the moment. In this study, the connection of teachers to the subject matter
is less significant than other dimensions of presence. They express, for example, a
strong commitment to the children and their learning as a whole. In addition, they
strongly emphasise the children’s relationship with the scientific phenomenon but
rarely mention their own relationship to the content knowledge. Thus, the connection
and passion for the subject matter may be considered as a missing link. As Fleer
(2009a) points out, research has shown that the confidence of early education
teachers in teaching science is limited, although little analysis is offered beyond
pointing to lack of knowledge. Still, the teachers in the present study feel that they
have enough content knowledge and, when supported by colleagues, they feel
confident working with science. It is reasonable to suggest that the way these
teachers enact their views towards teaching and science � focusing on children’s
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participation, their relationships with the scientific phenomenon, learning strategies
and social skills � makes them feel empowered and competent. However, as seen by
the research referred to, a deepened knowledge and passion for science could result
in teachers challenging the scientific exploration of children even further.

The explorative, participatory and reflective work described involve the whole
body � including mind, emotion and language, as well as the social and environmental
aspects of learning. Such a holistic view of teaching and learning is not often valued in
pedagogical and sociopolitical debates or in Western society in general (Barnacle
2009; Jewitt et al. 2001), despite it being something that the teachers strongly
experience. In this regard, the teachers’ notions of what constitutes scientific
exploration and learning represent views of science as literacy and science as inquiry
(Sjöberg 2010; Worth 2010). This view is applied by the teachers using three modes;
the aesthetical, the experimental and the reflective; when working with scientific
content knowledge. This approach resembles what Peters and Davis (2011) describe as
children’s working theories and the pluralistic qualities of science, stressed byOsborne
and Brady (2001) and Olsson (2009). As discussed above, such views can also be
linked to a philosophical understanding of science education, where embodied
experiences play a vital role and children are ‘revealing its [the apple’s] characteristic
expression in taste, smell, touch, and sight’ (Dahlin, Oestergard, and Hugo 2009, 193).

To handle the sometimes demanding process of professional change, in this case
a strengthened teaching mission, the teachers in this study highlight critical
reflection, supportive colleagues and courage as important factors. They reflect on
their assumptions and preconceived notions and, in turn, adjust the preschool
activities and their teaching. New arrangements are created to enhance children’s
access to exploration and learning, and these arrangements reflect the teachers’
views on children, knowledge and learning. The teachers in this study struggle to
change traditional patterns and emphasise content knowledge in their teaching in
accordance with the national curriculum, while at the same time, they adjust their
teaching to their beliefs and experiences. Keltchtermans (2009) expresses these
beliefs as a personal interpretive framework. The teachers seem to both implement
the national curriculum and create proprietary curriculum, concurring with previous
findings by Clandinin and Connelly (1995). According to Hargreaves (2005),
teachers’ feelings about structural changes are to a high degree influenced by
whether they feel that these changes benefit their students or not. Kelchtermans
(2005) argues that the complex relationships of teaching get more multifaceted and
complicated in times of changes. He claims: ‘Emotions and cognition, self and
context, ethical judgement and purposeful action: they are all intertwined in the
complex reality of teaching. In times of educational reforms . . . these complexities
are brought to light even more prominently’ (Kelchtermans 2005, 996). The result of
this study underlines teachers’ mission as complex and multifaceted.

Conclusion

In this paper, we have explored the experiences of teachers in working with scientific
exploration in preschool from a phenomenological perspective, denoting openness
towards the phenomenon studied, in all its dimensions, without being limited to
cognitive structures. The findings show that teachers’ notions of what constitutes
scientific exploration and learning represent a combination of science as literacy and
science as inquiry, emphasising democracy, aesthetics, experimentation and
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reflection. The teachers in this study try to acknowledge the ambiguous nature of
their teaching, and by this, reduce the risk of a dualistic view of mind and body, of
the natural world and humankind, and of theory and experience in science education
and teaching in early childhood education. Teachers illustrate a broad and
multidimensional way of working with science and exploration, based on a
pluralistic view in which embodied experiences and intertwined relationships are
prominent. This differs from cognitive agendas that stress the thinking and
understanding of children regarding scientific concepts, thus subordinating experi-
ences through all senses as a way of learning science. Being present, inviting
children to actively participate in scientific exploration and focusing on children’s
relationship with the phenomena seem to be teachers’ strategies for handling a
strengthened teaching mission. By integrating science and exploration with content
areas and teaching modes that teachers are familiar with, they feel empowered and
self-confident when teaching science.

Through listening to the lived experiences of teachers, complex dimensions of
teaching and learning can be made explicit and explored. Teachers’ experiences
challenge of what a strengthened teaching mission entails and how content
knowledge and science education might be considered in early childhood education.
Given this, it would be interesting to further explore who defines the agenda
concerning teachers’ mission and content knowledge in early childhood education.
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Note

1. In Sweden, preschools belonged to the national system of social welfare until 1996 when
they were included in the national education system. In 1998, the first encompassing
national preschool curriculum was enacted. Preschool is the single integrated institution
for the care, education and health of children up to six years of age (Lenz Taguchi 2007).
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Abstract 

Documentation for pedagogical aims is a phenomenon that has increased in recent decades owing to large-scale 

reforms that have put assessment and evaluation at the top of the agenda. This trend influences early childhood 

education, as well. Teachers are part of the knowledge produced through documentation, and their assumptions

affect their work and children’s potential to act and learn. The aim of this study was to explore basic views about 

children, learning, and knowledge as reflected in documentation compiled in three different Swedish preschool 

groups. In the present study, pedagogical documentation, as well as documentation explaining projects and other 

events to parents and community, was especially in focus. The study was based on Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s 

philosophy, emphasizing nondualistic, mutual, and intertwined relationships. This starting point differs from the 

tendency in educational studies during the last two centuries to separate social, cultural, and biological aspects 

from each other. The results show an overall picture of a competent and participating child that includes 

significant variations, presented as three aspects: a natural and playing child, a cultural and democratic citizen, 

and a chiasmic and investigative person. Two of the aspects reflect assumptions about children, learning, and 

knowledge as part of a dualistic view based on either nature or culture, while the third aspect reflects a pluralistic 

view of intertwined relationships. As the results show, a reconsideration of temporal, corporeal, spatial, and 

relational dimensions of notions about children, learning, and knowledge, could function as a counterforce to 

predominant views governing organizations and activities. 
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Introduction 

The lives of children and youths today are to a great extent institutionalized,1 globalized, and documented 

(Kamerman 2005; Plum 2012). This institutionalization and the changed conditions for children and childhood 

create both opportunities and risks and place ‘new responsibilities on adults who, for a variety of reasons, have 

brought about this change to childhood’ (Moss, Clark, and Kjörholt 2005, p. 1). Children’s activities and 

learning are documented in various ways and for different purposes. Documentation as a concept has broadened 

and become more thorough and includes, for example, observations, individual development plans (IDP), 

portfolios, written reflections, interviews, sound recordings, and different types of visual documents—such as 

photographs, video clips, drawings, and artistic creations. This documentation can be used for pedagogical and 

didactic aims and for informational purposes, as well as for evaluation and assessment (Rinaldi 2005; Sparrman 

and Lindgren 2010; Vallberg Roth 2010). When documentation is used as a starting point for common reflection 

and communication, it can be called pedagogical documentation (Dahlberg, Moss, and Pence 2002; Lenz 

Taguchi 2000).

Although the purposes of documentation somewhat affect what is expressed, I do not further examine those 

different purposes in this paper. Rather, I find it valuable to explore the relation between teachers’ beliefs and the 

documentation they compile in their work with the children. This is important given that teachers’ assumptions 

about children, learning, and knowledge affect their actions and thereby the conditions and possibilities for 

children to act and learn (Carr, James, and Lee 2005; Johansson 2004; Lenz Taguchi 2000; Nordin-Hultman

2004). In addition, these implicit notions influence all actors who encounter the documentation—for example, 

children and parents (Sparrman and Lindgren 2010; Taylor 2013; Vallberg Roth and Månsson 2010). The overall 

aim of this paper is therefore to explore basic views of children, learning, and knowledge as they are reflected in 

documentation compiled in three different Swedish preschool groups. In this study, documentation concerning 

children’s exploration, complemented with verbal comments from the teachers, constitutes the data examined.

Notions of Children, Learning, and Knowledge and the Role of Documentation

For many years, the concepts of child and childhood were not called into question. In the last decade, however, 

the issue of stereotyped conceptions regarding children and childhood in contemporary education has been 

discussed by several researchers (Berthelsen, Brownlee, and Johansson 2009; Borgnon 2007; Brembeck, 

Johansson, and Kampmann 2004; Fendler 2001; Kjörholt 2005; Taylor 2013). For example, notions of children 

as either beings or becomings represent a tendency in childhood and children’s studies during the last two 

centuries to separate social, cultural, and biological aspects from each other (Prout 2005). Taylor (2013) points 

out that a polarized debate about the role of nature and culture has arisen in recent decades. She states that ‘[an] 

epistemological schism . . . has spread within the academy post the cultural turn . . . which is most apparent in 

the field of early childhood education and care’ (Taylor 2013, p. xvii). As Prout (2005) stresses, this trend ‘poses 

the problem of finding a framework within which childhood can be seen as simultaneously part of culture and 

nature while not treating either as a distinct, autonomous or pure entity’ (2005, p. 3). 

Dualistic notions, especially biological and psychological ones, have since the 1930s constituted the starting 

point for observations of children, in order to measure or assess the child’s development and behaviour in 

1 In Sweden, the country in which this study was conducted, approximately 80% of the children aged one to 
five years participate in integrated ECEC activities, called preschool (Swedish National Agency for Education, 
2009). Swedish children continue through the school system until the age of approximately nineteen.
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relation to that of average or normal children (Lenz Taguchi 2000). In accordance with later views on children 

and learning, the use of observations and other forms of documentation has changed and broadened more 

recently. New theoretical frames for interpreting documentations are used that value, for example, children’s

competences, subject formation, and learning processes. Nevertheless, many assessment instruments are built 

upon other assumptions about learning directed at measuring cognitive abilities and skills (Pramling Samuelsson

2010), and documentation also results in person-oriented and intrusive assessments (Fendler 2001; Vallberg 

Roth 2010). 

In the last decade, many parts of Europe have witnessed an education in change as large-scale reforms have 

put standardization, documentation, and assessment at the top of the agenda in order to create more effective 

schools (Hargreaves 2009). These assessment practices imply the adult’s agenda, associated with normalization, 

classification, and governing in terms of knowledge production (Carr et al. 2005; Plum 2012).

Teachers of younger children have in general been less controlled by the external demands of formal 

curriculum and assessment standards. Many voices in the field of early childhood education and care (ECEC),

however, ask for national curriculum frameworks with appropriate content and assessment strategies for younger 

children owing to major differences in focus and to uneven quality across early childhood education programmes 

(Bertram & Pascal, 2002). This is an important but delicate task. For example, Forrester (2005) and Vallberg 

Roth and Månsson (2009) point to a transnational trend towards delivering performance in terms of 

standardization and assessment for children at ever younger ages. Vallberg Roth (2010) raises the question 

whether the model of edu-care, visible in the Nordic countries and central Europe, succumbs to the school-

oriented Anglo-American tradition.

Although the concept of assessment is not used in the national preschool curriculum in Sweden, where this 

study was conducted, documentation, scrutiny, and analysis of the activities in relation to children’s learning 

have become important parts of the changed assignment in Swedish preschools (Alasuutari and Markström 2011; 

Bjervås 2011; Sparrman and Lindgren 2010; Vallberg Roth and Månsson 2010). As the curriculum and the 

support material from the Swedish National Agency of Education prescribe (Swedish National Agency for 

Education 2010a, 2012), the aim of documentation of children’s learning is to evaluate not the individual 

children but the preschool activity—for example, its organization, content, and implementation—in order to 

facilitate the best possible circumstances for children’s development and learning. Systematic quality work thus 

holds dual but integrated foci: preschool quality, and children’s learning and development (Sheridan, Williams 

and Sandberg 2012). The growing transparency and visibility manifested through different types of 

documentation means that preschools run the risk of becoming institutions of regulation (Sparrman and Lindgren 

2010; Vallberg Roth and Månsson 2009). As an example, Vallberg Roth and Månsson (2009) show that 

individual development plans (IDP) have increased in Swedish preschools, although they are not required. These 

authors point out that children’s possible identities are limited due to the fact that IDPs can be seen as individual 

normalizing plans and as ‘the strictest kind of regulation on the individual level in the history of preschool’ 

(Vallberg Roth and Månsson 2009, p. 182). According to Sparrman and Lindgren (2010), children today become 

accustomed to surveillance and to being the object—the one looked at—and that one consequence of displaying 

visual documentation for children, parents, and others to see and reflect upon is the setting aside of ethical 

considerations because children can be compared and evaluated without integrity. 
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When arguing for using documentation as a tool for collective reflection—pedagogical documentation—

Dahlberg et al. (2002) and Lenz Taguchi (2000, 2010a) problematize the use and the risks, which are closely 

connected to underlying ontological and epistemological assumptions. Pedagogical documentation is, as 

Dahlberg et al. (2002) argue, a substantial modification of using documentation a tool for classifying individual 

children and their activities. If it illuminates diverse perspectives, including children’s voices, and questions

discourses about children, pedagogical documentation has the potential to resist power and truth regimes beyond 

predetermined standards. Lenz Taguchi (2010a) stresses that teachers are part of the knowledge produced 

through documentation, and therefore how and what to document is a significant consideration—moving the 

focus from the individual child towards the phenomenon of learning. Lenz Taguchi (2010a, 2010b) and Bath 

(2012) emphasize that it is essential that teachers question and reconsider different assertions about children and 

knowledge on a theoretical level. New alternative notions regarding children, their learning, and their education 

that unify social, cultural, and natural aspects as interdependent have appeared during the last decade, opening

the way for an appreciation of multiplicity in children’s learning (cf. Dahlberg et al. 2002; Lenz Taguchi 2010a, 

2010b; Olsson 2009; Rinaldi 2004; Taylor 2013; Westman & Alerby 2012). 

Methodology

Theoretical Inspiration and Methodological Implications

The present study is based on the philosophy of the life-world of Maurice Merleau-Ponty (2002/1945; 1968), 

who emphasizes mutual and entwined relationships between everything in the world. The human, the social, the 

cultural, the historical, and the natural all influence and are influenced by one another. From the perspective of 

the later writings of Merleau-Ponty (1968), the subject is not the only, or the privileged, position in a

relationship; instead, ‘the body belongs to the order of the things as the world is universal flesh’ (1968, p. 137). 

There is no such delineation as subject-object: ‘fundamentally it [the body] is neither thing seen only, nor seer 

only’ (1968, pp. 137–138). This theory may therefore be not only a fruitful framework for exploring notions of 

children, learning, and knowledge in the everyday life-world of preschool, but it may also be a possible means of 

recognizing and exploring views that bring together nature and culture, as mutually folded into children’s 

learning and acting, beyond an epistemological dualism.

Given the intertwined relationships emphasized in Merleau-Ponty’s account, language may be seen as an

expressive and relational field in which indirect language is important (Merleau-Ponty 1964; Merleau-Ponty and 

Lefort 1968). Van Manen stresses that ‘artistic expression is not just representational or imitational of some 

event in the world. Rather, it transcends the experiential world in an act of reflective existence’ (van Manen

1990, p. 97). Combining visual and oral expressions provides a rich description of a phenomenon, what 

Bengtsson (1999) calls methodological creativity. Thus expressions of different kinds may be advantageously 

used as data in a study based upon a life-world perspective. One must bear in mind, though, that the data and the 

researcher affect and are affected by each other because of the intertwined relationships that Merleau-Ponty 

highlights (1964; 1968). Merleau-Ponty questions an objective truth and a clean consciousness (Crossley 1993). 

Therefore photographs or other documentation are regarded not as representations of something that actually 

happened but as ways of expressing an event from a specific perspective, as visual narratives. Consequently, 

openness and responsiveness to the phenomenon studied, as well as interrogating one’s own assumptions,

become vital (Merleau-Ponty and Lefort 1968; van Manen 1990). 
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Data Collection

The study was based on documentations from three different preschool departments in a town in northern 

Sweden. The teachers volunteered after I requested participants via the principals in this particular municipality.

The teachers’ experience with documentation and the regularity with which they employed it varied among the 

teacher teams. The teams used different pedagogical approaches more or less explicitly, as well as a mix of 

approaches, all of which can be seen as quite representative for contemporary pedagogy in Swedish preschools 

(for a detailed review, see Persson 2008). The documentation was collected during 2010 and 2011. The teachers 

were invited to share some documentation that had already been created as part of the ordinary preschool 

activities regarding children’s exploration and to comment upon the documents. The data consist of pedagogical 

documentation as well as documentation explaining projects or other events to parents and community members, 

coupled with the teachers’ comments. There were no limitations regarding the kind of documents shared. 

Accordingly, teachers initially selected what to document and then which documentation to share with me. It is 

possible that their choices, along with the fact that the documentation was created for another purpose, affected

the study, but it is not possible to overcome a delineation regarding what to document, whether it is set by the 

teachers or by the researcher. 

All in all, the material consists of 166 photos, 23 short video clips (with an average length of two minutes), 

12 paintings and 8 photos created by the children, and 34 pieces of documentation in which pictures and written 

sentences were combined in Microsoft Word or PowerPoint documents, describing, for example, processes in the 

preschool activity or what children said during the activity. The teachers’ oral comments were collected as 

unstructured interviews that were recorded and transcribed. Teachers were asked to tell me about the 

documentations they wanted to share, allowing the teachers to express what they experienced as most urgent 

concerning these documentations. Five teachers commented on the documentation that they shared individually, 

while one three-teacher team commented on the documents together because they lacked time to participate 

individually.

Informed consent was obtained from all involved, and the research was reviewed and approved by the 

Swedish Regional Ethics Review Board (2010).

Process of Analysis and Interpretation 

According to Merleau-Ponty (1964) and van Manen (1990), expressions are always interpreted, since thought 

and language are intertwined and strongly connected to relationships and context. Merleau-Ponty develops the 

phenomenological method beyond the human subject, arguing for a hyper-reflection that ‘envisages without 

restriction the plurality of the relationships and what has been called ambiguity’ (1968, p 94). He stresses that 

reflection must always interrogate its own plausibility, for interpretations ‘marinate’ the material—that is,

expressions are understood through the researcher’s prior knowledge. When the researcher meets and analyses 

expressions of experience—in this study, photographs and other documents and associated comments—this 

becomes yet another encounter of intertwined relationships. For this reason, the verbal comments from the 

teachers allowed me to understand the documentation better and to see how they relate to one another.

The data in this study were explored repeatedly while making notes, moving from the whole to parts, 

isolating thematic aspects through a holistic and detailed approach (van Manen 1990). Concretely, this means 
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that I first attended to the various forms of documentation and comments as a whole, searching for patterns that 

captured the main significance in a sort of compromised description. Then I marked revealing and significant 

expressions—photographs, pictures, or words—and finally, I scrutinized those single photographs or documents.

Drawing on Merleau-Ponty, van Manen (1990) emphasizes that dimensions of temporality, spatiality, 

corporeality, and relationality belong to the existential ground—that is, to ontological and epistemological 

understanding. In the analysis, these four existential dimensions functioned as ‘productive categories for the 

process of phenomenological questioning, reflecting and writing’ (van Manen 1990, p. 103). The process just 

outlined was followed by comparing, contrasting, and relating the result to earlier research and to the philosophy 

of the life-world. The texts in the illustrative documentation and the oral comments were translated into English

for the purpose of this article. Examples of documentation were chosen so that children’s faces were not directly 

exposed, although consent was obtained.

Various Notions of a Competent and Participating Child: Results and Discussion

The analysis and interpretation of the data revealed one basic and overall theme—a competent and participating 

child. This theme can be further broken down into three aspects: a natural and playing child, a cultural and 

democratic citizen, and a chiasmic and investigative person. Aspects are presented below in an order that 

seemed reasonable after the analysis, following tendencies in the historical development that have emerged from 

earlier research. Children’s competence is thus prominent within each aspect, although significant variations

emerge, and participation appears as both important knowledge and a main ingredient in learning—that is, a

form of social interaction. Owing to the ways competent children are viewed, there are different grades regarding 

to what extent and how children participate. 

Dahlberg, Moss, and Pence (2002) argue that images of the child have shifted from regarding children as 

poor and weak to regarding them as competent. This alternative notion, emphasizing what children can already 

do and what they already know, opens the way for positive expectations and possibilities for learning. The 

overall theme of a competent and participating child may confirm the picture of the Swedish preschool 

programme as a leader in terms of the rising interest in many countries in implementing inclusive and 

participatory approaches (OECD and Benett 2006), as well as in child-centred policies and practices in ECEC 

(MacNaughton, Hughes, and Smith 2007; Moss 2007). Nevertheless, a competent and participating child who is

willing to learn and solve problems, who is flexible and autonomous may become a normative template 

(Borgnon 2007; Brembeck et al. 2004; Dahlberg and Moss 2005; Fendler 2001). MacNaughton et al. (2007)

highlights the need for critical reflection among preschool teachers on their assumptions about children’s 

participation and on how to build new social structures in which all voices are heard. This is in accordance with 

General Comment No. 7 in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations 2005),

which emphasizes that young children are social actors from the beginning of life, actors with particular 

interests, capacities, and vulnerabilities who have the right to be respected for their own agency. This ambition is 

also highlighted in UNESCO’s policy concerning curricula in ECEC (Benett 2004) and by researchers such as 

Pramling Samuelsson and Sheridan (2003), among others, who stress children’s involvement and initiative as 

one factor in high-quality learning. 
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A Natural and Playing Child 

The documentation and complementing comments significant for a natural and playing child reflect that children 

are a certain kind of person, different from adults, and that they learn ‘appropriate’ knowledge from ‘natural’ 

behaviour, such as play and exploration on their own terms without interruption from adults. This is exemplified 

in the documentation presented in figure 1, which shows a child jumping and playing in a water puddle; the 

accompanying teacher comment is this: ‘Children and water are associated; they seek out water and show 

pleasure when they get involved with water.’ 

Fig. 1 Photographic documentation of a child jumping and playing in a water puddle

The documents show explorative play as a natural way for children to act and learn. The nature or generality of 

children is also exemplified through comments like ‘It seems to be children’s natural way of . . .’ and ‘It’s 

natural!’ This view can be traced partly to the legacy of Rousseau, which has influenced the design of ECEC 

during the last 250 years (Taylor 2013). Taylor, who problematizes the concept of nature in Rousseau’s 

philosophy, writes this: 

He deliberately described the innate nature of the child as different (and superior) from that of the adults. He articulated 

this in terms of the child’s pure natural ‘primitive dispositions’ . . . [such as] hard-wired urges, instincts and curiosities 

to explore and inquire. They are uncomplicated sensory urges, unfolding in sequential stages, and exist independent of 

adult intervention. (Taylor 2013, p. 37)

The ideal of a free and natural child has emerged in various ways since Rousseau wrote about it—for example, 

through the pedagogy of Froebel, especially prominent in Scandinavian ECEC in the 1990s, according to 

Kjörholt (2005). The Nordic tradition of ECEC has accentuated play, for instance, as an important part of a good 

and natural childhood, a view that has been extended to include learning in contemporary notions of childhood 

(Lindgren 2006). Children are mostly portrayed as corporeally active, exploring, playing, and working. They

participate in activities, in play, or in daily situations where they are competent to manage various manoeuvres 

by themselves instead of having teachers do it for them, e.g., pouring milk at lunch, constructing a hut using big 

cushions, as in figure 2.

Fig. 2 Photographic documentation of children constructing and playing in a hut of big cushions
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It seems that activities are adjusted to assumptions of what young children might understand, visible for 

example, in teaching strategies that use personified phenomena. This is illustrated by the letter to the children 

from the raindrop ‘Droppen’ (figure 3).

Fig. 3 A documentation of a letter from the raindrop ‘Droppen’: an example of a teacher’s using a personified phenomenon 

as a teaching strategy (translation on the right)

This personification is similar to what Thulin and Pramling (2009) discuss as anthropomorphic speech. 

Anthropomorphism is not automatically connected to age but can be regarded as a metaphor meant to raise 

interest in and facilitate understanding of advanced phenomena. There is, however, a connection between age 

and competence reflected in some documentation and interview comments. Different tasks and activities are 

regarded as difficult or not, and the child as competent or not, depending on the child’s age. Teachers seem to 

appreciate young children’s concentration and stamina, but at the same time they are surprised by it and struggle 

against generalizations regarding age. This ambiguity is visible in some of the video clips in the way the teachers 

relate to the one- to two-year-old children, talking to them as if they need guidance. The teachers commented 

that they were surprised by their own way of talking to the children, and they tried to change this approach 

during the activity. This indicates that pedagogical documentation, especially video recording, may be one way 

for a teacher to examine his or her own assumptions, as Lenz Taguchi (2010b) and others have argued. This

consciousness indicates that teachers have updated their pedagogical views, perhaps because the concept of the 

competent child has been increasingly emphasized in policy (Swedish National Agency for Education 2010a)

and because literature has problematized the idea of the vulnerable child (e.g., Johansson and Emilsson 2010; 

Woodhead 2005). 

Accordingly, temporality seems to be mainly based on the traditional linear view of time (Rusell 1996). 

Age and maturity are often used as motives in choosing content, and children’s knowledge is also mapped and 

assessed in relation to their age (Swedish National Agency for Education 2010b). A child can therefore be 

considered a becoming three-year-old, a becoming schoolchild, and a becoming adult. The becoming of the 

natural child may also be connected to what children have been, something Vallberg Roth and Månsson (2009)

show as a common perspective in IDPs. This might result from the international trend focusing on measurement

and evaluation systems, as well as from the predominant developmental psychology discourse that is an integral 

part of the Western understanding of children (Corsaro 2005; Dahlberg and Moss 2005; James and Prout 1997; 

Lenz Taguchi 2007; Persson 2008). In accordance with this linear view of temporality, children’s corporeality 

and spatiality seem to be restricted, often connected to everyday family-like milieus and playrooms. This is 

consistent with the result reported by Nordin-Hultman (2004), who shows that children at different ages or with 

diverse prerequisites have access to unequal activities, materials, and milieus.
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The notion of a natural and playing child thus expresses much of a dualistic ontology, concerning both 

natural and general facets, and emphasizes children as either having been, being, or becoming.

A cultural and democratic citizen

The second aspect of the notion of a competent, participating child highlights children as active and competent 

participants in the social community of ECEC—becoming democratic, social, and active citizens in the society 

by learning a democratic culture. The documentation shows children involved in activities that they, according to 

teachers’ comments, were either invited to by the teachers or had created together, through play or projects, in 

events like theatrical performances and parties, and in daily routines or work that needs to be done. One example 

is reflected in figure 4, in which the children are cleaning the veranda.

Fig. 4 Photographic documentation showing children participating in cleaning the veranda

Children are also viewed as contributing participants. For example, within the preschool community the children 

can initiate a project and participate in making decisions about activities in which their own agenda matters. 

Thus the local culture is an important aspect of children’s participation. This is visible in the example of the 

ladder. One teacher explained, ‘It all began with those willows in the backyard that the children used to climb 

on. During the summer break the janitor had cut down branches from the tree so that the children could not 

climb.’ The children came up with the idea of making a ladder to solve the problem. ‘They were committed, 

thinking about how to construct the ladder and what parts were required; they placed the planks in different 

ways, trying different solutions.’ The documentation of the ladder highlights democratic processes of problem

solving. For example, all the children were involved in suggesting colours for the ladder: each painted a ladder

on paper, and later all the children voted by placing a black stone beneath the alternative they liked best. This 

voting process is documented in figure 5, along with another example of documentation in which each child’s 

voice is emphasized in answers to the question “What do you think of when we say vivid water?

Fig. 5 Left: Documentation that shows a democratic voting process among the participating children. Right: Documentation 

that lists children’s individual reflections of vivid water
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The documentation strongly emphasizes that each child’s voice is important. As figure 4 illustrates, the 

documentation often shows lists of their theories or reflections. Accordingly, children’s spatiality, or lived space, 

is closely connected to collectivism, although it focuses on each child’s corporeality—for example, how to 

individually participate in the group, share space, and make your voice heard. 

This view is consistent with the Nordic tradition in ECEC, in which preschools are considered part of a

democratic upbringing and explicit goals are incorporated into the curriculum (Dahlberg and Moss 2005; Moss

2007; Swedish National Agency for Education 2010a). Therefore this aspect has much in common with the 

notion of the child as being, mainly emphasized by sociological childhood researchers in their critique of the 

paradigm of developmental psychology. This sociological approach has been especially important for 

highlighting children’s own perspectives in both research and practice by giving voice to children and discussing 

issues connected to children’s rights (Corsaro 2005; Einarsdottir 2007; Halldén 2003, 2007; Markström and

Halldeén, 2009). 

This aspect also reflects notions of children as producers. Children participate in different activities planned 

by the teachers in which the degree of their influence varies but in which the focus is on participation through 

doing or making things. This production can be connected to a project or to a content area. The documentation of 

these activities emphasizes both process and product; consequently, the temporal focus of this aspect oscillates 

between now and then, two temporal points on a linear scale. Producing things is seen as part of a learning 

process, with both short- and long-term outcomes. This is illustrated through the documentation in figure 6. 

Fig. 6 Photographic documentation that portrays a child producing a raincloud, and products that the children made as 

participating producers; drops of gypsum and drawings of vivid water

Although the teachers viewed children as participants and wanted them to exercise influence, the teachers also 

indicated that they struggled with the level of the children’s influence and with their own ability to be open to 

children’s diversity, pointing out goal orientation as an obstacle to true participation and influence. Consider the 

following comment:
It becomes like an expectation, because how to move on is already planned for. This expectation becomes a hindrance

. . . I’m so focused on my questions that I’m already on my way to the next step. I sort of miss the opportunity to catch 

children’s thoughts about other things, the sidetracks which maybe interest them more.

Goal rationality, may reflect a view in which knowledge is predetermined and there are few or very limited 

possibilities for flexibility (Westman and Bergmark 2013). This rationality assumes that children are becomings, 

which somewhat contradicts the view of children as beings and of learning as participation. 

According to the result, there are ambiguous temporal assumptions within this aspect that in turn affect both 

children’s competence and their participation. As in the first theme, a dualistic view appears, although in this 

aspect it is based on culture. 
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A Chiasmic and Investigative Person

The third aspect of a competent and participating child accentuates a view of a person involved in ever-changing, 

mutual, and intertwined relations with nature and culture. This mutual influence and intertwined relationship is 

also found in Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of the life-world as described in his later writings (Merleau-Ponty and 

Lefort 1968). The different parts entwined in a relationship, whether social, cultural, historical, or natural, may 

encroach upon one another in a sort of crossing over—‘a chiasm,’ as Merleau-Ponty terms it (Diprose and 

Reynolds 2008; Merleau-Ponty 2002/1945; Merleau-Ponty and Lefort 1968; Reynolds 2004). A chiasmic and 

investigative person is active and participative, competent and knowledgeable, but in a slightly different manner 

from that in the two aspects presented above. Participation is here signified through all sorts of intertwined 

relationships in which children and humans are involved. It is noteworthy that much of the documentation 

significant in terms of children as chiasmic and investigative people highlights processes of investigation and the 

phenomenon explored: wet spots on the stairs, small dimples in the sand after a hailstorm, buckets of sand and 

water in which bubbles of air rise to the surface, a washcloth dripping with water and dish soap. The video clips 

document investigative processes, focusing, for example, on the bubbles when a child is blowing through a straw 

or on a child comparing the water running from two different taps while moving between them (figure 7).

Fig. 7 Still shots from two video clips emphasizing the relation between the child and the phenomenon

This view may reflect the influence of contemporary literature and research in the field of ECEC, which stresses

the need to shift documentation’s focus away from the individual child towards the phenomenon of learning 

(Lenz Taguchi 2010a). Such documentation may also represent attempts to take the child’s perspective in the 

exploration. This aspect includes photographs taken by children themselves, reflecting teachers’ willingness to 

value the children’s perspectives, experiences, and agendas. Children’s photographs mainly consist of close-up

pictures of different phenomenon, as in figure 8. 

Fig. 8 A close-up photograph of snow melting in a ditch, taken by a child

The documentation shows that teachers actively ask questions and arrange certain activities or milieus in order to 

enhance and challenge children’s learning through intertwined relations with peers, different matters, and 

materials. Often, the photographs are combined in the documentation, narrating a specific investigative process 
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undertaken by a group of children. For example, processes of pouring different liquids, pouring different 

amounts, and pouring with different tools are documented. Children’s corporeality and spatiality are thus 

connected to the intertwined relationships they have the opportunity to be involved in. The children portrayed are 

bodily present and engaged with the milieu, and the different tools that children use in their investigations

function as extensions of their bodies, affecting their actions (Merleau-Ponty 1999). Dimensions of corporeality, 

spatiality, and relationality therefore seem to be closely connected. 

In one significant document, the teacher and the group of children follow the way the water runs, trying to 

understand where the water has gone when the puddle is empty. The children ‘were totally absorbed’ in this 

event, according to the teacher, but still on the move: in an ongoing and changing relationship with the water,

and other matters and materials—that is, nature and culture converged. This event was documented 

photographically and assembled as a series, partly shown in figure 9. 

Fig. 9 Photographic documentation of children exploring the way water runs

The teacher commented on this documentation as follows:
They are busy exploring the roadside, crushing the ice on the puddle and in the ditch, and then they see how the water 

flows down into the pipe—lovely. Then they discover that the water flows in under the road, and they keep on moving. 

It goes fast. It’s just seconds before they take off, following the water. The water leads into the meadow. They are 

making big footprints when the ice breaks, and Alex writes with a stick in the snow. The meadow becomes a big piece 

of paper. And they measure the depth of the water with the stick. 

This event is an example of a chiasmic and investigative person’s involvement in intertwined relationships and

of an ongoing being and becoming in which different layers of temporality are present. Accordingly, children are 

mainly regarded as persons and human beings—as adults are—and not as humans of a certain kind becoming 

adults. Such a rethinking of temporality is discussed by Westman and Alerby (2012) in a philosophical 

exploration of Merleau-Ponty and Deleuze—expressed as an ongoing and chiasmic be(com)ing. In the being 

here and now, aspects of have been (former experiences) and becoming (future) are intertwined in a flow that is 

not linear but multidimensional and dynamic. The event changes continuously, as do the spatial aspects—the 

materials, matters, and milieus involved—but it also changes children’s experiences and selves from both a 

short- and a long-term perspective. Hence, competence is developed within those intertwined relationships as 
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children are in the process of be(com)ing and learning—similar to what Lind (2010) expresses as goal-relational 

education . Given that Scandinavian ECEC traditionally has been especially oriented towards the natural and free 

child, there is, however, a risk that teachers might withdraw from the children in the intertwined process in an 

implicit transformation from a pluralistic to a dualistic view. 

As Merleau-Ponty’s existential philosophy took a radical turn during his last years, moving beyond 

subjectivity, it is possible to say that the notion of the chiasmic and explorative child coincides in some crucial 

points with the pedagogy of values presented by Semetsky (2010; 2006) and by Semetsky and Lovat (2011), and 

with the intra-active pedagogy presented by Lenz Taguchi (2010a). They all partly draw upon Deleuze’s 

philosophy and discuss education in terms of difference and experimentation, in which learning ‘means to move 

together with a particular milieu’ (Semetsky 2010, p. 479). Accordingly: ‘Becoming is by definition an 

experiment with what is new; that is, coming into being, be-coming’ (Semetsky and Lovat 2011, p. 490). In an 

intra-active approach, matters and materials are regarded not as dead objects or artefacts but as living forces and 

agents. According to this view, a stick is not simply a tool with which the child can write in the snow or measure 

the depth of water. The stick, the snow on the meadow, and the water all invite the child to act. Thus the human 

and the world are not separated parts, but ‘the learner and the world [are] entangled becomings’ (Lenz Taguchi

2010a, p. 47). In such a view the use of the word becoming is not connected to predetermined goals or 

development; rather, it entails the opposite—an unpredictable way of regarding learning. This alternative view of 

becoming is also accentuated by Olsson (2009), who defines learning and young children’s subjectivity as a 

relational field, beyond predefined standards or notions. 

Accordingly, this third aspect is signified by a pluralistic view in which different layers of temporality, as 

well as all dimensions of the life-world, such as nature and culture, are intertwined and mutually dependent. 

Conclusion and Recommendations

As the aim of this study was to explore basic assumptions about children, learning, and knowledge that were 

reflected in documentation, the question how the teachers explicitly worked with the documentation has not been 

in focus. Still, the analysis and interpretations in this study open the way to understanding how teachers’ basic 

assumptions shape the use of documentation and thereby also influence children’s learning. But the reverse is 

true: teachers’ use of documentation may very well shape notions of children, learning, and knowledge—either 

as limitations or as openings. The relationships between the existential dimensions of temporality, spatiality, 

corporeality, and relationality are reflected in different manners in the three aspects. Both linear and nonlinear 

views of time were reflected, and children’s corporeality seemed closely connected to their spatiality and 

relationality—that is, to the milieu that children have access to, framing how they act and move and in turn 

governing the kind of relationships the children can involve in. 

The results show that a view of a competent and participating child is either added to earlier dualistic 

assumptions without much consideration or has emerged through an interrogation of earlier assumptions. 

Moving beyond a dualistic view regarding children, learning, and knowledge seems not without challenges and 

hazards. Teachers’ wish to be responsive to the plurality of the children in terms of how they appreciate 

complexity and diversity is a great challenge when it comes to actions, visualized through dimensions of 

individuality and uniformity. The difficulties of overcoming age as a normative expectation, as well as of

facilitating children’s influence in planned activities, are additional obstacles to a pluralistic view, especially at
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times when a strengthened teaching mission with predetermined goals in ECEC increases. One way to handle 

this might be to move from goal-rational education towards goal-relational education—a pedagogy in which 

teachers actively take part in and create opportunities for children’s intertwined processes of learning, enabled 

through a pluralistic view of intertwined relationships in which both nature and culture are important. 

Accordingly, a reconsideration of temporal, corporeal, spatial, and relational dimensions of notions of 

children, learning, and knowledge could function as a counterforce to predominant views governing decisions, 

organizations, and activities on every level of the educational system. The philosophy of the life-world could 

therefore play a vital role in critical reflection and may well pave the way for new alternatives in understanding 

educational questions.
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Abstract: 
The children of today live in a time when the images of themselves and their childhood, their 
needs, interests, and skills, are discussed, researched, challenged, and changed. Childhood, 
education and educational settings for young children are to a great extent governed by 
temporality. In this paper, temporality and temporal notions in education are explored and 
discussed. We especially illuminate two different ways of thinking about children in 
education and care for younger children in the West— the predominant biased notions of the 
child as becoming or being. The child as becoming, is manifested primarily in classical 
developmental psychology while the notion of the child as being, has been highlighted 
mainly by sociological researchers in their critique of developmental psychology. This latter 
notion is also visible in a totally different manner in the philosophy of Rousseau, 
emphasizing the free and natural child. In addition, we explore an alternative way of 
thinking about temporality and children. Drawing upon the philosophy of Maurice Merleau-
Ponty and Gilles Deleuze, we argue for a rethinking of temporality beyond linear views on 
time and biased notions of children as ‘either or’. A movement towards a perspective which 
not only combines notions, but where the whole is more than merely the sum of the parts, is 
proposed. This leads to an ambiguous, intertwined and ongoing connection between the 
temporal notions of have been, being and becoming, described by a novel concept—a chiasmic 
be(com)ing. We suggest that this alternative may be a fruitful way to overcome binary 
approaches and expand the discussion of temporality, and temporal notions of children, in 
education. Such an alternative could function as a counterweight to the predominant notions 
of education and teachers’ work. It may also be seen as a significant foundation for an ethical 
education since it is built upon ongoing and intertwined relationships, which appreciate 
openness and unpredictability. 

 
Keywords: Maurice Merleau-Ponty; Gilles Deleuze; temporality; becoming; being; a chiasmic 
be(com)ing; ethical education 
 
Repensando a Temporalidade no Desenho da Educação com as Filosofias de Merleau-Ponty 
e Deleuze: um Devir Chiásmico 
 
Resumo: 
As crianças de hoje vivem em um momento no qual as imagens delas mesmas e de sua 
infância, suas necessidades, interesses e capacidades, são discutidos, pesquisados, 
desafiados, e mudados. Infância, educação e dispositivos educacionais para as crianças 
pequenas são em grande extensão governados pela temporalidade. Neste artigo, 
temporalidade e noções temporais na educação são exploradas e discutidas. Nós 
esclarecemos especialmente dois modos diferentes de pensar sobre as crianças na educação e 
no cuidado pelas crianças menores no Ocidente – as noções tendenciosas predominantes das 
crianças como devir ou ser. A criança como devir é manifestada em primeiro lugar na 
psicologia do desenvolvimento clássica enquanto a noção da criança como ser foi ressaltada 
principalmente pelos pesquisadores da sociologia em sua crítica à psicologia do 
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desenvolvimento. Esta última noção é também visível de maneira totalmente diferente na 
filosofia de Rousseau, enfatizando a criança livre e natural. Além disso, exploramos um 
modo alternativo de pensar a temporalidade e as crianças. Partindo das filosofias de Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty e de Gilles Deleuze, nós argumentamos para repensar a temporalidade além 
das visões lineares e das noções tendenciosas das crianças como ‘ou ou’. Um movimento em 
direção a uma perspectiva que não somente combina noções, mas na qual o todo é mais que 
somente a soma das partes é proposta. Isso leva a uma conexão ambígua, entrelaçada e 
progressiva entre as noções temporais de ter sido, ser e devir, descrita por um novo conceito – 
um ser-devir quiásmico, Sugerimos que essa alternativa pode ser um jeito frutífero de 
ultrapassar abordagens binárias e de expandir a discussão sobre temporalidade e noções de 
criança, na educação. Tal alternativa poderia funcionar  como um contrapeso à noção 
predominante de educação e trabalho dos professores. Pode também ser vista como uma 
fundação significativa para uma educação ética desde que é construída sobre relações 
interligadas e evolutivas, que apreciam abertura e imprevisibilidade.  
 
Palvras-chave: Maurice Merleau-Ponty; Gilles Deleuze; temporalidade, devir, ser, um ser-
devir quiasmático; educação ética 

 
Repensar la Temporalidad en Educación, Dibujando a Partir de aas Filosofías de 

Merleau-Ponty y Deleuze: un Devenir Quiásmico. 

Resumen: 
Los niños de hoy viven en un momento en que las imágenes de sí mismos y de su 

infancia, de sus necesidades, intereses y habilidades, se discuten, investigan, desafian y 
cambian. La infancia, la educación y sus dispositivos para niños pequeños son en gran 
medida regidos por la temporalidad. En este trabajo, se exploran y discuten la temporalidad 
y las nociones temporales en educación. En especial iluminamos dos maneras diferentes de 
pensar acerca de los niños y su educación y el cuidado de los niños más pequeños en 
Occidente - nociones dominantes sesgadas del niño como devenir o ser. El niño como devenir, 
se manifiesta primeramente en la Psicología Evolutiva clásica, mientras que la noción del 
niño como ser, ha sido puesta de relieve principalmente por los investigadores sociológicos 
en su crítica de la psicología del desarrollo. Esta última noción es también visible en una 
forma totalmente diferente en la filosofía de Rousseau, quien hace hincapié en el niño libre y 
natural. Además, exploramos una forma alternativa de pensar la temporalidad y los niños. 
Basándose en la filosofía de Maurice Merleau-Ponty y Gilles Deleuze, argumentamos a favor 
de repensar la temporalidad más allá de visiones lineares sobre el tiempo y nociones 
tendenciosas de los niños como "o bien o". Se propone un movimiento hacia una perspectiva 
que no sólo combina nociones, sino donde el todo es más que la mera suma de las partes. 
Esto conduce a una conexión ambigua, entrelazada y persistente entre las nociones 
temporales de haber sido, ser y devenir, descrito por un concepto novedoso: devenir 
quiásmico.  Sugerimos que esta alternativa puede ser un camino fructífero para superar 
enfoques binarios y ampliar el debate de la temporalidad, y las nociones temporales de los 
niños, en educación. Tal alternativa podría funcionar como un contrapeso a las nociones 
predominantes en educación y en el trabajo de los docentes. También puede ser visto como 
una base importante para una educación ética, ya que se construye sobre relaciones 
persistentes y entrelazadas, que aprecian la apertura y la imprevisibilidad. 

 

Palabras clave: Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Gilles Deleuze, temporalidad, devenir, ser, 
devenir quiásmico, educación ética
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RETHINKING TEMPORALITY IN EDUCATION DRAWING UPON THE PHILOSOPHIES OF 
MERLEAU-PONTY AND DELEUZE: A CHIASMIC BE(COM)ING 

 
Recent decades have witnessed an increased public interest in children and 

childhood. The children of today live in a time when the images of themselves and 

their childhood, their needs, interests, and skills, are discussed, researched, 

challenged, and changed (MacNaughton, Hughes, & Smith, 2007; Moss, 2007). 

Compared with the past, they have not only different opportunities, rights, and 

conditions, but also different expectations of what to be and to become.   

Education and educational settings1 for young children2 are to a great extent 

governed by temporality. In education and care for younger children in the West, 

two different ways of thinking about children have been particularly dominant, both 

in isolation and alongside each other. One is the notion of children as beings, and the 

other is the notion of children as becomings. 

The aim of this paper is to explore temporal notions of children. We more 

specifically illuminate and discuss the two predominant and general notions of 

children as becomings or beings, and then we present a third alternative way, 

drawing upon the philosophies of Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Gilles Deleuze. Based 

on this rethinking of temporality in education, beyond a linear view of time, we 

emphasize an ambiguous, intertwined and ongoing connection between becoming 

and being, where aspects of have been are included—a chiasmic be(com)ing. We suggest 

that this alternative may be a fruitful way to overcome binary approaches and 

expand the discussion of temporality, and temporal notions of children, in education. 

We further highlight and discuss how such an alternative view might influence 

education and teachers’ work.   

 

 

 

1 ‘Education’ and ‘educational settings’ are here understood in a broad sense, to include a range of 
institutions that offer teaching, learning, care, and upbringing of children. 

2 According to article 1 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC, 1989) children 
are defined as human beings under the age of eighteen years. In this paper we especially focus on temporal 
notions of children up to the age of approximately thirteen years. 
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Temporality in Education  

Time controls a large part of everyday life as well as activities in these 

educational settings. This time-control materializes through the form of the clock, 

which, in an extremely tangible manner, influences the activities and divides the 

daily life of school into different time periods, time modules or other temporal 

frameworks. The clock, as well as the schedule, ensures that both teachers and 

children are in the ‘right’ place at the ‘right’ time, and thereby makes the complex 

coordination of a school’s and its participants’ different activities possible (Alerby, 

2004). The same is true for early childhood education and care. Even if preschools 

cannot be compared with compulsory schools that are run according to the ‘ringing 

of the school bell’, they often adopt an invisible but traditional way of thinking about 

schedules that strongly regulates their activities (Nordin-Hultman, 2004). This 

temporal control has an impact on different notions of children, and consequently on 

children’s possibilities to be and to become. 

The child as becoming, is manifested primarily in classical developmental 

psychology while the notion of the child as being, has been highlighted mainly by 

sociological researchers in their critique of developmental psychology. This latter 

notion is also visible in a totally different manner in the philosophy of Rousseau, 

emphasizing the free and natural child (Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 2002; Halldén, 

2007; Kryger, 2004; Moss, Clark, & Kjörholt, 2005; Qvortrup, 2004).  

Traditionally, becoming and outcomes of learning are placed in the future, 

while being and processes of learning are placed in the present. Consequently, these 

ways of thinking may lead to biased notions of process and product, the former 

strongly connected to the child as being, and the latter associated with the child as 

becoming. We cannot ignore the importance of desire and change in creating 

knowledge—the aspect of becoming in learning. Focusing mainly on the future, and 

thus the results of a child’s education, may, however, lead to an over-emphasis of the 

value of becoming; a situation in which children’s being and meaning-making in the 

present moment becomes undervalued. The reverse can also be true—one can 

stagnate in the being; however, aspects of have been are always present in being and 

becoming. In one sense we cannot change what has been—our past—, but in another 
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sense our past changes during our present and future life, since our experiences 

change how we regard the past (Westman & Alerby, 2011). 

Contemporary educational philosophy, research and practice concerning 

young children have begun to explore new alternatives to overcome prevailing 

discourses (cf. Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 2005; Lenz Taguchi, 2010b; Borgnon, 2007). 

Still, predominant notions tend to hold firm and more exploration needs to be done. 

The impact that notions or ways of thinking might have on those involved in 

education is discussed by Peters (2007). He highlights interactive classifications as 

common in education, and argues for new styles of thinking in terms of using 

philosophical and pluralistic approaches in education. 

A thinking that takes us away from pure realms of cognitive science and logic towards 
views that are historical, temporal, spatial, cultural, and, therefore also empirical . . . If 
we do, a way opens to also recognising that new way of thinking and styles of reasoning 
come into existence (Peters, 2007, p. 360).  

 
It is thus reasonable to assume that generalized temporal notions of children, 

as becomings or beings, would most likely have an effect on children and their 

education, as well as teachers’ work. For example, teachers in early childhood 

education seem to have an ambiguous way of regarding children. They experience 

themselves struggling against the predominant and general notions of the child, 

while at the same time they emphasize the importance of encountering children as 

unique individuals (Westman & Bergmark, forthcoming). Even though each notion 

of the child, as being or becoming, has its advantages and disadvantages, a unilateral 

view may be a limitation for children in education. In general, educational 

discussions tend to treat concepts and notions that are related to, and even 

dependent on each other as dichotomies or binary patterns (Barnacle, 2009). 

Consequently, there is a need to move beyond biased and predominantly temporal 

notions of children as ‘either or’, towards a perspective which not only combines 

notions, but where the whole is more than merely the sum of the parts. As Peters 

(2007) points out, alternative pluralistic ways of thinking in education do not have 

less influence, but they may function as a counterweight to the predominant ones. So, 

in the following we will lay the foundations for a philosophical encounter between 
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the philosophies of Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Gilles Deleuze, opening up an 

alternative way of regarding time and temporality in education. 

 

Philosophical Dissonances and Resonances 

Even though comparing and contrasting different philosophical approaches 

can sometimes be tedious or false, it can also be worthwhile if the exploration creates 

an encounter where mutual reinforcement is enabled and the different theories, 

therefore, are not reduced to the same (Reynolds & Roffe, 2006). In accordance with 

this, we link Merleau-Ponty and Deleuze in what we see as their mutual spirit; each, 

in different ways, has stressed the importance of openness and unpredictability 

(Deleuze, 2004; Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968). Although Deleuze has criticized 

phenomenology in some of his main works (cf. Deleuze, 2004), as discussed by, for 

example, Lawlor (1998), as the ‘double challenge’ in terms of immanence and 

difference, we find it useful to view his philosophy of time in relation to the 

ambiguity of temporality that is visible in Merleau-Ponty’s account. Let us, therefore, 

briefly look at some resonances and reasons for interweaving the two, beyond 

philosophical dissonances. 

Reynolds and Roffe (2006) argue for a rapprochement between these two 

philosophers since Deleuze’s critique of phenomenology seems mainly to be 

questions that are raised when discussing problems that he connects to Kant (cf. 

Deleuze, 2004). Deleuze challenges the Cartesian view of the subject, of 

consciousness and of representation, which he connects to phenomenology. Still, this 

is done without exploring more deeply the diversity within phenomenology, and 

especially Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of the life-world.  

In Merleau-Ponty’s account, on-going and entwined relationships, whether 

social, cultural, historical, or in nature, affect and are affected by our being and 

becoming. All things within the life-world—people, language, things, environment, 

history, and so on—mutually influence each other in an intertwined relationship 

(Merleau-Ponty, 2002; Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968).This agrees, to some extent, 

with Deleuze’s view of affective experiences within a wide range of encounters—like 

a mode of existence. He emphasizes that human attributes or powers are not enough 

to govern humanity because they are linked to and dependent on—or even an effect 
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of—other, for example, socio-cultural and environmental forces, or encounters (cf. 

Deleuze, 2004; Semetsky & Lovat, 2011). However, the relationships that Merleau-

Ponty points out, encroach upon one another in a sort of crossing-over—a chiasm 

(Diprose & Reynolds, 2008; Evans & Lawlor, 2000; Merleau-Ponty, 2002; Merleau-

Ponty & Lefort, 1968; Reynolds, 2004b). He argues that we have to reject assumptions 

that human and world are separated, and presents the concept of flesh: “The flesh is 

not matter, is not mind, is not substance. . . The flesh is in this sense an ‘element’ of 

Being” (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p.139). Ultimately, the concepts of chiasm and 

flesh repeal the dualistic relationship between an inner autonomous subject and an 

outer objective world, which makes Merleau-Ponty’s account differ from that of 

other phenomenological branches (e.g. Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology), 

and thereby links instead to philosophies like Deleuze’s. 

Both Merleau-Ponty and Deleuze may be considered as having pluralistic 

views that reject a binary delineation. They instead advocate or embody 

multidimensional and multiple approaches towards philosophy, life and experience, 

signified by complexity and unpredictability (Deleuze, 2004; Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 

1968). Simplified, Merleau-Ponty expresses this in terms of ambiguity and 

interrogation, while Deleuze uses difference and novel concepts. In other words, 

Deleuze claims that his philosophy represents a methodology that aims to find “the 

conditions under which something new is produced” (Deleuze & Parnet, 2006, p. vi); 

it analyses and captures phenomena by creating novel concepts, beyond 

representation and repetition, such as the phenomenon of time. The philosophy of 

the life-world, as formulated by Merleau-Ponty, on the other hand, focuses on how 

this phenomenon is experienced “not as an object of our knowledge, but as a 

dimension of our being” (Merleau-Ponty, 2002, p. 483), as it presents itself in an open 

and ever changing experience. Thereby, interrogation is emphasized as a way of 

acting as if we know nothing about phenomena within our life-world.  

In spite of, or thanks to both resonances and dissonances, we find it useful to 

explore Merleau-Ponty and Deleuze’s accounts of time and temporality, thereby 

creating an encounter allowing for the unpredictable and not yet articulated, beyond 

presupposed notions. But let us first outline the need for a rethinking of temporal 

notions in education by analysing two general styles of thinking about children in 
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education. More specifically, we will illuminate and discuss children as becomings or 

beings, and how these notions might affect education and teachers’ work.  

 

Children as Becomings or Beings—Binary Notions  

In the light of history, we find the traditional notion of children as becomings 

mainly in modernistic and positivistic views of learning and in the paradigm of 

classical developmental psychology, such as in the Piagetian paradigm (cf. Piaget, 

1972). For example, cognitive theories made teachers wait for the child to mature and 

develop, in accordance with the universal, natural, and normal child (Jenks, 1996; 

Qvortrup, 2004; Vallberg Roth, 2002). In Merleau-Ponty’s eyes, Piaget’s thoughts that 

children, at the age of twelve, reach the cogito and associated truths of rationalism, 

needs to be criticized. “Piaget brings the child to a mature outlook as if the thoughts 

of the adult were self-sufficient and disposed of all contradictions. But, in reality, it 

must be the case that the child’s outlook is in some way vindicated against the 

adult’s and against Piaget” (Merleau-Ponty, 2002, p.414). Some other examples of the 

classical notion of becoming in education today may be: cognitive approaches to 

learning, systems dividing children in classes due to age, requesting children’s 

maturity as a prerequisite for participation, or assessment trends in combination with 

clearly stated goals in curricula even for younger children. 

Qvortrup (2004) states that: “It is the fate of children to be waiting” (p. 267). 

Children are waiting to become adults, to become competent, to acquire rights and so 

on. This destiny is in line with the reasoning that children are our future, where the 

focus is on children as ‘not yet adults’ and as ‘becoming citizens’. Hence, grown-ups 

and adults may represent the human beings, while children can be regarded as 

human becomings. This way of thinking about children can be understood as a way 

of objectifying them. Such a view neglects childhood as having a worth in itself and 

places childhood and adulthood in opposition (Halldén, 2007; Qvortrup, 2004). It is, 

however, important to note that pedagogical approaches drawing on Deleuze’s 

concept of becoming are not to be seen as part of the traditional notion of the child as 

becoming; rather, his account challenges this view, as we will further outline in our 

exploration of alternatives. 
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From the traditional perspective of children as becomings, time exists 

independently of human beings and of the events happening in time, in line with the 

Newtonian way of regarding time as objective (Rusell, 1996), which can be called the 

classical linear view of time. The fact that time in educational settings is often viewed 

as strictly chronological and linear, runs the risk that children may be transformed 

into objects that are shaped by the demands of time, as physical bodies (Alerby, 

2004). In the regulated time of school, signified by the temporal notions, ‘time is 

money’ and ‘time is short’, children learn that the way they use the time here and 

now will have consequences for how their future will turn out. Within this regulated 

time, children create their own micro-spaces as part of their embodiment of time 

(Christensen, James, & Jenks, 2001). This may be seen as a kind of resistance to the 

over-emphasis on the future within the regulated and rational time in school.  

Relationships within educational settings, such as social relationships between 

teacher and child, and between individual children, have proved to be an important 

factor for qualitative education (Benett, 2004, 2007; Johansson, 2004; Siraj-Blatchford, 

2004; Bergmark, 2009). These relationships might, however, lose both their potential 

and power in an approach where education mainly focuses on the transfer of 

‘objective’ knowledge, based on normative templates of children. By emphasizing 

what the child will know and become in a month, a year, or even as a grown-up, 

assessing the achieved outcomes and controlling the child, the educational situation 

may become somewhat instrumental, goal-orientated and rational, with teachers 

functioning primarily as technicians (Forrester, 2005; Hargreaves, 1994, 2001; 

O’Connor, 2008; Osborne, 2006; Westman & Alerby, 2011). For example, the inter-

subjective relationship to the lived-other seems to blur or almost disappear in the 

controlling dimensions of teachers’ work (Westman, Alerby, & Brown, forthcoming). 

Today’s demands, both on higher education and that younger children’s learning 

should be stimulated and assessed, once again, bring these issues to the fore and 

confirm some notions or ways of thinking that are at the expense of others. 

The artwork below (see Figure 1) is known as an illustration of the opinion 

regarding the Swedish school system as a ruthless destroyer of childhood freedom, 

forty years ago. It shows the strongly regulated time structure in school, as well as 

children waiting for ‘a profitable’ future, where they finally count as adequate 
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citizens. It may, therefore, be considered useful for illustrating the traditional notion 

of the child as becoming. 

 

 
 
Figure 1. The painting Will you be profitable little friend? by Peter Tillberg, 1972.  

 

The other general notion—children as beings—is mainly emphasized by 

sociological researchers in the field of childhood. Through their criticism of 

developmental psychology, they have come to propose a view that emphasizes 

children as beings, where childhood has a value in its own right and where children 

are to be viewed as social actors, not as becomings (Halldén, 2007; James & Prout, 

1997; Jenks, 1996; Moss, Clark, & Kjörholt, 2005; Qvortrup, 2004). 

Nevertheless, features of a view that emphasize the value of childhood in itself 

can also be found in the philosophy of Rousseau in the eighteenth century and in the 

ideals of the Enlightenment in terms of freedom and nature (Rousseau, 1977, 1978). 

In other words, Rousseau’s philosophy is based on a humanistic and romantic view 

of the child. These thoughts have influenced the view of a free child having the right 

to be a child. Such a stance has been present in various ways, for example, in 

Scandinavian early childhood education and care, ever since. The artwork below (see 

Figure 2) can be seen as an illustration of this romantic view. More specifically, it 

portrays childhood’s freedom, the children allowed to be present in the moment.  
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Figure 2. The painting Christmas morning by Carl Larsson, 1894. 

 

Consequently, those varied views of the child as being, have had different 

bases and aims. The romantic notion of children as beings can contradictorily be 

connected to the notion of children as becomings since children are emphasized as 

being of a certain kind, different from adults, where the basis is a linear view of time. 

The sociological notion of the child as being on the other hand, attempts to make 

children and adults equal. Hence, it has been especially important for questions 

regarding children’s own perspectives in both research and practice (Corsaro, 2005; 

Einarsdottir, 2007; Halldén, 2003, 2007; MacNaughton, Rolfe, & Siraj-Blatchford, 

2001). Still, Kjörholt (2005) points out that: 

 

. . . discourses constructing children as subjects with rights to participation in society are 
not unproblematic [and are] related on the one hand to processes of individualisation 
and the construction of the autonomous, self-determining subject . . . and on the other 
hand to particular cultural notions of ‘the free child’ (p. 152).  
 

In relation to this sociological notion of children as beings, the view of 

knowledge and learning is based on social, historical and cultural influences where 

meaning-making and self-construction play a vital role (cf. Berger & Luckmann, 

1966; James & Prout, 1997). According to Jenks (1996), the critique of the notion of the 

child as becoming was not intended to “address the child as [a] practical and pre-
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stated being” (p. 32), but to go beyond conventional reasoning, addressing the child, 

as well as time, as a social construct. He points out how temporal aspects often have 

been neglected in sociology. 

The critics relate the notion of the child as being to a perspective of learning 

where the self becomes the product and where a construction of ‘process over 

product’ is significant (Gibbons, 2007). As Qvortrup (2004) self-critically reflects, 

social studies of childhood have, to some extent, neglected children’s own 

anticipation of their future in favour of a ‘here and now’ perspective. Accordingly, 

the temporal perspective of ‘here and now’ has been in focus, whether in children’s 

everyday lives specifically or childhood in general.  

A biased notion of the child as being also has consequences for education and 

teachers’ work due to its unilateral focus on the present moment. In a view where 

learning involves knowledge as well as self- and meaning-construction, process and 

product need to overlap. For example, important aspects of young children’s 

learning are, their strategies, and their desire to explore and understand the world. 

Thus, perspectives of meaning-making and ‘here and now’ are also related to the 

ongoing becoming of the child, as has been explicated by researchers drawing on, for 

example, Deleuze’s theories (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Lenz Taguchi, 2010a; Olsson, 

2009). Given this, a biased notion of the child as being might lead to a somewhat 

stagnated educational relationship, in which teachers underestimate the need to 

challenge curiosity and desire, as well as movement and dynamics, in education. 

This may also limit children’s learning potential in both the short and the long term. 

In a society characterized by constant changes—a liquid society, as Bauman 

(2000) expresses it—both adults and children are living under the concept of life-long 

learning. A grown-up can no longer be considered as a human being who has 

already achieved the knowledge required and therefore can live a stable and 

unchanging life (Kryger, 2004). Thus, children’s and adults’ being in the world are no 

longer to be regarded as opposites. On the contrary, the being of children and adults 

can be viewed as an on-going becoming that distinguishes the human beings of 

today. Still, this fluid way of regarding knowledge and learning may have its 

limitations. The concept of life-long learning may become a normative template 

equal to views of autonomous souls striving for time and more knowledge in an 
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ever-changing world. Flexibility and change then become aims for their own sake 

and for future economic profits (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Popkewitz & Bloch, 2001). 

How then can we avoid notions of children and learning that might lead to a rational 

and instrumental educational relationship on the one hand, or a more stagnated 

educational relationship on the other?   

In the following, we will highlight a possible alternative beyond biased and 

traditional notions of children as becomings or beings. We will explore a chiasmic 

be(com)ing built upon a non-linear view of time. This is based on ambiguous and on-

going connections between the temporal notions of, have been, being, and becoming. 

Since this alternative draws upon an encounter with Merleau-Ponty’s and Deleuze’s 

philosophies of time and temporality, we will now explore some of the important 

aspects of these accounts, before discussing how such an alternative would interplay 

with education and teachers’ work. 

 

An Encounter Allowing a Chiasmic Be(com)ing 

For Merleau-Ponty (2002), ambiguity characterizes our existence. Rather than 

an ambivalent or dualistic relationship, it signifies irreducible and inseparable 

aspects and components of a whole (Langer, 2003; Merleau-Ponty, 2002; Merleau-

Ponty & Lefort, 1968; Weiss, 2008). This also applies to temporal ambiguities, since 

the interplay between the body and the historical situation is one of many 

ambiguities that are interconnected. “A point of time can be transmitted to the others 

without ‘continuity’ without ‘conservation’, without fictitious ‘support’ in the psyche 

the moment that one understands time as chiasm” (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p. 

267). According to Merleau-Ponty (2002), time must always constitute itself, and 

comes into existence through people’s relation to things.  

Deleuze’s philosophy of time can be seen as a philosophy of process and 

becoming; expressed, in the words of Semetsky and Lovat (2011): “Becoming is by 

definition an experiment with what is new; that is, coming into being, be-coming” (p. 

490). Deleuze turns the concept of becoming upside-down, focusing not on a child as 

becoming adult, but as human becoming-child—a specific space beyond time 

signified by intensity, transformation and movement (Kohan, 2011). In Deleuze’s 

account there are three concrete structures of experience that can be used as a way of 



rethinking temporality in education drawing upon the philosophies of merleau-ponty and deleuze: a 
chiasmic be(com)ing 

 childhood & philosophy, rio de janeiro, v.8, n. 16, jul-dez 2012, pp. 355-377.    issn 1984-5987368 

viewing time as a totality—habitual time, memorial time and time of future (Deleuze, 

2004). Habitual time is the time of the living present, memorial time is the time of the 

past, and the time of the future is the eternal return of difference. Simplified, one may 

say that each mode of time is connected to a synthesis, and each of the three 

syntheses is a prior process in relation to the others. Hence, time is the result of a 

network of unique processes or states of change which all affect each other (Deleuze, 

2004). Williams (2011) illuminates this in the following: “When the present is a 

dimension of the past the process relating the two is different from when the past is a 

dimension of the present” (p. 14). This quotation points to a difference between 

Merleau-Ponty’s and Deleuze’s way of regarding time that, at first glance, may seem 

critical, especially regarding the connection between the living present and the past. 

Both Merleau-Ponty and Deleuze use the concept of the living present, although in 

slightly different ways. Deleuze stresses that the state of change in the living present 

determines processes in the past (and in the future) because the present process 

synthesizes the past events in a novel manner. 

 
The synthesis of time constitutes the present in time. It is not that the present is a 
dimension of time: the present alone exists. Rather, synthesis constitutes time as a living 
present, and the past and future as dimensions of this present. This synthesis is none the 
less intratemporal, which means that this present passes (Deleuze, 2004, pp. 97-98). 

 
Merleau-Ponty on the other hand, is known to accentuate the idea that the 

past informs the present and the future through the ‘intentional bow arch’, that is, 

that the subject’s earlier experiences give direction and meaning to present and 

coming actions. Past, present and future are bridged by the intentional bow arch. But 

there is more to come in Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of time. He presents a non-

serial theory of time, in itself chiasmic and reversible, as described briefly above 

(Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968). Hence the temporal flow is not just a moving 

forward. Time has its different layers or depths, between which moments can flash or 

slide. Past, present and future transform and unfold into different layers, or as 

“vortices circling each other” (Mazis, 1992, p. 65). A temporal ‘alterity’, in the sense 

of a temporal radical difference, signifies human beings’ relationship with time and 

with themselves. In this view of time, experience is indeterminate and ever changing, 

like time in a circle of becoming. The experience changes, whereas the one 
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experiencing is involved in an ongoing process of becoming, and, therefore, views 

the experience from shifting points. “It is not the past that pushes the present, nor the 

present that pushes the future, in to being; the future is not prepared behind the 

observer, it is a brooding presence moving to meet him, like a storm on the horizon” 

(Merleau-Ponty, 2002, p. 478).  

Consequently, Merleau-Ponty’s and Deleuze’s accounts of temporality allow 

for an encounter beyond the classical linear view of time and temporal notions of 

children as either becomings or beings. In this encounter there emerges a being that 

is embodied, sensuous, intertwined and multi-temporal within the process of 

becoming—a description of a chiasmic be(com)ing child. A chiasmic be(com)ing is 

thus deep and complex, and it houses a strong feeling of presence and belonging, 

appreciating potentialities and changes. It occurs, so to speak, in the same 

indeterminate temporality, although with different thicknesses of layers. The past 

experiences and memories we have—together or individually— are ubiquitous, 

while at the same time they are in a process of change, sliding between the 

dimensions of temporality. Thus, a mutual relationship between the different 

dimensions of time becomes visible. In what ways can a chiasmic be(com)ing 

interplay with and affect education and teachers’ work?  

 

A Chiasmic Be(com)ing—A Question for Education  

We suggest that a chiasmic be(com)ing opens a way towards an ethical 

education, in terms of teachers appreciating openness, diversity, potentialities and 

unpredictability, since it presupposes nothing and both enables and requires 

intertwined relationships. Evans (2010) suggests a fusion between Merleau-Ponty’s 

and Deleuze’s ontologies when it comes to ethics. By escaping what he calls Merleau-

Ponty’s sentient-centrism on the one hand and Deleuze’s anonymity on the other, he 

creates an environmental ethics. He states that: 

 

A unity composed of difference, the simultaneous affirmation of solidarity, 
heterogeneity, and fecundity . . . this multi-voiced body is also an ethico-political unity. 
The ethical import of this affirmation of the other voices of nature is that we must hear 
them in an open manner, that is, with a willingness to revise our own discourses about 
them in light of what they “say”, in light of their interruptions in our discourses about 
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them, and thus desire to provide them with expressions that are as much as possible 
“their own” (Evans, 2010, p. 149). 

 
We find these thoughts relevant to the discussion about a chiasmic be(com)ing 

as well, since it admits and requires mutual and interdependent relationships, not 

only within temporality, but also in terms of a pluralistic perspective. Within this 

perspective there are no dualisms between, for example, the individual and social, 

body and mind, human and nature. When it comes to education those intertwined 

relationships function as educational relationships, thereby a chiasmic be(com)ing 

may also be seen as a way of understanding learning. In other words, this ongoing 

process of be(com)ing works through temporal ambiguities and intertwined 

relationships, and through the flesh—the body of the world—grasped by affective 

tones.  

Consequently, due to the mutual, ambiguous and sometimes paradoxical 

affectedness within different intertwined relationships, balance or consensus are not 

always the most desirable modes in educational situations. Instead, different 

contexts, events and processes, with their inherent ambiguities, transcend 

equivalence as a generality, and bring forward openness towards what is not yet 

known and what is about to come in to being. Complexity, discontinuity and 

irregularity are, therefore, of great value in education, and are at least as important as 

simplicity, continuity and regularity.  

Deleuze’s view of life, learning and the processes of subjectification is 

intimately related to ethics. Semetsky (2010) describes Deleuzian ethics in education 

as a way of understanding and being affected by different perspectives in terms of 

becoming-other for a while. The ethics in Deleuze’s account can be connected to his 

emphasis on experience as a pre-personal encounter for change, which is open to 

difference and produces new meanings (Deleuze, 2004). According to Merleau-

Ponty’s embodied focus, the concepts of flesh, self and other are inescapably 

intertwined, tending to affectively encroach upon each other—a transformative 

interaction—yet not reducible to each other. Merleau-Ponty points at the risk of 

imposing our own experiences on children and other humans. He asks: “Do we have 

the right to comprehend the time, the space of the child as undifferentiation of our 

time, of our space, etc….? This is to reduce the child’s experience to our own . . . But 
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the same question arises with regard to every other” (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968, 

p. 203, italics in original). Consequently, in Merleau-Ponty’s account, recognizing the 

otherness in the sameness of the other, the divergence (écart), opens the possibility 

for an enchroachment or an encounter which affects those involved and “gives me 

access to thoughts that I did not know myself capable of, that I was not capable of” 

(Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p.13, italics in original). In other words, the 

intertwining of one self and the other in all our differences, makes us discover new 

dimensions of ourselves and each other. “[T]he self and the non-self are like the 

obverse and the reverse and since perhaps our own experience is this turning round 

that installs us far from ‘ourselves’, in the other, in the things” (Merleau-Ponty & 

Lefort, 1968, p. 160, italics in original).  

An education that appreciates otherness—what we outline as an ethical 

education—may, therefore, be built upon children’s interests, competences and real 

influences—an ethos valuing different perspectives. Semetsky and Lovat (2011) 

express this as moving beyond our “own comfort zones of knowing; those familial, 

cultural, religious and dispotitional preferences that, having . . . so far provided a 

feeling of inner security, have become a part of our habitual identity” (p. 490). In 

other words, openess in terms of listening and being responsive to children’s wishes 

to explore and be involved in intertwined educational relationships, appreciating 

alterity and difference, becomes crucial (Clark, Kjörholt, & Moss, 2005; Rinaldi, 2004; 

Westman & Bergmark, forthcoming).  

How then do we deal with the fact that teachers in educational settings always 

have goals that guide their work? Since curricula govern activities in educational 

settings, and the trend is towards increasing assessment, there is a risk that children’s 

voices, hypotheses, theories and fantasies are underestimated or ignored in favour of 

teaching predetermined goals. For example, standard-based reforms, with 

centralized, detailed and often conventional curricula have led to less focus on 

children’s own initiative, interests and experiences, as well as on arts, and social, 

ethical and emotional knowledge (Hargreaves, 2001). This can be considered as an 

ethical issue with regard to education. We suggest that goals in education are used as 

the foundation for the pedagogical situation where teachers ask: Which different 

educational relationships can we involve the children in? Teachers also need to be 
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responsive to different kinds of educational relationships that the children are 

already involved in, such as those with the environment, materials and nature, as a 

part of their ongoing chiasmic be(com)ing (Westman & Alerby, 2011). Accordingly, 

the suggested chiasmic be(com)ing works not only beyond the classical linear view of 

time, but also beyond views of conquering knowledge progressively through 

predetermined events. Such an approach does not prevent future unplanned events 

and what will be affected by them. Thus, process and product overlap and become 

intertwined. Therefore, without the limitations of a linear view of time and 

temporality, or a notion of children and adults as either beings or becomings, we 

may have the chance to enhance education and learning beyond instrumental 

relationships on the one hand, and more stagnant relationships on the other. Here we 

would like to borrow the words of Lind (2010), who uses ‘goal-rational’ and ‘goal-

relational’ when discussing education. Instead of a learning situation based on goal-

rationality, education can be based on ongoing and intertwined pedagogical 

relationships—a goal-relational education. In such an approach the ambiguous 

relationships between have been, being and becoming are used with all their 

potentialities. As a consequence of the chiasmic be(com)ing based on intertwined 

relationships, and the views on openness and ethics presented here, the child as an 

individualized, autonomous and self-sufficient learning subject needs to be 

reconsidered. Critical pedagogy literature, drawing on, for example, Foucault, has 

claimed similar standpoints, although with slightly different reasons which we will 

not further explore within the framework of this paper (cf. Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; 

Hultqvist & Dahlberg, 2001; Kjörholt, 2005). Instead, we point to Merleau-Ponty’s 

concept of flesh as showing that experiences and perceptions are subjective as well as 

inter-subjective and pre-individual; in other words, both immanent and 

transcendent. “That means that my body is made of the same flesh as the world . . . , 

and moreover that this flesh of my body is shared by the world, the world reflects it, 

encroaches upon it and it encroaches upon the world . . . they are in a relation of 

transgression or of overlapping” (Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p. 249). 

Consequently, learning needs to be considered as a process of multiple and 

intertwined relationships within time and space, and children viewed as being 

involved in a chiasmic be(com)ing.  



 susanne westman; eva alerby 

childhood & philosophy, rio de janeiro, v.8, n. 16, jul-dez. 2012, pp. 355-377.    issn 1984-5987    373

 

 

Final Words 

In this paper we have illuminated and discussed some reasons for linking the 

philosophy of Merleau-Ponty and Deleuze beyond philosophical dissonances, and 

argued for an alternative way of regarding children as involved in a chiasmic 

be(com)ing.  

According to Merleau-Ponty (2002), the purpose of philosophy is not merely 

to clarify or understand different phenomena that exist, but to enable new 

connections between phenomena. Philosophy is a continual questioning which 

encourages us to presuppose nothing when exploring experience in all directions. 

“We must . . . examine the movement that inclines us to give our adherence to things 

and to one another and the ambiguities to which it exposes us: why it is irresistible, 

and why, as soon as we wish to think it out, it transforms itself [in]to an enigma” 

(Merleau-Ponty & Lefort, 1968, p. xxiv).  

We have, for that reason, argued for a rethinking of temporality in education, 

beyond the classical linear view of time and the taken-for-granted notions of children 

as becomings or beings. In the spirit of Merleau-Ponty and Deleuze, we have created 

an encounter that is rendered in a novel concept—an alternative way of thinking in 

the shape of a chiasmic be(com)ing. We believe that this alternative view may enhance 

teachers’ work in terms of appreciating openness and unpredictability in education 

in general, and, more specifically, in children’s learning.  

 

Enviado em: 25/10/2012 
Aprovado em: 18/12/2012 
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