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0.0 Abstract  

A praxeological approach provides the predominant paradigm for this thesis 

which is based in praxis and seeks to ensure an ethical approach throughout 

(Pascal and Bertram, 2012). In utilising ethnographic techniques and 

focusing on pedagogy this research is embedded within the early years 

sector. The research aims to explore pedagogic mediation as a context-

based approach to professional development and an ethical way to develop 

listening practices within early years (Oliveira-Formosinho and Formosinho, 

2012a). Pedagogic mediation provided the mechanism through which 

relationships with practitioners in three central research sites were 

developed over a period of two academic years. Pedagogic mediation has 

been cultivated in Portugal as a central tenet of Pedagogy in Participation 

(Formosinho and Formosinho, 2008). This research sought to transport this 

approach to England within the context of the Early Years Foundation Stage 

(EYFS) and to explore how it could support pedagogic developments, in this 

case to better listen to children. Pedagogic mediation is considered in light of 

Kennedy’s (2005; 2014) model of continuing professional development 

(CPD), and this research demonstrates how it sits at the transformative end 

of this spectrum. The elements of pedagogic meditation are mapped through 

this thesis and the attributes of the mediator are explored to illuminate the 

role. Critical research interactions, defined as encountering within pedagogic 

mediation, were utilised to develop listening methods. The listening methods 

developed were as a result of a participatory approach as practitioners were 

the expert within their own context. A reflective field diary (Ortlipp, 2008) 

supported the research throughout and then specific listening methods were 
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developed, most notably photo-elicitation, family voice and drawing 

methods, including an innovative graduated framework. Encountering 

research interactions were also mapped against Bronfenbrenner’s 

bioecological system theory (Bronfenbrenner and Ceci,1993) to illustrate the 

range of processes and the aspects of societal influence which they 

represent. In one setting encountering research interactions tackled the 

complexities of process within the macrosystem demonstrating the ability of 

pedagogic mediation to shift ideological thinking well as daily practice. 

Overall, this research provides guidance on the role, responsibilities and 

attributes of the pedagogic mediator to support future CPD within the early 

years sector. Such mediated interactions have the opportunity to raise the 

consciousness (Freire, 1996) of a neglected workforce and to further support 

the professional development of the sector.       
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0.1 Prologue 

A reflective approach is ‘an indispensable precondition’ (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 94). 

This thesis is written from a reflective approach with an understanding of the 

unique journey I have experienced as my identity as a researcher has 

developed. A reflective precondition is important to my personal, 

professional and research perspective and so this thesis must begin with a 

prologue as a distinct and introductory chapter to allow the reader insight 

into my position. Bourdieu (1986) encourages us to step back from our own 

position in order to explore personal habitus, that is our socially ingrained 

habits, skills and dispositions and the way that we perceive the world.  Like 

Connolly (2008), I believe this consideration is extended to researcher 

positionality and so therefore it is important for a researcher to explore their 

personal connection to the field of research. Bourdieu’s (1986) approach 

follows a longstanding Socratic influence on education and wider society for 

which the unexamined life is not worth living (e.g., Guthrie 1971; Mintz, 

2009) and this can be extended to our research. There is no such thing as 

position-free research (Punch and Oancea, 2014) as our values influence 

our choices. The option to engage in a particular enquiry, especially 

voluntarily, reflects the values held by the researcher. 

Axiology, a study of values, has become an increasingly important 

consideration for seminal researchers Lincoln, Lynham and Guba (2011) 

who have shifted their thinking over time; there is an understanding that 

values feed into the enquiry process (Guba and Lincoln, 1994) and 

consideration of this is as important as epistemological and ontological 

assumptions (discussed in detail in section 5.2). Like Musgrave (2019), 
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through values my position has informed the research undertaken and 

enriched the process of enquiry. For this research, outlining positionality is 

more than ‘a gesture that is enforced by politically correct convention’ 

(Marcus, 1998, p.402).  I seek not to provide an outline of research that 

might be replicated in its entirety but seek to provide transparency and 

understanding so that others can interpret, for themselves, the relevance of 

the findings to their own practice and experience. A declaration of my 

beliefs, interests and commitments is a key ethical requirement in carrying 

out such research (Oliveira-Formosinho and Formosinho, 2012a, p.601).  

This PhD research journey has been one of personal exploration which has 

been guided through supervision, peer support, wider reading, and national 

and international sector engagement. In this exploration I am constantly 

reminded of the influence that my background and previous experience 

brings to this research. Like Bourdieu (1986), I believe that in order to 

appreciate my decisions, choices and interpretations you must first know 

about me; my positionality is the indispensable precondition to this thesis.  

In this chapter, I outline how I have been influenced in selecting the broader 

research topic of listening to children as I believe myself to be a lifelong 

advocate for children, who, in my professional experience, do not always 

have their views considered. Inclusivity is a key value for me, and I remain 

mindful of those who are excluded from decision making in society. Working 

within an early years context has demonstrated to me that the voice of both 

children and practitioners has been underutilised in sector developments; 

this research holds practitioners as the experts within their own context and 

values their contribution through participatory mechanisms.  I shall then 
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outline my early research experiences in the field of psychology and 

illustrate how my thinking has developed from a traditional quantitative 

research approach to a qualitative approach (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). 

Importantly, the chapter will also demonstrate how these spheres of 

influence merge at the point of the research question: How can pedagogic 

mediation develop better listening practices in early years settings? 

This provides a focus on professional development in the early years sector 

and the need to listen to both children and practitioners to realise the true 

potential of this non-statutory educational phase. Finally, the chapter closes 

with a brief synopsis of the thesis to support navigation through the story.   

1.1 Introducing the researcher  

In introducing myself to the reader I am providing a personal and 

professional rationale that demonstrates my commitment to the field of early 

years research and illustrates my world view, thus informing my paradigm 

choice, discussed later in section 5.3. My life and career experiences have 

influenced my positionality as well as the topic of this thesis: How can 

pedagogic mediation develop better listening practices in early years 

settings? In exploring pedagogic mediation as professional development 

and better listening strategies within early years I have been influenced by 

many.  

1.1.1 Advocacy and voice 

My working-class upbringing in the late 1970s and 1980s was heavily 

influenced by my father’s socialism; voice and advocacy were central to him 

and I was encouraged always to listen to others and to speak up for those 

who could not be heard, this influenced my childhood and adolescence. As 
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an eleven-year-old, I was writing on behalf of my peers to the school’s 

governing body to highlight areas of inequality in facilities at school between 

teachers and pupils; I experienced a sense of fulfilment when issues were 

rectified, and this provided evidence that my voice could be heard. As an A-

level student, I was the college representative for the National Union of 

Students and continued to highlight inequality and promote advocacy. I 

remember with fondness the first time I was eligible to vote and actively set 

about encouraging the same of my peers.  

As a primary school teacher, working in an area of high social deprivation in 

inner-city Birmingham, England, I was central to the introduction of a school 

council, organising elections and then working to ensure the children were 

consulted on a variety of issues. I was also instrumental in developing this 

on a larger scale as school councils on a regional level were joined to 

consult over locality issues. I worked across a locality of schools and 

coordinated visits to the council chambers and mayoral offices.  My work in 

primary education sat largely within the second national curriculum primary 

phase (DfE, 2014), key stage two (KS2) working predominantly with children 

aged seven- to eleven-years-of-age. Despite working with the oldest primary 

children, I was fascinated as to how the voice of the youngest in school 

(four- and five-year-olds) could be captured as this EYFS phase (DfE, 2017) 

was often excluded from whole school planning and events. With 

colleagues, I explored mechanisms such as peer support, using older 

children to help to elicit the views of the youngest children in school, to 

ensure this phase was involved and included in whole school events. This 

activity was not always supported by all colleagues and parents, and as a 
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KS2 practitioner, I was increasingly aware of a different perception of early 

years.    

Furthermore, as a teacher, I experienced a traditional model of continuing 

professional development (CPD) and, when released from teaching for an 

occasional day, I would attend CPD training against a preconceived set of 

outcomes.  Rarely did the outcomes of the training fit readily into my practice 

and I was never encouraged to attend training with colleagues so that the 

team might develop whole school strategies collaboratively. There was 

usually little time for reflection once I returned to school from such an event, 

and all too often the course materials were simply stored in a cupboard 

waiting for more time to explore them in greater detail. Recognising that the 

more traditional approach to CPD had not worked for me during my initial 

teaching years I developed a commitment to a practice-based approach to 

professional development and, with time, took the opportunity to become a 

leading mathematics teacher within my home city, Birmingham, England. I 

had the opportunity to work alongside other colleagues in the context of my 

practice, and to support them in making changes to their own practice. I 

found this to be an effective approach to my own professional development 

and relished the opportunity to share my own wise practice with others 

(Pascal and Bertram, 2012) as opposed to imposing my own pedagogy 

through modelling best practice as an expert, this distinction is further 

discussed in section 5.3. The approach enabled time for relationships to 

build and offered time for reflection and discussion. Reflection became 

central to my pedagogic approach as well as to my professional 
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development before I was aware of the scholarly work which underpinned 

this concept (e.g., Schön, 1983; 1987; 1991).  

Following motherhood, my career path shifted, and I joined a small team 

during the development of a children’s centre. This experience in children’s 

centres cemented my conviction that children within wider society are often 

considered too young to be adequately consulted or listened to; I found that 

engagement of preverbal children and those children experiencing preschool 

education in decision making proved problematic to practitioners. I remained 

an advocate for meaningful consultation and the inclusion of all children in 

the processes which determined their experiences; for me, this is became an 

ethical absolute. I also witnessed, as a teacher new to early years, a 

reduction in participatory CPD opportunities and an increase in the certified 

courses required to meet statutory requirements (DfE, 2017) e.g., basic food 

hygiene training. There was a functional approach to training with 

predetermined outcomes and less recognition of the need to be engaging in 

activities that could encourage long-term career progression. This decreased 

autonomy within CPD is discussed in greater detail in section 3.1.2.  

The influences on my research choices through this thesis are equally 

informed by my experiences as a mother. I strive to bring my own children 

up to understand their rights and responsibilities within society; both of my 

children have been elected as councillors at their own schools and so the 

cycle perpetuates as they are encouraged in their awareness of the voices 

of others. We are a political household and as a family we encourage 

engagement in such discussions as we seek to educate our children about 

wider society. Through motherhood I experience first-hand the tensions of 
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balancing my children’s rights to choose, with my own responsibility to 

safeguard their best interests, a tension which shall later be framed within 

the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (Unicef, 

1989), see section 4.1.  

Underpinning my own passion for listening to children is an enthusiasm for 

the profession of teaching and for the dedication and commitment of many 

early years practitioners who sadly lack wider recognition for the valuable 

work they do; this is discussed later in section 3.1.2. The professionalisation 

of the early years workforce is a 21st-century phenomenon (Simpson, 2010) 

and includes the introduction of early years professional status (EYPS) 

(Davis, 2014) and subsequently early years teacher status (EYTS); it should 

be recognised however that such status does not confer qualified teacher 

status (QTS) and continues to perpetuate a hierarchical view of the 

education sector. A recent analysis recognises that the drive to secure 

graduate leaders in all settings has stalled (Pascal, Bertram and Cole-

Alback, 2020). The early years workforce experiences low pay and lack of 

professional status (DfE, 2013) leaving the profession short-changed, both 

literally and metaphorically.  

Working next in academia, in the field of undergraduate early childhood 

studies and later in the field of postgraduate research in education, I 

continue to advocate for the best possible provision for our children from a 

well-informed and professionally recognised workforce. The early years 

sector hosts a workforce for whom graduate and postgraduate qualification 

is not currently a requirement (DfE, 2013). It is a diverse workforce whose 
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professional status rarely includes recognition of their expertise (Perkins, 

2017; Pascal, Bertram and Cole-Alback, 2020).   

1.1.2 Research perspective  

As well as considering the importance of my professional heritage it is also 

pertinent to consider how my view of research was shaped prior to 

embarking upon doctoral research. As a young psychology undergraduate 

completing a Bachelor of Science degree, I was taught positivist 

methodologies and engaged with larger scale quantitative research, always 

striving for statistical significance (Diekhoff, 1992).  My final year dissertation 

investigated children’s self-concept, as measured by the Piers Harris Self 

Concept Scale (Wyle, 1989), and whether this was affected by identification 

through the Special Educational Needs (SEN) register. I hypothesised that 

the higher the level on the SEN register the lower the self-concept would be. 

What I discovered was an inverted relationship; those children on the 

highest levels of the SEN register were comparable with their peers not on 

the register in terms of their measured level of self-esteem. The children with 

the lowest measure of self-esteem, as measured by the Piers Harris Self 

Concept Scale (Wyle,1989), were those on the early stages of the SEN 

register. There was no place in my study for any further investigation of this 

matter and I was aware that I had no explanation for this statistically 

significant phenomenon (Diekhoff, 1992). I concluded this research project 

with a need for deeper exploration into individual stories; it was missing a 

qualitative element that would have enabled exploration of multiple 

perspectives.  
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Following this undergraduate degree, I continued, after gaining QTS, into the 

profession of primary teaching. Whilst I found this to be immensely 

rewarding, I distinctly recall reflecting upon constant development cycles; 

each new initiative set to advance outcomes for children and all new 

initiatives were tracked for school improvement purposes. Trialling new 

initiatives and evaluating children’s progress was second nature but was not 

supported by research-led criteria and often, as teaching staff, we were 

implementing several new initiatives at once without specific guidance or the 

opportunity for adequate reflection. This resulted in a working environment 

that had the potential to be highly stressful and with an endless series of 

initiatives to master. Often these were linked to performance management 

criteria (DfE, 2012) and our professional outcomes were rated and judged.  

As my teaching career shifted towards early years, I also returned to 

postgraduate study undertaking a Master of Education degree with The 

Centre for Research in Early Childhood (CREC). During this time, I 

investigated and embraced qualitative methodologies (e.g., Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2017) and explored real world research (e.g., Robson, 2011). I 

found this qualitative approach aligned with my practical outlook; particularly 

the action research approach initially pioneered by Kurt Lewin in the 1940s 

(Lewin, 1997) and later developed in education by researchers such as Jean 

McNiff and Jack  Whitehead (e.g., 2001; 2012). The action research 

approach fitted my positionality particularly well because it ‘gives credence 

to the developmental powers of reflective thought’ (Adelman, 1993, p.8) and 

recognises the importance of action within the research process. For work 

completed at master’s level I moved away from the traditional scientific 
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approach and positivist paradigm and looked for interpretivist methods that 

would allow me to develop deeper insight. I also drew upon the work of 

Lincoln and Guba (1985, p.37) as justification for using qualitative methods 

as their axioms of naturalistic enquiry reflected my own research 

perspective. They outline multiple realities and the variety of perspectives 

from which the same phenomenon can be studied, the interaction that 

defines the research roles, the contextual and temporal nature of reality, the 

lack of separation between cause and effect, and finally the value laden 

nature of inquiry (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p. 37). This acknowledgement of 

multiple realities, open to exploration through prolonged research, appealed 

to my own positionality.  This will be subject to further exploration in the 

methodology during section 5.2.   

Alongside developing my qualitative research understanding, I discovered a 

growing field within early years education of practitioners and academics 

advocating for rights and developing methodologies for better listening to 

children (most notably Clark and Moss, 2011). There were those who were 

extending this premise and advocating for children as researchers (e.g., 

Alderson 2000 and more recently Murray, 2017). This had become a 

professional issue for me as, during my transition into early years, I had 

observed tokenism (Hart, 1992; 1997) in how agencies engaged in listening 

to the youngest children. I had also encountered many professionals who 

articulated core beliefs that children in early years were too young to engage 

in consultation or to actively participate in the development of services.  

As I undertook postgraduate study with CREC, I found myself applying my 

values and belief systems to the research I elected to undertake. I was 
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developing a view that research offered the opportunity for liberation (Freire, 

1996) through developing a deeper understanding and through the 

empowerment that results from increased professional confidence and 

agency. I felt this particularly applicable for the early years workforce that 

often lack such professional confidence (Aubrey, 2011; Payler and 

Georgeson, 2013). Furthermore, I hold practice central to theory and 

concept development; the advancement of knowledge must be relevant and 

have utility for those working in the field and this had been modelled in the 

approach encouraged through postgraduate study at CREC (this is further 

explored in section 6.7 which covers the ethical consideration of the value of 

research). This is reflective of phronesis, from the ancient Greek, which 

represents practical wisdom (Griffiths and Macleod, 2008; Pascal and 

Bertram, 2012; 2013), the recognition that the value of research comes from 

its practical application. This thesis follows this ancient philosophy and 

suggests that knowledge should be ethically oriented and should be pursued 

for the greater good.     

During my part-time Master of Education degree, I experienced a time of 

significant personal challenge; the inclusive and participatory ethos at CREC 

ensured my studies continued despite a cancer diagnosis. The community of 

practice (Wenger, 1998) that supported me during those years had a 

profound impact on my life. My commitment to upholding such participatory 

approaches was confirmed during the National Professional Qualification in 

Integrated Centre Leadership (NPQICL) (NCTL, 2010). This utilised a 

cascade model of continuing professional development (Kennedy, 2014) in 

which I shared my learning experiences with colleagues and used action 
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research principles that encouraged the development cycle (McNiff, 2002; 

2013) to disseminate good practice within children’s centres. Engagement in 

this programme highlighted the lack of professional development materials 

available to practitioners working in early years and provided me with an 

appreciation of the challenges faced by settings in releasing staff for 

continuing professional development. The changes I supported during my 

studies at this level were successful when I worked alongside the staff rather 

than dictating an improvement plan for them to follow (discussed further in 

section 1.2). Given the breadth of professionals working within the children’s 

centres, it was always evident that each profession bought its own expertise 

to this multi-agency setting. Many professionals were working with children 

and their families to support, directly and indirectly, improved outcomes 

within our locality.  

1.2 Introducing the research  

As discussed above in section 1.1, I undertook postgraduate action research 

as a children’s centre teacher exploring participatory practice in early years. I 

wished to explore how children participated in their own care and education. 

Specifically, I explored the mosaic approach (Clark and Moss, 2011) and the 

implications of introducing this approach in a private full day care setting 

which I supported through my children’s centre teacher role (Lyndon, 

2019a). Whilst this project was not without its limitations, there was a 

palpable shift in praxis and enthusiasm as practitioners were inspired. 

Children participated in elements of their education and care that they had 

not had the opportunity to collaborate on previously, and practitioners 

developed skills through legitimate peripheral participation (Wenger, 1998) 
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and the isomorphic nature of the research activities. Pedagogic isomorphism 

recognises that both children and adults learn and develop interpersonally 

within a learning community (Formosinho and Formosinho, 2016); in this 

research, the practitioners were not the participants in the research, yet they 

engaged in the learning process and changed their practice nonetheless 

(Lyndon, 2019a). Further exploration of this concept can be found in section 

3.3.3. 

In my own view, this research prompted more questions than it answered. 

Was the success of the research based on my established relationships with 

practitioners? What other listening methods could be developed? How can 

we listen to both children and practitioners as we undertake pedagogic 

research? These unanswered questions led me to pursue an academic 

bursary through CREC and after a selection process, I gained the award and 

was able to embark upon doctoral study. My academic fees were to be paid 

by the CREC Trustees, yet I maintained full control over the direction of the 

study. This bursary offered by CREC, and supported by The University of 

Wolverhampton, saw a change in my career as I left a children’s centre 

teacher post initially to take up doctoral studentship; this evidenced the 

commitment I felt towards the research and my own continuing professional 

development as a researcher.  

This passion for such a change was two-fold. Firstly, I hold a belief in 

participatory research methods; the researcher or teacher is not the only 

source of knowledge and power (Freire, 1996) within education, practitioners 

are the experts within their own context. I sought a way of working with 

practitioners which was removed from the traditional banking approach to 
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professional development (Freire, 1996), further discussed in section 2.3.1. I 

sought continuing professional development which represented a shared 

journey and celebrated the contributions of practitioners in setting 

development, recognising their own expertise within their context. Secondly, 

I believe that all children have the right to be listened to and that such 

listening is possible even with the youngest in our society; this capacity of 

young children is further explored through the literature review, see section 

4. I wished to work alongside practitioners, children, and parents in 

developing innovative yet practical ways of listening to children in early years 

education. In developing this participatory pedagogy, I wanted to produce a 

piece of original research that is significant to early years practitioners and 

would impact positively upon their practice, supporting the improvement of 

outcomes for children. 

During this research journey, I was fortunate enough to secure a post 

teaching within higher education. This secured both finances for my family 

as well as further supporting the research narrative through enriched 

experience. Much of the early months in academia saw imposter syndrome 

emerging (Clance and Imes, 1978), as I struggled to navigate through both a 

PhD and a career teaching adults. With time, the two elements started to 

complement one another; my passion for advocacy within early years, as 

well as the development of the workforce, were both relevant to my teaching 

in higher education and relevant for the research I was undertaking. The 

wider experience of working in higher education also provided access to 

research clusters and participation in these was valuable in developing my 

skills as an academic writer as well as researcher. Engagement in research 
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clusters supported my first publications and provided valuable scholarly 

review from editors.  

 

1.2.1 The research questions  

The following overarching research question developed as a result of the 

above personal experience and developing professional values:  How can 

pedagogic mediation develop better listening practices in early years 

settings? This thesis introduces pedagogic mediation to an English early 

years context as both a mechanism for continuing professional development, 

as well as a research tool, and follows the work of Formosinho and 

Formosinho (2008; Oliveira-Formosinho and Formosinho, 2012a) and the 

Childhood Association in Portugal. The background of pedagogic mediation 

is explored further in section 3.3 and explored as an innovative research 

methodology in section 5.4.2. Pedagogic mediation (Formosinho and 

Formosinho, 2008) provides a knowledgeable peer support mechanism and 

critical companionship by recognising the social context of learning for 

practitioners and embeds this within daily practice. Through this mechanism, 

deep pedagogical notions can be explored as relationships develop. For this 

study, the exploration of pedagogic mediation provided a mechanism 

through which settings could explore how they listened to children and how 

they could develop a more participatory pedagogy.    

The following sub-questions serve to focus the enquiry further:  

1. What is the role and what are the responsibilities and the 

attributes of a 'pedagogic mediator' in the development process? 
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In this research I have undertaken the role of the pedagogic mediator 

through which I have supported developments in early years settings. This 

research sub-question facilitates a detailed analysis of different aspects of 

this undertaking. The role of the pedagogic mediator within the original 

Portuguese context is explored further in section 3.3.1 and through a 

personal narrative of a visit to Portugal, see appendix 1.  

2. What participatory methods can be developed to better listen to 

children in early years through a mediated approach?  

Participatory practice challenges the traditional transmissive approach to 

both pedagogy (Sousa, Loizou and Fochi, 2019) and research (Pascal and 

Bertram, 2012) as it allows appreciation of the context and exploration of the 

complexities of early years. Participation is a thread through this thesis and 

is explored in several sections: Freire’s theoretical influences are found in 

section 2.3.1, participatory professional development is explored in section 

3.3, participation with children is explored throughout section 4 and 

participation in relation to methodology is explored in through section 5.  

3. What are the benefits and impact of pedagogically mediated 

research using a praxeological approach on early years practice? 

Praxeology provided a participatory paradigm (Pascal and Bertram, 2012) 

within which this thesis developed and is discussed further in section 5.3. It 

centres around praxis, defined as practice that is infused with values, 

situated in a given context, and based on educational theory (Oliveira-

Formosinho and Formosinho, 2012a).  A praxeological approach is open, 

flexible and allows methods to be determined based upon the context and 
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the needs of all involved and sits in opposition with traditional positivist 

approaches to educational research.  

 

The above questions reflect my desire to listen to practitioners as experts 

within their own settings and to build upon this foundation to develop 

listening strategies for the children. It reflects a sector currently experiencing 

austerity (Pascal, Bertram and Cramp, 2019) and struggling with issues of 

sustainability through the different facets of pre-school provision. With a 

reduction in local authority support and the EYFS framework applied to all 

settings nationally (DfE, 2017), early years settings find themselves in a 

competitive market in which, some could argue, quality should be driven by 

demand. Like Penn (2014), I believe this view misses the complexities of 

early childhood and leaves those in areas of economic disadvantage with 

potential educational disadvantage. The longer-term sustainability of the 

sector justifies reconsidering the effectiveness of current policy and 

exploring alternative approaches; the research questions go a small way in 

contributing to this.  

 

1.3 The national context of early years, the EYFS and its workforce  

As well as being shaped by my own positionality (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; 

Musgrave, 2019) and related axiology (Guba and Lincoln, 2005; Lincoln, 

Lynham and Guba, 2011) the research sits within a specific non-statutory 

field of education and is influenced by a range of national policy. What 

follows is a brief overview of the context of early years practice in England 

during the period in which this research was carried out.  
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Both nationally and internationally, the importance of early years provision 

has been highlighted as impacting beyond learning and development on 

increasing social mobility and in reducing poverty as well as providing 

support for mothers entering the labour market (Pascal et al., 2013; OECD, 

2017a). The complex nature of early years experienced in England sits 

within an international context in which wide disparity is seen in both funding 

and workforce qualification. OCED analysis highlights these two elements as 

providing some of the greatest challenges within the sector (2017) and this is 

indicative of the English context.  

 

Early years practice in England represents a wide variety of provision 

ranging from childminders to schools all of which are regulated by the Office 

for Standards in Education (Ofsted) against the statutory framework for the 

Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (DfE, 2017). This statutory framework 

offers a set of requirements regarding safeguarding and welfare, as well as 

learning and development. The framework governs birth to five years of age, 

after which the children begin the National Curriculum (DfE, 2014). This 

EYFS framework holds the unique child as central and highlights the 

importance of positive relationships and an enabling environment (DfE, 

2017). The EYFS encompasses both pre-school education and the first 

reception school year and concludes with assessed early learning goals 

against the breadth of the framework (DfE, 2017). It is important to note the 

terminology of ‘framework’, rather than ‘curriculum’; there is flexibility in how 

such provision can be organised and this extends to the make-up of the 

workforce.  
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The flexibility offered within the workforce requirements has not always been 

welcomed and there are quite literally hundreds of qualifications that enable 

practitioners to work within early years (Nutbrown, 2012; Pascal, Bertram 

and Cole-Alback, 2020); many of these qualifications fall post-secondary 

education i.e., level three, rather than at a graduate level. Early years is not 

readily the domain of the graduate or postgraduate professional despite 

longitudinal research evidence which reports quality outcomes for children 

where staff have higher levels of qualification (e.g., Sylva, et al., 2004; Brind 

et al., 2011; Mathers et al., 2011; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2011; Archer and 

Merrick, 2020). Graduates are viewed as key to improving the quality of 

early years provision (CWDC, 2010; Archer and Merrick, 2020; Pascal, 

Bertram and Cole-Alback, 2020) and qualified teacher status was viewed by 

many as the way to provide a consistent approach to this (Nutbrown, 2012). 

Graduates themselves endorse the view that they are agents of change and 

are able to support the ongoing improvement of early years education 

(Henshall et al, 2018). Many settings do not have the potential benefit of a 

graduate leading practice and as mentioned previously in section 1.1.1 

remuneration is limited (Barron, 2016). This limited remuneration sits within 

a broader financial context of limited funding from central government and a 

broader economic climate of austerity (Calder, 2015; Lewis and West, 2017; 

Pascal, Bertram and Cramp, 2019; Archer and Merrick, 2020) and comes 

despite a shift towards extending funded hours for three-year-olds and 

providing support for the most disadvantaged two-year-olds (Gourd, 2013; 

Archer and Merrick, 2020). In reality, most early years settings are unable to 
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pay graduate level salaries and the most recent analysis of the financial 

strain in early years settings demonstrates this situation is not improving 

(Archer and Merrick, 2020) and has been further impacted by the 2019/2020 

global pandemic (Pascal, Bertram, Cullinane and Holt-White, 2020).  

 

The reality that ensues is a ‘complex patchwork of mixed economy [early 

years] provision’ (Perkins, 2017, p.16) in which challenges such as 

sustainability, funding and staffing can overshadow the need to improve 

outcomes for children (OECD, 2017b; Archer and Merrick, 2020). These 

challenges, which I have experienced first-hand, equally inform my own 

axiology (Guba and Lincoln, 2005; Lincoln, Lyndham and Guba, 2011) and 

reflect the complexities of this diverse sector internationally (OECD, 2017b).  

 

1.4 Synopsis of subsequent chapters  

As well responding to the specifics of the research question posed, the 

chapters outlined below also map the journey of an emerging researcher.   

 

Chapter two outlines the theoretical material which has influenced this 

research. Whilst researcher positionality occupies a socio-cultural 

perspective (Vygotsky, 1978; 2018; Vygotsky and Rieber,1998), it is 

Bronfenbrenner’s interactionist, [bio]ecological systems theory (1977, 1993; 

Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994) which provides the primary lens for this 

research highlighting the links between the spheres of influence for the 

developing child. Signifying the systemic influence on the child is Freire’s 

pedagogy of the oppressed (1996) which provides the concept of education 
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for liberation and demonstrates the value of critical awareness for 

transformation (Freire and Shor, 1987).   

 

Chapter three provides a systematic review of the literature review and 

explores the notion of CPD within the sphere of early years. The 

professional context of the research is explored as the level of qualification 

and subsequent training and development within the early years sector in 

England are outlined. Different approaches to CPD are examined through 

Kennedy’s influential model (2005; 2014) and within this pedagogic 

mediation (Formosinho and Formosinho, 2008) is located. The four elements 

of pedagogic mediation that have been central to this research are outlined 

in this chapter: openness, listening, suspending and encountering.  

 

Chapter four represents the next section of the literature review and is 

concerned with listening to children, also often defined as children’s voices. 

This section is framed within the new sociology of childhood (e.g., James 

and Prout, 2015) as the research again sits within the socio-cultural nature 

of our understanding (Vygotsky,1978). Research which purports to listen to 

children is outlined and findings discussed thematically; many researchers 

have highlighted the importance of relationships to children in this age 

group.  

 

Chapter five is methodological; a bifocal methodology provides two key 

pathways through the methodology. One pathway explores the development 

of pedagogic mediation whilst the second is a focus on listening methods. 
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Whist different in focus, they are inextricably linked within the context of the 

settings and the relationships developing between researcher and 

practitioners.  

 

This chapter specifically outlines the ethno-pedagogical praxeological nature 

of this research (Pascal and Bertram, 2012; Oliveira-Formosinho and 

Formosinho, 2012a) and makes links between the theoretical perspectives 

outlined in chapter two and the paradigm choices made in this thesis. The 

research design provides an overview of the location of the research, the 

participants and the methods used. The phases of research are outlined 

starting with a reactive parallel phase that provides the research foundations 

through the initial stages of pedagogic mediation and explores the 

practitioner’s understandings of listening to children. This first stage is built 

on the conception of practitioners as experts within their own setting and the 

researcher learns from them at this time. Once relationships have developed 

and pedagogic mediation progresses, the proactive congruent phase 

demonstrates a space where listening methods were actively implemented 

across the settings.  

 

Chapter six is concerned with ethical considerations and specifically 

discusses the ethics of undertaking pedagogic research which requires 

specific attention due to its praxeological nature. The European Early 

Childhood Education Research Association (EECERA) ethical guidelines 

(Bertram et al., 2015) provide the outline for a systematic and deeply 

embedded review of ethical considerations. Specific consideration surrounds 
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consent and assent (Harcourt and Einarsdottir, 2011; Dockett and Perry, 

2012) as well as an inclusive research approach (Pascal and Bertram, 2012) 

and the ethical and moral requirement not to exclude children from daily 

experience and opportunity (Richardson, 2019).  

  

Chapter seven provides details of the investigation and follows the two 

themes of the research through a bifold approach. The chapter opens by 

introducing the settings and outlines their context as well as their approach 

to the project. These setting portfolios, section 7.2, demonstrate the different 

paths which the three settings took and the degree to which participatory 

research was enabled through an ethno-pedagogic praxeological approach. 

From section 7.3 the chapter then presents the findings in relation to 

pedagogic mediation as a form of continuing professional development. 

Extracts of research interactions (signified by the acronym Ri) are presented 

which demonstrate the four elements of pedagogic mediation: openness, 

listening, suspending and encountering (Formosinho and Formosinho, 

2008). These extracts are then mapped against Bronfenbrenner’s 

[bio]ecological model (1977; Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994) to demonstrate 

the journey of the three individual settings in section 7.4.  

 

The chapter then goes on to present data against the second theme of 

listening to children, these methods were developed with practitioners in the 

settings through a pedagogically mediated approach. Initial discussions are 

illustrated in section 7.5.1 and the individual methods trialled are then 

analysed in sections 7.5.2 to 7.5.7. These listening methods are discussed 
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in light of previous participatory research methods and evaluated by 

practitioners through the encountering phase of pedagogic mediation 

(Formosinho and Formosinho, 2008). The research interactions (Ri) outlined 

in this chapter provide thick description (Geertz, 1973) of the development of 

individual listening methods.  This chapter also presents the journey of the 

researcher and outlines key mediated events through which the influence of 

others has impacted on the research journey; it highlights practitioners as 

experts within their own context.    

 

Chapter eight provides discussion around the data presented and responds 

to the initial research questions. The role, responsibilities and attributes of 

the pedagogic mediator within this English context are defined. The 

participatory methods for listening to children are reviewed as outcomes of 

pedagogic mediation and researcher reflections offered. The benefits and 

impact of a pedagogically mediated approach are then analysed finally in 

relation to Bronfenbrenner’s (1977; Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994) 

[bio]ecological system theory.  

 

Chapter nine provides a summary of the thesis and outlines original 

contributions to knowledge. Pedagogic mediation is presented as both a 

research tool and a mechanism for professional development within the 

English context, which I believe represents a significant and original 

contribution to knowledge. This claim specifically provides transferability to 

wider research and to continuing professional development in the early 

years sector and beyond. Methodological contributions are also offered in 
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relation to the listening methods which were used as they were developed in 

collaboration with practitioners and were unique to their context. Specifically 

drawing within a graduated framework, based on Elden’s (2012) concentric 

circles of closeness, demonstrated a nuanced approach to eliciting a drawn 

response and an original contribution to research methods.  

 

This chapter then provides reflections on the strengths and limitations of the 

thesis and makes overall recommendations for continuing professional 

development and for wider early years practice. It provides final research 

reflections and considers my own developing research capabilities 

evidencing the impact of doctoral research on my personal and professional 

life. This closes the thesis in the same reflective way in which it began.  

 

1.5 A note about language 

The deeply personal reflections offered in this thesis and its grounding within 

a personal axiology (Guba and Lincoln, 2005; Lincoln, Lynham and Guba, 

2011) justify the use of personalised language. Whilst academic writing has 

historically favoured the third person or passive voice, it has been 

increasingly recognised that the use of the first person is essential in 

understanding the research decisions involved in complex research 

scenarios (Oliver, 2013; Musgrave, 2019). This research takes one further 

step and specifically seeks, not blindly to replicate an orthodox writing style 

seen as conventional (Honan and Bright, 2016) or to exemplify a challenge 

to dominant research discourse (Lather, 2013), but to allow creation through 

a personal and accessible writing style.  The first person will be used to 
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reflect decisions I have made through this journey and to exemplify my wider 

professional development along the way. I need to reflect my own voice in a 

thesis that seeks to also reflect the voices others.  

 

Additionally, there has been specific consideration to the language of early 

years used within the thesis. I have adopted a rhetoric of ‘early years’ rather 

than the terminology ‘early childhood education and care’; I have used 

‘practitioner’ rather than ‘teacher’ or ‘pedagogue’. This choice reflects the 

language of the practitioners who have engaged in this research and was a 

point for discussion at the final early years meeting of this research (coded 

as research interaction Ri153); it reflects the language of policy (DfE, 2017) 

and associated guidance (Early Education, 2012) and reflects a personal 

desire to locate the thesis within praxis (Pascal and Bertram, 2012) making it 

accessible to the workforce that I know. I am taking into account the views of 

those to whom this work is ostensibly directed in the spirit of participatory 

practice and conscientização (Freire, 1996, p.75), this element is further 

discussed further in section 2.3.1. In this regard I follow the work of Clark 

and Moss (2011) whose National Childcare Bureau (NCB) publication, 

influential in my research journey, is written in an accessible style and aimed 

at practitioners.   
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2. 0 Reviewing Literature   

The literature that is reviewed in this section provides the underpinning 

theoretical framework and conceptual development of the thesis. The 

literature is also then utilised in both the analysis and the final discussion of 

this research journey and supports claims for original contribution to 

knowledge. A systematic approach to the literature review supports the 

trustworthiness of the research (Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Shenton, 2004) 

and provides transparency of approach enabling peer scrutiny (Lawson and 

Benefield, 2007).  

 

The literature reviewed as part of this study is addressed in three parts. 

Firstly, there is literature pertaining to theoretical influences that have 

provided a lens for the thesis. Bronfenbrenner’s (1977, 1993) [bio]ecological 

system theory provides consideration of person, process, context and time 

and reflects the complex nature of early years. This lens is supported by 

Freire (1996; Freire and Shor, 1987) who explores the influences of wider 

context on our view of education, and specifically the power relationships at 

play within the education system as a whole.  

 

Following the theoretical fusion of Bronfenbrenner and Freire is the literature 

pertaining to continuing professional development and setting improvement. 

This literature explores research and concept development from both the 

statutory and non-statutory education sectors to achieve a breadth of 

coverage. Recent and relevant meta-analysis are utilised to guide this 
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review which covers both typologies of professional development as well as 

an analysis of its effectiveness.  

 

Finally, literature pertaining to listening to children is explored. This review is 

framed within the sociology of childhood and explores a variety of  seminal 

and recent research which has explored a range of listening methods.  All 

three lines of enquiry are required of the research question and threads from 

within these areas will be drawn together through the development of the 

thesis.  

 

In searching the literature consideration has been given to specific 

parameters in relation to the age, sector, geographical location, and 

methodology of the research, as per National Foundation for Education  

(NFER) guidelines (Lawson and Benefield, 2007; Lawson, 2007).  Searches 

for literature have been made through scholarly databases which prioritise 

recent peer reviewed articles from The Social Sciences Citation Index. 

Reference lists have also supported the development of themes as they 

allow exploration of texts which may not have initially come to light. This has 

further been supported by exploration of the British Library’s Electronic 

Thesis Online Service (EthOS) which provides research that may not have 

been published elsewhere. Seminal theoretical materials also support the 

development of this thesis and are not bound by age, this is pertinent to the 

first section of literature that covers the theoretical framework. Specific 

search parameters are outlined in the sections below and cover elements 

such as key words and time frames.  
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The literature review is also presented with my own critical analysis and my 

positionality remains apparent, this demonstrates my professional voice 

within this discipline and demonstrates a personal and independent 

contribution (Dunleavy, 2003). Ordinarily there might be a tendency for 

subconscious discomfort through the use of my own voice during the 

analysis of the work of seminal theorists and peer reviewed authors 

(Thomas, 2016) yet the nature of the topics and the depth of my own 

engagement supports this. The positionality outlined in section 1 

demonstrates the lens through which this theory and literature has been 

viewed.  

 

2.1 A socio-cultural foundation: presentation of a theoretical framework  

The overarching premise of this situated, context-specific, research is an 

ontological assumption of the multiplicity of reality (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 

This research position recognises the multiple ways in which our reality is 

experienced and the multiple perspectives that result. This socio-cultural 

perspective (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1985; Bruner, 1987) and researcher 

positionality has influenced the theoretical development of this research as 

well as the critical analysis that frames it.  

 

Socio-cultural perspectives stem largely from the work of Lev Vygotsky 

(1978; Vygotsky and Rieber, 1998) who died prematurely in 1934 at the age 

of 37 leaving a legacy of theoretical work not translated to English until the 

1960s (Wertsch, 1985; Smidt, 2009). There are those such as Mitchell 
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(Vygotsky, 2018) who offer more recent translations of Vygotsky’s seminal 

work highlighting his continuing influence on educational theory today. 

Vygotsky saw human existence as the product of social processes and 

educational theory as cultural transmission (Bruner, 1987). This added 

complexity to our understanding of human existence though a social and 

culturally specific context and highlighted the role of the education system in 

disseminating and perpetuating this. For Vygotsky, the mind is social and to 

explore it requires attention to mediation from external factors other than the 

thought process and cognition of the individual (Derry, 2013). This gives rise 

to the notion of socially based learning which has significantly influenced 

education across the globe. An example of a socially based theory of 

learning and development is that of communities of practice (Lave and 

Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) which is further discussed as a model of 

professional development in section 3.1.1. In the context of socially based 

learning, language is a tool that provides consciousness and supports free 

will (Bruner, 1987, p.2) thus enabling us to think and reason.  

 

At the heart of Vygotsky’s theoretical base are three main themes which are 

interlinked (Vygotsky 1978; Vygotsky, 1986). The first is that higher mental 

processes have their origins in social processes highlighting the social and 

cultural influence on human action. For example, Vygotsky (1986) illustrates 

how thought and speech are the key to human consciousness and develop 

within a social context.  The second theme is that such human action is 

mediated by tools and signs; the tool of language enables thinking and 

‘thought is born through words. A word devoid of thought is a dead thing’ 
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(Vygotsky, 1986 p. 255). The final theme is that these social process, and 

tools and signs, are best understood through a developmental approach. 

Such an approach understands the complex and unique nature of human 

transformation and critiques Piagetian thinking which places maturation as a 

precondition of learning rather than a result of it (Vygotsky, 1978; 1986; 

Derry, 2013). Maturation alone, as a passive process, cannot explain the 

complexities of human development (Vygotksy, 1978, p.19); the complexities 

of an individual’s trajectory is ‘the product of a developmental process 

deeply rooted in the links between individual and social history’  (Vygotsky, 

1978, p.30).  

 

Vygotsky tied these strands together through approximately 180 individual 

works which still have ‘substantial relevance’ today (Wertsch, 1985, p. 16). 

Vygotskian analysis is particularly pertinent in early years as he was one of 

the first theorists to discuss the importance of social interactions within child 

development (Veraska and Sheridan, 2018) and recognised the importance 

of perception on cognitive development (Vygotsky, 1978; 1987).  

 

Observations of the developing child may be guided by Piagetian patterns of 

development in policy guidance (DfE, 2017) but are dependent upon cultural 

and environmental factors which results in the difference we see in our 

children.  Linked directly to policy the EYFS (DfE, 2017) measures learning 

and development against maturational ages and stages but values the role 

of the enabling environment and positive relationships in supporting the 

unique child.  
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Vygotskian theory is applied indirectly throughout this thesis in its broader 

theoretical influence on the development of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological 

system theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1993; Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994) and 

in the influence on pedagogic mediation (Formosinho and Formosinho, 

2008) which is outlined in section 3.3. It also informs researcher positionality 

through my own ontological assumption of the multiplicity of reality and so 

warrants recognition at the forefront of this review.  

 

2.2 Primary theoretical influences: Bronfenbrenner 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1977, 1993) [bio] ecological system theory sits within a 

phenomenological research tradition (Wong, 2001) in that it seeks to 

understand the perceived environment. Bronfenbrenner’s original works 

(1977) outlined the complexity of the relationship between a child and their 

environment arguing that child development was influenced by contextual 

factors; the ‘person- process- context’ model (Bronfenbrenner, 1993) 

demonstrated that both environmental, as well as personal factors, influence 

development.  

  

Bronfenbrenner’s work was heavily influenced by the socio-cultural 

perspective that was emerging from writers such as Lewin and Vygotsky 

(Rozsahegyi, 2018) and his original work offered an alternative approach to 

research which had an appreciation of the ‘progressive accommodation’ 

over time between a person and their context (Bronfenbrenner, 1977); it 
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offered recognition of those shifting cultural influences and the unique 

position that they can afford.  

 

His later bioecological model (1993; Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994) 

included an appreciation of how the development of the individual could be 

enhanced as well as how it was currently perceived (Rozsahegyi, 2018); 

time became an additional factor in the ‘person –process- context –time’ 

model (Bronfenbrenner, 1995) which offered appreciation of the trajectory of 

development.  These later revisions of Bronfenbrenner’s model offered 

greater congruence with Vygotskian thinking as greater emphasis was 

placed on the reciprocal activity within the microsystem (Wong, 2001). 

Congruence is also seen with the Vygotskian concept of mediation which is 

further discussed in section  3.3.1 as it influences pedagogic mediation.  

 

2.2.1 Context  

This element of the [bio]ecological model provides us with the traditional 

visual of the ‘nested arrangement of structures’ (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 

p.514) which are typically associated with this theory.  These nested 

structures demonstrate the influential contexts and their relative proximity to 

the child’s daily life and experience. In the immediate context of the child is 

the microsystem consisting of home and setting (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 

p514). In these social spaces, relationships are developed, and attachments 

are formed. This first setting offers the child a reference point as they start to 

develop (Swick and Williams, 2006). The mesosystem is a system of 

microsystems and it comprises the major settings who have an interest or 
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stake in the child’s development, this usually increases as the child grows. 

The mesosystem permeates all aspects of the child’s life and provides 

support for the family in multiple ways.   The exosystem determines and 

influences the mesosystem and the microsystem through formal and 

informal social structures (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p515). This system 

includes the media, government, the workforce, communication systems etc.  

We experience the exosystem vicariously and in a psychological rather than 

a physical sense (Swick and Williams, 2006); we are all subject to the 

influence of these structures through the lens of our own experiences. 

Containing those three systems is the macrosystem which provides a 

blueprint for how society functions (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p.515) and 

provides influence on an ideological level. The macrosystem and its 

subsequent structures carry the ideology of wider society; in the context of 

this research, it is these structures which have influenced and will determine 

the societal view of children and their practitioners. The final consideration 

within the context is chronosystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1989) which provide 

the historical context within which the family and its influences are currently 

operating. This final element was a subsequent revision of Bronfenbrenner’s 

original ecological theory (1977) and ensures that the historical context is 

also understood (see section 2.2.4). The context and related nested 

structures are the elements which are most often replicated and discussed; 

however, this research seeks to highlight that the nested structures of 

context sit alongside additional considerations of process, person and time 

illustrating the complexity required when understanding human behaviours 
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and interactions, as per Bronfenbrenner’s revised bioecological theory 

(1993).  

 

2.2.2 Process  

For Bronfenbrenner (1977), as well as an understanding of the context, there 

also needs to be exploration of the processes which influence the child; the 

relationships that develop and how such relationships exert influence. 

Proximal processes were central to Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory 

(Rosa and Tudge, 2013) and he considered them the most powerful 

predictor of development (Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994). Proximal 

processes were considered to be the interactions between individuals, 

others, objects and symbols in their environment, and the most effective 

proximal processes were considered to be those which occurred regularly 

and over time (Bronfenbernner and Ceci, 1993, p.317).Within the 

microsystem, Bronfenbrenner focused on dyadic relationships and how they 

influenced the behaviour and development of the child (1977). 

Bronfenbrenner concluded that these relationships and the processes 

through which the child developed were more powerful than the environment 

in which they developed (Rozsahegyi, 2018). He argued that proximal 

processes had the greatest developmental power if they occurred within a 

strong emotional relationship (Bronfenbrenner and Evans, 2000). Process is 

also demonstrated within the exosystems that Bronfenbrenner discusses as 

the interplay between the different systems impacts.  An element of process 

determined the focus of this research; the process through which children’s 

views are sought and embedded into early years. This research seeks to 
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explore the process through which the nested structures within the context 

support practitioners in exploring the views of children within the context of 

their own setting. This research also links pedagogic mediation (discussed in 

section 3.3) to Bronfenbrenner’s proximal processes as an effective 

influence on development.  

 

2.2.3 Person   

In considering the person, this element appreciates the biological factors 

which the child possesses. This includes their physical features, their 

intellectual characteristics, as well as elements of personality such as their 

motivation. This element of the bioecological model recognises individuality. 

Within the context of early years in England there is appreciation of the 

unique child through the aims and principles of the EYFS framework (Early 

Education, 2013; DfE, 2017). A tension exists in this area of English early 

years provision between the standardised and quantifiable nature of early 

years assessments that are grounded upon the notion of universal 

development (STA, 2020) and the individual nature of the unique child as 

pertaining to the core aims and principles of the EYFS (DfE, 2017). Where 

assessment is concerned, there appears to be little allowance for the 

individual characteristics and attributes of the unique child. This 

consideration of the individual person is also relevant for the workforce 

which is known to be drawn from a diverse range of qualifications 

(Nutbrown, 2012), see also section 1.3, and sits within the context of policy 

at a setting and national level. Such policy does not always represent the 

values of those working within the sector.  
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2.2.4 Time  

The final element of the bioecological model is that of time; a person’s 

experiences and development are situated in the time in which they live. 

Time can provide either stability or change as contexts respond to the 

expectations of the mesosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1993). Time is recognised 

by the chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1993), discussed in section 2.2.1.  

The context of time for this research is one of austerity (Lewis and West, 

2017) which has impacted the level of services available for families, 

following significant cuts in public services, in a bid to reduce the 

government deficit (O’Hara, 2014). Austerity measures have specifically 

impacted children who have been disproportionately affected by such cuts; 

4.1 million children live in poverty (JRF, 2018). The number of integrated 

centres has reduced (The Guardian, 02.02.17) and broader services have 

decreased (O’Hara, 2014; Pascal, Bertram and Cramp, 2019). This research 

also sits within a time where the UK experienced amongst the lowest levels 

of public funding in early years provision when compared to their 

international counterparts (OECD, 2017a; 2019) with countries such as 

Iceland, Sweden and Norway spending almost double the UK as measured 

by percentage of gross domestic product.   

 

Time is also evident in our view of childhood and this is further discussed in 

relation to the sociology of childhood in section 4.1. Current notions of 

childhood include toxicity and view historic notions of the child with 

sentimentality (Palmer, 2006). A modern childhood, in Palmer’s view (2006) 
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can be seen to be damaged by external influences from wider society and 

culture. The chronosystem therefore provides a changing space that must 

be explored with reference to time itself.   

 

2.2.5 Bronfenbrenner’s influence  

Whilst largely there is congruence between a Vygotskian perspective and 

the bioecological model for research in early childhood (Smidt, 2009) there 

are some who acknowledge incongruence in the finer detail and deeper 

interpretation (e.g., Wong, 2001; Velez-Agosto et al., 2017).  Velez-Agosto 

et al., (2017) explored the different conceptual understanding of culture 

afforded by Bronfenbrenner and Vygotsky and suggested a revision to the 

bioecological system theory which encompassed cultural exchange at the 

heart of the microsystem rather than, as Bronfenbrenner suggested, as an 

external influence; this sits with my own positionality regarding sociocultural 

learning and also provides greater justification for the study of daily activities 

and practices, as culture becomes the unit of analysis.  

 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model has influenced many since it was first 

written and is readily found in the pages of early childhood and education 

textbooks. A per NFER literature review guidance (Lawson, 2007), Boolean 

search parameters (and/or/not) were implemented via ERIC, Education 

Research Complete and the British Education Index databases to identify 

studies that had applied the bioecological model to recent early years’ 

research using the key words bioecological or ecological and early years or 

early childhood; eighteen such studies were identified.  
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Largely these studies offer a brief overview of interactionist theory and 

situate their research within the bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1993). 

They illustrate the complex nature of interactions on a variety of pedagogic 

elements from language development (Blackburn and Aubrey, 2016) to 

quality in early childhood (Sheriden, Williams and Pramling-Samuelsson, 

2014). Of those eighteen research reports, only three clearly outline links to 

Bronfenbrenner theoretically and then offer analysis of data against 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model.  

 

Perry and Dockett (e.g., 2018) have made extensive use of the bioecological 

model in their research on transitions, most recently with regard to 

mathematics intervention. Whilst this work is within an Australian context 

their application of the four layers of the bioecological model to mathematics 

development highlights effective application of person- process-context-time 

and provides suggestions for practice development. Specifically, they 

acknowledge the importance of the reciprocal relationships within the 

mesosystem and how this can build firm foundations for cognitive 

development. In their extensive work (e.g., Dockett and Perry, 2004; 2011; 

Einarsdottir, Perry, Dockett and Whitton, 2010; Turunen, Dockett and Perry, 

2015; Perry and Dockett, 2018) they recognise the limitations of the 

bioecological model particularly with regard to the blurring which can exist 

between the different systems when specifics of early education influences 

are explored, as well as the notion that bioecological systems will work 

differently for different individuals. Whilst this difference may sound vast 
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there is scope within Bronfenbrenner’s work to explore similarities among 

these patterns, developmental niches become apparent as there is 

commonality in cultural elements (Smidt, 2009).  

 

Highfield, De Goia and Lane (2016) made use of the bioecological system 

theory to explore the use of technology for those on teaching placement; 

data was gathered against the different sections of the bioecological system 

and teacher’s confidence and competencies with a range of technology for a 

range of purposes was explored. Whilst the data was gathered against the 

different systems there was no overall bioecological analysis provided of the 

interplay between these various systems; instead, caution was called for in 

the assumptions often made of young student teachers and their capability 

to use technology as deep level engagement for specific skill development 

was not apparent. This research highlights the blurring which Perry and 

Dockett (2018) discussed above as elements of teacher interaction with 

technology was assigned to the various systems.  

 

Within the English context, also relating broadly to teacher training and 

development, Blackburn and Aubrey (2016) explored the way policy 

intention at a macrosystem level impacted upon speech, language and 

communication at an exosystem level. They concluded that practitioners 

would benefit with a wider understanding of typical and atypical development 

and an increase social repertoire of activities enabling children to apply their 

new-found speech and language skills. Their application of Bronfenbrenner 

demonstrated the wider influences on specific aspects of children’s 



50 
 

development. Here the scope for research to further understanding, at a 

macrosystem level, of policy influence on early childhood systems is clear 

and further justifies this research which seeks to explore better listening 

practices and the breadth of elements which influence this.  

 

Within the other fifteen research papers there was evidence of cross-

national and comparative studies that have utilised Bronfenbrenner’s 

bioecological model to demonstrate the differences in the macrosystem and 

the impact that these differences can have, via the exosystem, on children’s 

development (e.g., Sheriden and Gjems, 2017). These research projects 

illustrate the benefit of the bioecological system as a lens for analysis and 

their findings relate specifically to drawing cross-national comparisons. This 

research in contrast does not seek to compare different cultural and policy 

contexts. This research takes place within a specific locality where the 

settings are geographically close and operationally similar; they form part of 

the broader mesosystem which influences children and families within this 

specific locality.    

 

Outside of my search parameters, but evident in the reference lists of the 

studies mentioned above, is a study by Swick and Williams (2006) 

considering the implications of stress on early development. Despite falling 

outside of the search parameters, having been conducted more than ten 

years ago, this study is worthy of discussion for the depth in which 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model is utilised and the way it is used to 

frame both the analysis and findings. In order to mitigate the negative impact 
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of stresses on the developing child from a variety of sources, their 

recommendations link directly to the structures within the bioecological 

system. This research suggests helping families develop caring 

microsystems; empowering families within their exosystem relationships, 

encouraging the use of further mesosytem support, advocating for change at 

a policy/macrosystem level and encouraging self-improvement through 

education. In this report there is less evidence of a blurring between 

elements of the system, although their interrelated nature is unquestionable. 

There is evidence that consideration through the bioecological model can 

improve outcomes for children and families and provide a helpful lens which 

compartmentalises elements of my own research interest, most notably the 

mechanisms which support listening to children and supporting the 

professional development of practitioners.  

 

These studies illustrate the utility of the bioecological model 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1993) in addressing the complexity within early 

years. They cover a breadth of topics from mathematics interventions 

(Dockett and Perry, 2018) to family support (Swick and Williams, 2006) and 

illustrate layered analysis in an accessible format. The focus of these studies  

ranges from measuring impact on the individual child (e.g., Dockett and 

Perry, 2018) to the influence of the macrosystem on practice-based 

decisions (Blackburn and Aubrey, 2016). Blackburn and Aubrey’s study 

(2016) specifically illustrates how practice can be analysed against the 

layers of the context and how consideration of macrosystem influences can 

support improved practice; this specifically relates to the use of 
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Bronfenbrenner’s (1977, 1993) bioecological lens in this study to address the 

development of listening methods through pedagogic mediation.  

  

Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1993; Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994)  offers a 

conceptual framework for understanding the layers of influence on the 

developing child. The child is viewed as an active participant, shaping 

environments through responsive and reactive interactions (Darling, 2007). 

Through Bronfenbrenner’s conceptual framework the sphere of influence on 

the developing child can be explored in a multi-faceted way; such 

exploration can then also utilise further theoretical materials to provide a 

conceptual hybrid which exemplifies the relationships discussed. Here I 

explore the influences on practices which specifically seek to actively listen 

to children.  

 

There are then many theories which can then be applied within the 

bioecological system within different elements, this helps us to consider the 

nature of relationships within the child’s system. For this research, which 

looks to impact upon practitioner’s pedagogical development, there is the 

need to consider the role of the practitioner influencing the child as well as 

what influences the practitioner; this mediated and isomorphic relationship is 

discussed further in section 3.3.3. 

 

2.3. Primary Theoretical influences: Freire 

When considering the nature of the macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1993) 

there are many who have explored broader societal norms and their 
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influence specifically on the education system; this is recognised through the 

context and time elements of Bronfenbrenner’s model (1993).  Theorists 

such as Freire (1996; 2014; Freire and Shor, 1987; Grollios, 2016), Bourdieu 

(1986; 1990) and Foucault (2002; Ball, 2013) are widely recognised as 

offering understanding of the self-perpetuating nature of education which is 

embedded in the context; all three recognise the link between knowledge 

and power and the influence of such power on relationships in education. 

Foucault specifically believed that power lay within relationships (explored as 

an ethical dilemma in section 6) and focuses specifically on societal 

structures and rules. Bourdieu offers analysis from a more individualised 

perspective and explores the habitus of the individual and their capacity to 

develop social and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986) within the field. Both 

Foucault (e.g., Ball, 2013) and Bourdieu (e.g., Grenfell and James, 1988) 

have application within the field of education and specifically Reay (1998; 

2004) has made application of Bourdieu’s theories within early childhood 

studies.  This demonstrates the relevance of macrolevel perspectives when 

understanding the relational nature of pedagogic development 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1993). Whilst all three theorists offer an understanding of 

the wider structures which influence the individual child and the individual 

practitioner, Freire’s transformative approach to education is the one which 

most resonates with my own positionality, as discussed previously in section 

1.1.1. This links directly to the research questions through the participatory 

nature of the enquiry, outlined in section 1.2. This research seeks to 

understand how the relationships developed between the pedagogical 

mediator and practitioner can better facilitate listening to children. The focus 
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lies on understanding the process of the development of these relationships 

rather than understanding the position of the individuals. Therefore, the work 

of Paulo Freire provides another key theoretical influence on this research. 

 

Also set within a socio-cultural perspective Freire discusses the way the 

broader educational systems inhibit democratic values; his terminology 

around a banking model of education (1996, p.53) explores education as 

depositing information into empty vessels and ignoring the ability of children 

to construct their own knowledge. Freire (1996) points out the key 

epistemological tensions between the traditional education system and the 

nature of learning and development. First published in 1970 Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed, based largely on Freire’s experience of adult education, 

describes education for passivity in the traditional sense and encourages a 

problem posing education (1996, p.61) in which students and teachers 

collaborate in the creation of knowledge. Freire (1996, p.49) refers to a key 

term, conscientização, as awareness of the social, political and economic 

contradictions through which action is sought against the oppressive 

elements of reality. Freire uses the language of oppression and revolution to 

illustrate the political nature of education, and specifically the role of 

education for passivity in maintaining the hierarchical structures within 

society.  

 

Although much of Freire’s work took place with adults, he experienced early 

education during his work for the Department of Education and Culture in the 

Social Service for Industry during which time he went into schools and 
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nursery settings to explore the learning and development of the youngest in 

society (Smidt, 2014). Freire’s reflections here were that families should 

have greater involvement in their children’s education, and he pursued a 

participatory approach; this was deemed inappropriate and settings did not 

want the involvement of families, and so Freire resigned from his post 

(Smidt, 2014). This illustrates how wider ideology and social context, through 

the macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p.515), can impact upon the 

experience of the individual child; this provides exemplification of the political 

nature of education.  

 

As mentioned above, a closer examination of Freire’s language 

demonstrates a discourse of oppression, struggle and revolution, for 

example, ‘the main task for systemic education is to reproduce the dominant 

ideology’ (Freire and Shor, 1987, p.37). Whilst this language may resonate 

with experiences in the world of adult education, it equally can appear far 

removed from the experiences of practitioners and children in an early years 

setting.  However, the application of Freire to this project is two-fold. It 

applies to both the regulatory framework (DfE, 2017) and prevailing 

pedagogy which are experienced by the children and it applies also to the 

education and training that the practitioners receive. The EYFS (DfE, 2017) 

provides early learning goals (ELGs) that exemplify attainment for all 

children; success is systemically defined and based on notions of universal 

development, as discussed in section 2.2.3. The same system does not 

require a given standard of qualification for practitioners (Nutbrown, 2012; 

Pascal, Bertram and Cole-Alback, 2020) and results in a workforce that 
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experiences lower status (Aubrey, 2011; Archer and Merrick, 2020; DfE, 

2013). The nature of the early years sector suggests scope for the liberating 

processes suggested by Freire (1996; Freire and Shor, 1987) and further 

justify the use of a Freirean perspective in this research. In recognising the 

voice of both practitioners as well as children I am aiming to raise critical 

consciousness. 

 

Dialogue is a key element to Freire’s theoretical understanding as he 

believed dialogue forms part of humanity; it is the encounter between people 

which is mediated by our context and seeks to describe and transform that 

context (Freire, 1996). For Freire there cannot be education without true 

dialogue (1996, p.65) and in this way he means dialogic rather than 

transmissive speech. Freire focused on the dialogue between the teacher 

and the learner but is equally applicable to the development of knowledge 

and understanding without hierarchical structure. This focus on dialogue 

represents alignment with Vygotskian thinking in relation to the 

transformative nature of language (Vygotsky, 2018).  

 

2.3.1 Freire’s influence  

In seeking recent research, written in English, which has applied the work of 

Paulo Freire to early years education there are few recent peer reviewed 

studies. Thematically the Freirean approach of transformative education has 

been applied to research projects that explore the professional development 

of the workforce in early childhood and so will be further discussed within the 
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next section of literature on continuing professional development (see 

section 3).  

 

On a broader theme, Rule (2013) applied Freirean principles to the analysis 

of an early childhood education programme in South Africa. This research 

discovered that the childcare workers and learners operating within a 

mutually respectful dialogic learning space, through which they sought a 

deeper understanding of one another, lead to an enriched educational 

experience. The childcare worker took time to understand the lives of the 

children and their families and to support them with activities within the home 

before supporting a transition into primary education. This highlighted the 

importance of respectful relationships in the development of services and 

has broader application across a range of settings.  

 

A similar epistemological curiosity (Freire, 1996) was found by Agbenyega 

and Klibthong (2013) who explored the experience of refugee families in 

Australia; by facilitating empowerment and development for families within 

early childhood settings through embracing intercultural dialogue, 

practitioners adopted a more inclusive approach and were better able to 

challenge existing stereotypes. Whilst this study provides a further refugee 

perspective it should be acknowledged that these researchers were unable 

to observe practice directly and were limited by the participation of only three 

practitioners who provided their personal interpretations of the relationships 

experienced.  
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2.4 Summary of theoretical influence  

In summary the application of a socio-cultural perspective (Vygotsky, 1978) 

through a lens of Bronfenbrenner’s (1993) bioecological system theory 

allows exploration of a breath of influence on the development within 

settings. In undertaking this research from a socio-cultural perspective, I 

accept the complexities of influence on both the child and practitioner within 

the context of early years. This ontological assumption informs later choices 

of paradigm and is discussed in section 5.2.1.  Application of 

Bronfenbrenner (1993) provides a framework to support this thinking and a 

structure for analysis. In seeking to support transformational research, I also 

make use of Freire (1996) when considering the outer layers of 

Bronfenbrenner’s model (1993), namely the exosystem and the 

macrosystem. Freire (1996; 2014) offers action and keeps the research 

embedded in practice, recognising the expertise of the practitioners within 

their own context; this is in keeping with my professional heritage and the 

research position already outlined in sections 1.1.2 and 1.3.  
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3.0 Continuing professional development: a review of relevant literature 

The role and development of the practitioner is central to this research. The 

second section of literature focuses in on the workforce within early 

childhood and the developmental opportunities which are offered. As there 

are limited models of CPD that specifically apply to early years, I shall first 

explore generic models of teacher learning followed by a widely cited 

typology of CPD offered by Kennedy in 2005 and revised in 2014. This 

research can then be applied to the recent research within the field of early 

years with recent and peer reviewed research linked to each element of 

Kennedy’s continuum (2005, 2014) as per NFER literature review guidelines 

(Lawson, 2007). Specifically, this analysis will thematically group research 

depending on the typology of CPD and will also provide a synthesis and 

critical analysis to support the application to this research. Through this 

analysis a transformative mode of CPD will be discussed in detail as an 

effective mechanism within early childhood, and synthesis drawn between 

this and the mode of CPD which forms the basis of this research, pedagogic 

mediation (specifically defined and discussed in section 3.3). Pedagogic 

mediation enables a focus on the practitioner and the support mechanisms 

available for their developing practice, in this case when developing better 

strategies for listening to children.  
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3.1 Models of CPD 

Historically, CPD within education has taken a traditional approach which 

has been one of skill deficit; once addressed, through a causal chain of 

events, impact is evident on children’s outcomes (Clarke and Hollingsworth, 

2002). Boylan et al, (2018) identify several of the most influential models of 

teacher [practitioner] learning to date and discuss a need to reconceptualise 

models of the learning process through further research opportunities. They 

primarily discuss Guskey’s (2002) Model of Teacher Change which is built 

upon a linear approach to learning as one of the most widely cited models of 

teacher [practitioner] learning. Simply stated, CPD opportunities result in a 

change in classroom practice, which prompts a change in student outcomes, 

resulting in a change in teacher beliefs. This empirical model, based on 

behaviourist principles, does not specify the mode of CPD nor analyse the 

complexities which may have impacted upon the teacher in terms of their 

attitudinal shift. In this model outcome measures for children provide the 

teacher with feedback to assess the effects of their efforts. Interestingly this 

article also discusses the pressure which might need to be applied to 

teachers for whom the ‘impetus for change is not great’ (Guskey, 2002, 

p.388) and highlights recognition of those who may be reluctant to engage in 

development and suggests that change can be forced where practitioners 

are unwilling.  

 

A similar model also cited as influential by Boylan et al. (2018), is that by 

Desimone (2009) which builds on the work of Guskey (2002) and calls for a 

research consensus and a core conceptual framework when addressing 
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CPD for both positivist and interpretivist researchers. She suggests a linear 

approach, similar to that of Guskey (2002), in which increased knowledge 

leads to increased skills; this in turn leads to an attitudinal shift which 

impacts upon the teacher’s instruction and so improving student learning. 

This understanding of teacher learning places student outcomes at the end 

of the linear process which fits within the wider discourse in education; much 

of the accountability in schools and settings today is linked to children’s 

measurable outcomes (Meisels, 2019). This model does however place 

greater emphasis on the context and the potential of a collaborative 

approach through collective development (Desimone, 2009, p. 185) 

recognising the flexibility of approach which may be required.  

 

A more sociocultural approach to teacher learning is that offered by Clarke 

and Hollingsworth (2002) who offer four domains of professional learning 

and are also discussed by Boylan et al. (2018) due to the quantity of 

citations (registering over 2000 citations in December of 2019 via Google 

Scholar). The four domains in this model recognise that teacher learning 

does not occupy a linear formation as change occurs for a variety of 

complex reasons.  They propose an external domain, a domain of practice, a 

domain of consequence and a personal domain. The external domain is 

described as being outside of the teacher’s personal world; the domain of 

practice is the space within which the teacher tests their professional ideas; 

the domain of consequence offers the influence of outcomes and the 

personal domain represents the axiological beliefs of the practitioner. Most 

notably Clarke and Hollingsworth’s (2002 p. 965) model is influenced by the 
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mediating elements and recognises the ‘idiosyncratic and individual nature 

of teacher professional growth.’ This model provides some recognition of the 

influence of those broader macrosystem elements (as per Bronfenbrenner’s, 

1993, model) and equally has the Vygotskian element of mediation as 

central (Vygotsky, 1978).  

 

A more recent model of teacher learning, invariably achieving fewer citations 

to date, was then provided in 2011 by Opfer and Pedder. This model also 

appreciates the level of complexity involved in CPD and teacher learning. 

The Opfer and Pedder (2011) model uses nested systems as an analogy to 

exemplify the different and interconnected influences on teacher learning; 

these range from the small-scale relationship focused systems to the larger 

scale school level system or beyond that provides influence on the 

individual. These nested systems, ranging from the micro- to the macro-, are 

reminiscent of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system theory (1993), though do 

not directly reference the seminal work. The complexity within this model 

ensures that there are many different routes to achieving the same learning 

success; ‘the specific sets of activities, systems and supports for learning we 

use in one context, with one set of teachers, may be quite different from 

those that would be necessary to achieve the same end in another 

context…’ (Opfer and Pedder, 2011, p. 394).  They suggest further research 

to exemplify the complex links between teacher learning and professional 

learning activities; they highlight the need for an appreciation of which 

elements are specific to that context and which can be generalised across a 

wider context. Such an appreciation recognises the expertise practitioners 
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have within their own setting and the wide-ranging influences which impact 

upon this.  

 

Commonality between these models of teacher learning is evident in several 

ways. They all discuss teachers and so do not address learning from a wider 

professional base; the research which supports these theoretical frameworks 

is based largely in statutory education. There is no recognition of the non-

statutory education sector and the diversity offered by the related workforce.  

They all also treat the teacher [practitioner] as active and the child as the 

receptor of this knowledge; all demonstrate a degree of transmissive 

pedagogy (Freire, 1996) and could be described as perpetuating a banking 

model of education (Freire, 1996 p.53 ). This research seeks to address 

these shortcomings in appreciating the broader professional base in early 

years for such research and focusing on the process of development within 

practice rather than the outcome. 

  

3.1.1 Kennedy’s continuum of CPD 

As well as models of teacher (practitioner) learning there are also the 

professional learning activities which constitute the CPD process. Here the 

continuum provided by Kennedy, initially in 2005 and revised in 2014, 

provides a framework through which the elements of different CPD modes 

can be analysed. Kennedy’s revised framework, illustrated in Figure 1: The 

spectrum of CPD models (Kennedy, 2014 p.693), outlines nine models of 

CPD which can be defined as either transmissive, transformative or 

occupying a middle-ground and termed ‘malleable’ (2014, p.693).   The 
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training model, as presented by Kennedy (2005, 2014), sits at one end of a 

proposed continuum of CPD and represents the most transmissive of 

models (p.693). 

 

 

Figure 1: The spectrum of CPD models (Kennedy, 2014 p.693) 

The early years sector in England has been subject to significant ‘top-down’ 

training (Fisher and Wood, 2012) as changes in curriculum frameworks have 

increased and there is an increasing focus on children’s assessed outcomes 

as a measure of quality. The rhetoric of quality through CPD presents its 

own challenges and is discussed further in section 3.1.4. Regulation and 

government imperatives are known to drive the focus, and often the funding, 

for continuing professional development (Waters and Payler, 2015). The 

dominant discourse of professionalism is said to be used as a controlling 

mechanism (Osgood, 2010) through which central and local government 

specify the role of CPD within the development of the workforce. Such 
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training does little to impact upon practitioners’ values and beliefs (Fisher 

and Wood, 2012; Mcleod, 2015). There is also evidence from meta-analysis 

(Kennedy, 2016) that professional development programmes which focus 

specifically on content knowledge have the least impact upon the children 

themselves and yet outcome driven CPD and training is central to early 

childhood education in England.   

 

An alternative model of CPD is provided by the cascade model (Kennedy, 

2005, 2014) through which dissemination of training is passed on to 

colleagues; the suggestion is that this model would be popular during times 

of limited funding and resourcing as an individual practitioner would attend 

the training and then share the information with colleagues. This type of 

professional development is also likely to focus on skills or knowledge rather 

than values and, as with the traditional training model, will also be limited by 

the time offered to support such dissemination. Two such approaches of this 

are the Effective Early Learning (EEL) programme (Bertram and Pascal, 

2004, revised 2013) and the Accounting Early for Life-Long Learning (ACE) 

programme (Bertram, Pascal and Saunders, 2010). Both approaches are 

specific to early years pedagogy and support setting improvement and 

professional development through a sustained approach to improving 

pedagogical standards. These programmes advocate a pedagogy that is 

based on childhood competency, partnership with parents, active 

participation and action planning for improvement. They offer degree level 

accreditation which provides a mark of quality from a higher education 

institution and supports, through the cascade model, an approach to 
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professional development. This demonstrates that EEL and ACE are indeed 

value laden with an assured standard but also promote an individualised 

approach through active participation which is different from traditional 

transmissive models of setting enhancement and professional development. 

The EEL programme specifically feeds into development on the level of the 

child, the practitioner, and the setting. Initial evaluations of EEL (Pascal, 

Bertram, Mould and Hall, 1998) demonstrated the complexity and interaction 

between these three levels of development.  An evaluation of Effective Early 

Learning (EEL) evidenced practitioner development through an action 

research cycle (Barros Araujo, 2015). This summary provides evidence from 

twelve pre-school practitioners who were able to articulate an increased 

level of confidence in experimenting pedagogically and an increased critical 

consciousness as a result of engagement in the programme, thus 

demonstrating the effectiveness of such an individual approach. Here we 

can appreciate the scope for models of CPD to move from the transmissive 

to a ‘malleable’ space in Kennedy’s continuum (2014, p. 693).  

 

The third type of CPD that Kennedy (2005) discusses within the transmissive 

approach to CPD is the deficit model of development which provides a 

solution to a perceived shortfall in performance. This can potentially be 

aligned with performance management within the education sector, within 

which specific targets are set to address perceived shortcomings and 

developmental targets. Kennedy (2005, 2014) suggests that this type of 

CPD lacks collective responsibility and targets the individual to improve 

competence, however the application of this mode of CPD can include 
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collective targets which align to a setting improvement plan. Performance 

management has largely been the realm of teachers (DfE, 2012) but has the 

option of being adapted to other staff within the school setting. Guidelines for 

schools in England (DfE, 2012) set out the arrangements that will apply 

when a teacher falls short of the prescribed standards of competency, 

highlighting the deficit and potentially individualised element of this type of 

CPD and provides another example of the prescribed competency that forms 

the dominant discourse around teaching standards in the England (Osgood, 

2010). The deficit model is also outcome led and fails to recognise 

competencies which may lie outside of a prescribed list.  

 

Much of this deficit model approach (Kennedy, 2005) is aimed specifically at 

teachers and is not required for all practitioners working within the statutory 

framework of the EYFS (DfE, 2017). Within the EYFS statutory framework 

(DfE, 2017) the terminology used is that of supervision which promotes 

discussing issues and finding solutions as well as addressing improvements 

in personal competence (p.21). Whilst the language of this element appears 

more supportive than the rhetoric on performance management, there 

remains the lack of collective responsibility that Kennedy highlights as a key 

feature of this type of development (2005). This means that the focus of 

development remains the responsibility of the individual, there is no 

community or collective responsibility for development.  

 

Kennedy’s model (2014) then progresses towards the malleable which 

covers more flexible approaches to CPD. Here she places the award bearing 
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model, completion of such training includes a validated award; an example 

of this would be the foundation degree which often requires participants to 

have work-based experience alongside academic instruction (Horden, 

2013). Whilst the training model is considered to signify the most 

transmissive of models, the award bearing model also hosts similar 

characteristics as it comprises standards which must be evidenced in order 

to progress and successfully graduate. Ordinarily the awards bearing model 

also provides set content to achieve such standards.  Whilst this level of 

qualification has proven popular with the field of early years education 

(Horden, 2013) the sector lacks the renumeration ordinarily associated with 

the higher level of qualification (DfE, 2013; Lewis and West, 2017). Such 

award bearing models would cumulate as career progression continued 

toward a full degree and post-graduate qualification; this may also link to 

standards-based models such qualified teacher status (QTS) or early years 

teacher status (EYTS) which can be awarded alongside academic 

qualifications.    

 

Kennedy’s (2005) original discussion around this type of CPD placed it 

within a transmissive mode of delivery but, more recently (2014) she 

acknowledges the increase in access to master’s courses and the post-

graduate level of study which has become increasingly available and so now 

considers awards bearing as malleable. This is specifically applicable to the 

early years sector and was realised  through the development of the 

National Professional Qualification of Integrated Centre Leadership 

(NPQICL) which provided a more transformative model of development 
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through its course design that focused on peer learning and the 

development of self-identified leadership skills (NCTL, 2010). This 

professional qualification was shown to have a profound impact upon 

personal development with particular reference to self-confidence, 

knowledge of leadership and changes in attitudes and beliefs (NCSL, 2008).   

 

The standards-based model is very similar in characteristics to the award 

bearing model (Kennedy, 2005, 2014) which outlines CPD against a given 

set of standards or outcomes is also indicative of a dominant rhetoric which 

can result in a transmissive approach where individual needs and contexts 

are not considered. This type of CPD is more common in practice settings 

and forms the basis of initial teacher education (ITE) as students work 

towards a given set of standards demonstrating competence (DfE, 2013).  

This model is critiqued for reducing the complexities of teaching to a set of 

standards and does not take into account the context within which the 

training takes place, however Kennedy (2005) discusses the common 

language provided by a set of standards and how this can support 

professional development within the sector. This type of model has been 

used readily in early years across the breadth of qualifications (Nutbrown, 

2012) and continues to be utilised today through the development of 

graduate competencies for those studying early childhood studies.  

 

Kennedy (2014) recognises the similarities between the award bearing and 

the standards model and it could be argued that any formal recognition of 

training would result in an award, thus shifting the typology. My own 
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perspective on this distinction is the ongoing and formative nature of the 

standards model which suggests a learning journey that progresses over 

time. The awards model is more likely to be measured by final summative 

outcomes and be graded against a hierarchy of expectations.  

 

As demonstrated in figure 1, for Kennedy (2005, 2014) coaching and 

mentoring sits in a transitional space between transmissive and 

transformative CPD and so is defined as malleable. It offers a situated and 

more philosophical approach to continuing professional development which 

is based on the relationship between individual mentors and mentees. 

Modern mentoring draws upon the ancient triangle of knowing (Garvey, 

Stokes and Megginson, 2014); practical, demonstrating an understanding of 

ethical and political life; theoretical, seeking a truth knowledge; and 

productive, ensuring an end product.  

 

Whilst there is no single agreed definition of coaching or mentoring (Garvey, 

Stokes and Megginson, 2014; Gasper, 2020), there is broad agreement 

regarding the characteristics within coaching and mentoring, the differences 

between these two concepts as well as the similarities.  Coaching has 

largely been associated with sports domains and mentoring largely 

associated with broader organisational goals where mentoring values are 

linked to strategy (Aldred and Garvey, 2010). There are those who adopt the 

term coach-mentor in recognition of the similarity between the two concepts 

(e.g. Parsloe, Newell and Leedham, 2016).  Mentoring theory is based on 

the Socratic dialogue and begins with concrete experience and then 
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explores subsidiary questions until a consensus is reached; this implies the 

emphasis of mentoring is concerned with process rather than outcome. 

Socrates did not consider himself a teacher, but instead he helped others to 

bring to life the knowledge they sought (Herman and Mandell, 2004). As well 

as process related,  it is domain specific and mentoring relationships exist 

within their given field (Garvey, Stokes and Megginson, 2009) where the 

mentee can often select their mentor based on credibility. The success of 

the intervention will depend upon the quality of the relationship developed 

but the impact on overall practice has been acknowledged (Megginson and 

Clutterbuck, 2009).  

 

Garvey, Stokes and Megginson (2014) describe different types of mentoring 

including didactic, peer, co-mentoring and e-mentoring which reflect the 

breadth of application that mentoring and coaching has achieved.  The 

breadth of application extends beyond the didactic relationship of mentor 

and mentee where team mentoring is applied (Hackman and Wageman, 

2005). Such team mentoring is undertaken under group conditions where 

the outcomes are not constrained by organisational requirements and where 

the group is ready for change, a condition that might be difficult to find in 

normal working environments (Garvey, Stokes and Megginson, 2014). This 

also reflects a style of mentoring in which the relationship between mentors 

and mentees need not be hierarchical (Gasper, 2020).  

 

The community practice model also sits within Kennedy’s transitional space 

between transmissive and transformative CPD. Based on the work of 
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Wenger (1998) these learning communities are bound together by 

commonality and purpose and provide supportive structures to members 

that Kennedy (2014) likens to the relationships formed in coaching and 

mentoring. Wenger (1998) recognises the different roles that team members 

can play within the community with the key element of time applied; a novice 

might take the role of legitimate peripheral participation before engaging fully 

in the active learning process. A further element of the community of practice 

is the context; learning is situated and, in this way, experienced differently 

for all participants. Wenger’s communities of practice (1998) incorporate all 

elements of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological system (1993), person, process, 

context and time, and so complement one another in the exploration of 

professional learning.    

 

Action research then sits next on Kennedy’s (2005, 2014) continuum as she 

recognises the impact it can have on practice when there is engagement in 

critical analysis of current practice and change is implemented as a result. 

Action research has been championed in education as the evaluation and 

change cycle forms a natural part of current educational ideology; influential 

figures such as McNiff and Whitehead have fine-tuned action research 

techniques as a transformative tool (e.g. McNiff and Whitehead, 2012). 

There is a full discussion of the benefits and limitations of action research as 

part of the methodology in section 5.4. Kennedy specifically cites the 

professional autonomy that action research offers (2014, p.347) enabling 

practitioners to follow their own lines of enquiry but this consideration sits 

within an educational context which is typically exemplified by statutory 
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school and does not reflect the diverse nature of the early years workforce 

already discussed in section 1.3. When considering the wider field of early 

years, the opportunity to engage in deeper critical thinking, through action 

research, is likely only to present itself to the few who choose to study to an 

academic level beyond that required by the sector or to those whose settings 

choose to engage in quality assurance programmes already discussed such 

as ACE (Bertram, Pascal and Saunders, 2010) and EEL (Bertram and 

Pascal, 2004 revised 2013).  

 

At the most transformative point of the continuum illustrated in figure 1, 

Kennedy (2005, 2014) draws upon elements of multiple models which offer a 

combination of processes and conditions. She argues that a central 

characteristic of the most transformative professional development is the 

flexibility to draw upon those elements that are required. She suggests that a 

community of practice is a central element within this which can allow both 

knowledge and context come together, perhaps through partnerships 

between practitioners and academics; with a thorough appreciation of the 

tensions that might arise through power relations. Kennedy (2014) questions 

whether the tension is a vital aspect of the success of such an approach; the 

capacity to challenge and engage in deeply critical discussions.  

 

The different typologies presented through Kennedy’s (2005, 2014) model of 

CPD all represent research and critical analysis within the domain of 

statutory education, as did the models of teacher learning. This research is 
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based in early childhood education and so there is a need to also explore 

the relevant CPD literature which is specific to this diverse sector.  

 

3.1.2 CPD within the English context 

This research sits within an English context where statutory guidelines 

require practitioners who are leading practice to have a minimum Level 3 

qualification (DfE, 2012; 2017); this is not a requirement of the overall 

workforce nor is a graduate level qualification. This policy sits within a 

research rhetoric which recognises the benefits of graduate lead workforce 

and a sector which supports graduate competency (ECSDN, 2021).  

 

Once working within early childhood education and care there are statutory 

requirements for staff training (DfE, 2017). There is a requirement to have all 

staff trained in paediatric first aid, whereas basic food hygiene and 

designated safeguarding are required of relevant staff. There is also a 

recognition of the need for continuing professional development ‘Providers 

must support staff to undertake appropriate training and professional 

development opportunities to ensure they offer quality learning and 

development experiences for children that continually improves’ (DfE, 2017, 

p.21). These EYFS requirements largely demonstrate the transmissive, skill 

based, training that Kennedy (2005, 2014) discussed.  

 

CPD has been recognised as of central importance to the early years 

context (Nutbrown, 2012; Oberhuemer, 2013) and research has focused on 

the value of CPD (Sims-Schouten and Stittrich-Lyons, 2014), particularly 
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within a political climate of continued educational reform. The early years 

workforce is often targeted with reducing inequalities for children and 

improving their outcomes before the onset of statutory schooling. Through 

this remit there is the rhetoric of quality through which we see better quality 

settings more able to improve those outcomes (Sylva et al. 2004); this 

quality rhetoric, discussed further in section 3.1.4, is linked closely to the 

discussion around qualification and training which requires the English 

practitioner to obtain a vocational level of qualification and training or 

professional development. Whilst there is broad agreement about the need 

for continuing professional development across the early years sector as a 

whole, there is a great deal of variation in the application of this including the 

resources and funding available (Oberhuemer, 2013).  

 

Hordern (2013) offers a critical commentary on the evolution of continuing 

professional development in the early years as a response to the Nutbrown 

review (2012) and highlights the differences between policy driven reform 

and practitioner perceptions of good practice. Hordern’s (2013) commentary 

focuses on the increase in opportunities through QTS in early years and 

suggests a greater sense of professional identity, afforded through teacher 

status, supports practice development. Recent austerity measures, already 

discussed in section 1.3, have resulted in fewer developmental opportunities 

for practitioners working in early years, reflected in a more recent rapid 

evidence review (Pascal, Bertram and Alback, 2020), and the sector remains 

divided regarding the lack of QTS status for those with an early years 

teaching qualification (EYTS).  Whilst there is no national data to illustrate a 
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reduction in professional development from a local authority level, there is 

anecdotal support for this premise and a call for such professional 

development to be prioritised (Archer and Merrick, 2020). 

 

Professional development for those working within early years but with QTS 

is very different. Guidance is in place to support practitioners (DfE, 2016), 

largely teachers, and settings in ensuring professional development is in 

place. It focuses on a linear relationship between professional development, 

improved practice, and better outcomes for pupils (DfE, 2016 p.5) and 

prioritises the use of programmes rather than stand-alone sessions or 

activities. There is a focus on support within leadership ensuring 

professional development is prioritised in school development plans. The 

guidance sets the standard for collaboration and expert challenge within 

such programmes suggesting it would sit with Kennedy’s (2014) malleable 

typology rather than the transmissive approach (Freire, 1996). It ensures 

that professional development within the state sponsored sector remains a 

priority. It is more recently supported by the early career framework (ECF) 

for newly qualified teachers (DfE, 2019a) which provides significant financial 

support for early career teachers and provides a two-year programme of 

mentoring support.  It also sits in direct contrast with the private, voluntary, 

independent sector (PVI) in early years within England, initially discussed in 

section 1.3.  

 

Internationally there is a picture of disparity within early years professional 

development (Bertram and Pascal, 2016). This disparity reflects differences 
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in the social, cultural, economic, and political contexts, i.e., the macrosystem 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1993) which define the nature and scope of early years 

provision as well as the qualification level of the workforce (Pascal and 

Bertram, 2016). An international study (Bertram and Pascal, 2016) of eight 

countries found distinctly different models of continuing professional 

development existed with most practitioners being offered various levels of 

optional professional development, particularly relating to leadership. Whilst 

this study did not include the English context there is further consensus with 

Oberheumer (2013) that there is huge variation in the employer commitment 

to, and the resources available for, continuing professional development in 

early years.  This disparity also exists within the English framework as 

smaller providers struggle with the costs associated with employing highly 

qualified practitioners as well as costs for continuing professional 

development (Nutbrown, 2012; Pascal, Bertram and Cole-Alback, 2020).   

 

3.1.4 The quality debate  

Understanding the effectiveness of CPD within early years requires 

recognition of how quality is defined within the sector. Quality is inextricably 

linked to public policy (Penn, 2010) and in England the EYFS (DfE, 2017) 

constitutes such policy.  Quality provision, led by graduates, has been linked 

to better outcomes for children (Sylva, et al., 2004; Mathers et al., 2011; 

Mathers et al., 2014; DfE, 2013) and so the aim to improve such quality is 

justified. In England, Ofsted are the ‘sole arbiter of quality in the early years’ 

(DfE, 2013 p. 11) and report an overall improvement in the quality of early 

years provision with 95% of settings being judged as good or outstanding 
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(Ofsted, 2018). This notion of Ofsted’s view of quality is challenged by 

researchers Mathers, Singler and Karemaker (2012) who found no 

correlation between Ofsted ratings and other alternative quality measures 

i.e., the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) (Harms, 

Clifford and Cryer, 2014). Ofsted’s position is powerful and through their 

reports and publications, which replicate a dominant discourse, they 

encourage conformity (Wood, 2019). There is critical review however, that 

suggests that Ofsted provides a threshold standard rather than being 

‘sufficiently fine-grained’ (Archer and Merrick, 2020 p.13) to determine 

nuances within quality.  

 

A recent policy review has explored the balance between the quality and the 

quantity of early years provision as the former was deemed to be suffering 

as a result of a focus on the latter through the economics of childcare 

(Archer and Merrick, 2020). This focus on economics is visible through 

policy documents such as More Affordable Childcare (DfE, 2013). Such a 

focus on the economic needs of parents is unlikely to support an increase in 

quality but equally does little to support the sector in defining quality to 

enable broader sector improvement.  

 

Supporting such improvements are a range of quality assurance 

programmes (e.g., EEL, ACE already discussed in section 3.1.1) and 

measures available for settings which judge quality in situ. The most well-

known of these measures ECERS, with its most recent edition in 2014 

(Harms, Clifford and Cryer, 2014) and its English EYFS edition, ECERS-E, 
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(Sylva, Blatchford and Taggart, 2010) which reflects the EYFS framework 

and policy context (DfE, 2017). These programmes and measures exist 

within the context to which they are applied and here lies the challenge of 

defining and measuring quality. These programmes provide a standardised 

measure for different contexts with distinct characteristics without providing 

consideration of those individual features.   

 

Defining and measuring quality is problematic (Penn, 2010) and there is 

agreement that quality is ‘subjective, value-based, relative and dynamic’ 

(Moss, 2016, p.9). Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2013) argued that the term 

quality was laden with assumptions and values, and the product of a specific 

paradigmatic approach i.e., the quantifiable approach of positivism. They 

postulate that, where context and related values are deemed to be 

important, the notion of quality needs to shift in order to reflect such a 

context and values. Dahlberg, et al., suggest a different approach to 

considering quality based on postfoundationalism which seeks ‘meaning 

making’ (2013, p.112); this approach moves away from the notion of the 

external expert and embraces the notion of deep understanding of the 

setting and its projects in order to support democratic accountability. This 

democratic approach to quality, which recognises the field of early years 

education as a political and ethical space (Moss, 2019), fits with this 

research and the paradigm choices which are outlined in section 5.3. This 

view of quality as a context specific and subjective entity also sits within 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological system theory (1993) as it embodies an 
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understanding of person, process, context and time and allows for 

complexity.  

 

Whilst there remains wider debate surrounding the shifting definition of 

quality, the Study of Early Education and Development (SEED) explored 

quality as measured by process e.g. pedagogy, curriculum and child 

experiences and quality measured by structural characteristics, such as 

group size, ratios and the physical space of the setting (Melhuish and 

Gardiner, 2018). This review made use of a number of quality rating scales 

such as ECERS (Harms, Cryer and Clifford, 2014) to measure process 

quality. These process quality scores were then analysed in relation to 

structural characteristics.  By default, the definition of quality therefore lies in 

the domains of the rating scales and remains subjective. The methods 

utilised in such observations are further considered as part of the 

methodology discussion in section 5.6.2.1.  

 

The project reported a number of structural characteristics linked to quality, 

as measured by rating scales. Staff to child ratio, staff qualification and 

narrow age ranges of children were linked to higher scores on scales but 

specifically relevant to this research was the fact that quality was associated 

with professional development and the addition of a specific training budget 

(Melhuish and Gardiner, 2018).  The fine-grained, qualitative complexities of 

individual settings were not explored as this research used descriptive 

statistics to explore variations in settings based on structural and process 

quality characteristics.  
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3.2 Research evidence on the effectiveness of CPD  

In considering CPD research from both qualitative and quantitative studies 

across Europe, Peleman et al., (2018) analysed 44 recent peer reviewed 

studies. Inclusion criteria for this analysis followed rigorous protocols 

developed in previous research through the EPPI-Centre at the Social 

Science Research Unit, London and included elements such as age, 

geographical location, methodology and a 0-7 age focus. Of all studies 

analysed, a total of 30 reported a direct correlation between CPD and quality 

in early years. Interestingly the seven of these studies that included an 

English perspective all preceded the implementation of austerity measures. 

This metanalysis concluded that most studies indicated the greatest benefit 

for practitioners was ‘capacity: greater pedagogical awareness, knowledge 

and sense of agency and pedagogical competence’ (Peleman et al., 2018, 

p.15) this then impacted upon skill development within the setting and was 

linked to both curriculum development and participatory decision making. 

They further report that a key aspect of CPD is the active involvement of 

participants in deeply reflective and transformative practice; specifically, the 

opportunity to question previously held pedagogic principles and beliefs, and 

with guidance, achieve strengthened professional competence. This finding 

suggests challenging the traditional and often transmissive approaches to 

CPD (Kennedy, 2005; 2014) that are typical of the wider sector and further 

validates this study which supports a democratic and reflective approach to 

professional development.  
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A study that is discussed in the meta-analysis, written originally in 

Portuguese, is that by Cardoso (2012, cited Peleman et al 2018) in which 

the practitioners altered their view of children from being that of passive 

pedagogy (as critiqued by Freire, 1996) to that of active participatory 

practices.  This action research project saw a shift towards better listening to 

children as the practitioners reconceptualised their own pedagogy thus 

demonstrating the link between professional development and listening 

practices evidenced within a research context. A further finding of Peleman 

et al (2018) corroborates the previously held view that that context-based 

CPD is more effective than the traditional one-off training that can be a more 

common occurrence in education. They discuss how this ongoing context-

based education can improve practitioners use of observation to inform 

pedagogy; another way in which children’s voice is enhanced and used to 

develop themes and support future learning. The final broader conclusion 

drawn across the meta-analysis is that which highlights the benefits of 

collaboration and the role of a mentor to support practice development. 

Peleman et al (2018) conclude by making bold recommendations that CPD 

involving dialogue with a mentor should be available in protected child-free 

time and that engagement in research practices, linking theory to their own 

context and environment, could have transformational effects (p. 19). 

Recommendations were also made by Peeters et al (2014) relating 

specifically to offering all practitioners within an early years team the 

opportunity for a reflective coach or mentor and for protected time for such 

meetings i.e., child-free. This report also called for the need for a flexible 
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‘socio-pedagogic approach’ to CPD recognising the diversity within the early 

years sector (Peeters et al., 2014, p. 54).  

 

The importance of research-led practice and a reflective approach was also 

evident in Bleach’s (2014) study; it is unclear why this research was not 

included within Peleman’s meta-analysis (2018) given their inclusion criteria. 

This study followed practitioners through a CPD programme in Ireland and 

followed an action research approach with the goal of developing 

practitioners’ sense of professionalism. Alongside the benefits of 

engagement in CPD, relating to the quality of provision and professionalism 

of the staff, this study notably discussed the challenges of engaging in CPD. 

Bleach discusses the ‘careful negotiation and establishment of authentic, 

trusted relationships on the part of the facilitators’ (2014, p. 193-194). In this 

study links are made to the poor self-esteem and lack of confidence of early 

years practitioners and reference made to the possible tension that might 

exist between personal and professional goals. This is affirmed by Pilippou 

et al., (2015) who articulate the stress and feelings of insecurity at the start 

of a CPD experience which, in time and with equitable relationships, 

becomes a space for the construction of knowledge. In both studies, the 

challenge of practitioners who lack confidence was overcome, to a certain 

extent, by reflective practices which helped them to acquire a professional 

language, reshape their identity as professionals and engage in knowledge 

generation. This highlights the importance of the relationships that are 

needed within the CPD process in order to achieve positive outcomes and 

also prompts reconsidering the deficit model of training (Kennedy, 2005, 
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2014) that is often used with those who may lack professional confidence. 

Specifically, teachers and practitioners who fall short of a given competence 

are often targeted for professional development, these studies make it clear 

that knowledge construction takes time and sits within positive experience.  

 

Also omitted from the meta-analysis (Peleman et al., 2018) was the work of 

Ingleby and Hedges (2012) which focused on the role information 

technology (IT) plays in CPD. Aside from recommendations surrounding the 

value and necessity of IT within CPD modules, Ingleby and Hedges (2012) 

recommend that CPD should address the needs of practitioners, rather than 

policy makers, and highlight the diversity within England’s early years sector. 

They call for a ‘new pedagogy which is not based on meeting standards but, 

conversely, encourages teachers and learners to develop the curriculum for 

academic reasons alone’ allowing again for the greater development of 

reflective practice (Ingleby and Hedges, 2012, p. 543). This highlights the 

need for more transformative (Kennedy, 2005, 2014) forms of CPD that can 

support overall pedagogy rather than predetermined outcomes which have a 

narrower focus.  

 

One of the more recent and relevant studies in relation to CPD is that by 

Hayes and O’Neill (2019) which draws upon the recommendations of 

Peeters et al. (2014). Researchers followed the progress of 45 practitioners 

in Ireland who received regular support from a quality mentor and reported 

on the changes they made to their learning environments. As well as 

sustained environmental improvements and the benefits of a reflective 
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approach, this research also highlighted the capacity of practitioners to 

better consider the voices of the children in their care and so demonstrated 

the link between voice and pedagogic development. The quality mentors and 

the support sessions all focused on the development of a set of pedagogical 

values (as outlined in the Aistear framework, NCCA, 2009) and at the end of 

the project there was a clear recognition of this within the group; although 

the extent to which they will become embedded in daily practice is yet to be 

reported and requires further study.   

 

Also evidencing professional development that focused on children’s voice is 

another Portuguese study, covered by the Peleman et al (2018) analysis, by 

Oliveira-Formosinho and Araujo (2011). This research found that, as a result 

of engagement in prolonged CPD opportunities, the practitioners were better 

able to listen to both the children and the parents in order to develop 

classroom practice (Oliveira-Formosinho and Araujo, 2011). This study 

utilised praxeological methodologies, see section 5.3, and made use of a 

situated, context-led, approach to CPD, called pedagogic mediation, which 

shall be further outlined below in section 3.3.  Their study explored the 

physical and mediational environment in relation to the development of 

attitudes towards diversity. In this study pedagogic mediation resulted in 

pedagogic isomorphism; practitioners are treated respectfully, and so 

children are treated with respect (see also section 3.3.3). There was also 

companionship through the journey as practitioners felt supported in 

deconstructing and reconstructing elements of their own context; this 

element produces a transformation of pedagogy (Freire, 1996). Specifically, 
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this study also refuted the linear and static approach to CPD arguing that 

traditional professional development does not reflect the non-linear and non-

static nature of reality. Further details of pedagogic mediation are discussed 

in section 3.3.  

Thematically, the research which explores CPD in early years often 

demonstrates an element of reflective practice. This is evident internationally 

(e.g., Oliveira-Formosinho and Araujo, 2011) as well as in England (e.g., 

Ang, 2011; Bleach, 2014) and forms one of the overall messages from the 

Peleman et al (2018) analysis. Reflective practice has been a central tenet 

of educational theory for some time (Schon, 1983) and is evident in the 

broader models of CPD discussed previously (Ingleby and Hedges, 2012; 

Philippou et al., 2015); certainly, those which are defined by Kennedy as 

transformative have reflective practice embedded. Ang (2011), whose 

research focused on Children’s Centre leaders in England, found that 

reflection was a key element for leadership development and thus justified 

its inclusion in the leadership programme; specifically, leaders reported on 

the benefits of the time and space to reflect and many continued using this 

technique after their training had finished. 

 

A reflective approach has also been highlighted as a central element of 

mentoring and coaching approaches with early years (Reed and Walker, 

2020) and is apparent in those models which are towards the transformative 

side of Kennedy’s (2005, 2014) continuum. Specifically, the opportunity for 

deeper reflection has been linked to challenging current practice and 

initiating new practice (Argyris and Schon, 1974). Reflective practice sits 
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across several of the models of development and has been central to 

educational theory for many years following Dewey’s seminal (1933) text 

exploring how we think. Reflection for Dewey (1933) is a purposeful 

cognitive process and different from everyday automatic thinking or 

impulsive thinking; there is the suggestion of action being taken as a result 

of the thinking. This active element was central to Schon’s later models of 

reflection (1983, 1987, 1991) and place reflective capabilities within the 

realm of CPD, specifically in relation to professional confidence and the 

development of professional knowledge. Schon specifically saw reflection as 

demonstrating the special knowledge held by the professional as they 

engaged in ‘the spontaneous, intuitive performance of the actions of 

everyday life,’ (1983, p.49), he reminded us that professional knowledge and 

understanding was demonstrated within our action. He saw that the 

possibilities for reflection were often limitless based on the phenomenon 

experienced and the systems of knowledge around the professional (Schon, 

1983, p. 62). Whilst Schon (1983) outlined reflective practice across a 

breadth of professional spheres, reflective practice within the role of 

professional development in education has been documented as potentially 

the most important of many professional attributes (Sellers, 2014, p.2) 

resulting in long term impact upon practice. Reflective practice is evident in 

my own values and positionality and has been a key driver in my own 

professional career, as evidenced previously in section 1.  

 

The final analysis by Peleman et al (2018, p.19) concluded that ‘long term 

CPD interventions that are integrated into practice, such as pedagogical 
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guidance and coaching in reflection groups, produce positive impacts in very 

different contexts.’  Such a long term and context-based reflective approach 

is offered by pedagogic mediation which is put forward in this study as both 

a mechanism for CPD and a research tool.   

 

The research discussed thus far demonstrates the variety of approaches to 

CPD and the connected issue of quality improvement. The type of CPD that 

is selected by an organisation will depend on the prevailing influential 

educational discourse and the context within which it is presented. These 

micro and macro level issues further justify the use of Bronfenbrenner’s 

[bio]ecological system (1977, 1993; Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994) as a 

lens through which CPD can be explored as the context model can illustrate 

different levels of influence. It highlights where practitioners engage in critical 

discussions about those socio-political influences on their practice (Wood, 

2019).  Use of the bioecological model (1977, 1993; Bronfenbrenner and 

Ceci, 1994) also illustrates the importance of both context and time 

(chronosystem) in terms of evaluating any programme.  
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3.3 Pedagogic mediation 

This section will explore the specific CPD approach of pedagogic mediation 

which has the potential to exemplify Kennedy’s (2014) most transformative 

typology through a collaborative model of CPD and support the professional 

agency of practitioners (as illustrated in figure 1). Pedagogic mediation 

provides this research with both a theoretical framework for CPD and a 

methodological approach. This section will explore the theory which 

underpins this specific approach and the research base which endorses a 

context-based approach to professional development. The methodological 

element is further discussed in section 5.4.3.       

 

3.3.1 Background  

Pedagogic mediation derives from the work of Pedagogy-in-Participation 

(Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008; Oliveira-Formosinho and 

Formosinho, 2012a) in Portugal; a theoretical, praxis-based pedagogical 

approach which makes use of situated teacher education through 

democratic and participatory practice. Teacher education, in this specific 

context, is more than initial teacher training and aims to transform teachers’ 

beliefs and values and so recognises the domain of personal axiology 

previously discussed by Clarke and Hollingsworth (2002), previously 

discussed in section 3.1. Pedagogy-in-Participation uses pedagogic 

mediators (Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008; Oliveira-Formosinho 

and Formosinho, 2012a) to support the development of strong pedagogic 

foundations in settings at several locations in Portugal (see also visit notes in 

appendix 1). These settings offer an alternative approach to early years 



90 
 

education in Portugal which is voluntary, and free for three- to four-year-olds 

and compulsory for five-year-olds (OECD, 2014). This context contrasts 

significantly with the cost of pre-school education which is experienced in 

England and specifically in the locality of this research. In this research 

context parental contributions make up, on average, more than 50% of 

setting incomes (DfE, 2019c).  

 

Democracy is at the centre of Pedagogy-in-Participation and so central to 

the role of the pedagogic mediator (Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 

2008). Democracy is an important outcome for the children, but it is also an 

important process which the practitioners, children and families engage in. 

Dewey’s (1939) influence is apparent as democracy in the setting is a ‘way 

of life controlled by a working faith in the possibilities of human nature,’ 

(Oliveira -Formosinho and Formosinho, 2012a, p.11).  Children, 

practitioners, and parents discuss everyday events and are involved in the 

processes of meaning making (Moss, 2019) and decision taking (Oliveira-

Formosinho, 2009) resulting in listening as a central facet of their approach.  

 

Equally important within Pedagogy-in-Participation is the need to exercise 

consciousness (Freire, 1993; 2017), particularly when deconstructing 

traditional pedagogy. The child and teacher learn alongside one another 

through co-constriction within this participatory pedagogy. At the heart of this 

communication there are four pedagogical axes which underpin the ethos 

and daily practice within Childhood Association settings (Oliveira-

Formosinho and Formosinho, 2012b):  
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• the pedagogy of being represents dedication to the basic 

rights and needs of children; an understanding of the ‘centrality 

of the person’ (Oliveira-Formosinho, 2009 p. 235);  

• the pedagogy of belonging and participation represents a right 

to be situated and to have an understanding of those 

connections;  

• the pedagogy of experiential learning represents experience 

and communication; this axis promotes awareness of diversity 

and respect; and 

• the pedagogy of meaning represents ‘social sharing around 

purposeful experimentation’ (Oliveira-Formosinho, 2009 p. 

236), in this, situated activity acknowledges that the children 

develop their own narratives, this maintains a purposeful and 

meaningful pedagogy.  

 

Learning experiences within the settings connect aspects of these four axes 

and these intersections form the basis of pedagogic documentation as the 

child’s journey is narrated around their being, their relationships, their 

communications, and the way they make meaning (Oliveira-Formosinho and 

Formosinho, 2012b, p.15). The prevailing ethos which underpins the four 

pedagogical axes also informs practice development and the work of the 

pedagogic mediators who are employed to support CPD across multiple 

settings. The pedagogic mediators share the underpinning philosophies of 

Pedagogy-in-Participation and their work enables the embodiment of values 

such as democracy and participatory pedagogy (Lyndon, 2019b) as they 
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work within the four axes above. Their work is based on some of the 

underlying principles of mentoring and coaching, discussed previously in 

section 3.1.1, as they forge relationships and respond to the needs of the 

individual in supporting practice development.  

 

Mediation comes primarily from Vygotskian terminology and in its simplest 

form means something which facilitates the relationship between the learner 

and what is to be learned (Smidt, 2009). Wertsch (1985, p. 15) describes 

mediation as Vygotsky’s ‘most important and unique contribution’ as part of 

an integrated approach which ties human development to the culture in 

which it is situated. Mediation was put forward by Vygotsky to assist in 

understanding the development of higher mental functions and to explore 

concepts such as memory and language development (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Mediation takes place through communication using signs and cultural tools 

such as language (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky largely focused on the child’s 

developing cognition in his exploration of mediation and explained that 

children’s learning experiences are mediated by the adults around them. 

This begins as interpersonal processes but as thinking becomes more 

sophisticated it happens on an interpersonal level (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Vygotsky believed that learning was not concerned with direct transmission 

of information but involves both guidance and personal agency; this can be 

seen through the zones of proximal development and his belief that a child’s 

abilities are best measured through guided tasks rather than individual 

testing (Vygotsky, 1978). 
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Whilst Vygotsky did not write specifically about adult development and 

learning there are those who believe the process to be the same; Eun (2008) 

argues that what is applicable to students in the classroom is also 

appropriate for teachers within the workplace. Furthermore, Shabani (2016) 

links Vygotsky’s zones of proximal development to current mentoring 

practices, discussed previously in section 3.1.1,  with a knowledgeable other 

supporting an individual’s development and enabling them to problem solve 

and collaborate as they extend beyond what they can do independently 

(Vygotsky, 1978, p.86). In this way pedagogic mediation is specifically 

aligned with a mentoring and coaching approach in that the relationships 

formed between parties supports the development of new skills and ideas; it 

is in a mediated space and through collaboration with others that 

practitioners are able to develop further. 

  

3.3.2 Stages of pedagogic mediation 

The stages of pedagogic mediation are bound by the context of the setting 

and are situated within time, the chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1989); they 

represent the socio-cultural basis of the approach and are participatory 

(Oliveira- Formosinho, 2014). The four elements of pedagogic mediation 

outline the spaces that the pedagogic mediator engages within. They also 

support the management of expectations within each space ensuring the 

pedagogic mediator does not expect change to develop at a set pace. At all 

times and in all spaces the pedagogic mediators at Centro Infantil Olivais Sul 

upheld the four axes of Pedagogy-in-Participation (Formosinho and Oliveira-

Formosinho, 2008; Oliveira-Formosinho and Formosinho, 2012a) of being, 
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belonging, experiential learning and seeking meaning. These four axes 

inform the values and subsequent professional behaviour of the pedagogic 

mediator within the following elements: openness, listening suspending and 

encountering.  

 

Openness, listening, suspending and encountering, as key concepts within 

pedagogic mediation, can also be found within wider literature on 

philosophy, education and early years research. These definitions are 

explored in appendix 2 and provide synergy with the use of the terminology 

within pedagogic mediation. The following overview of the four elements of 

pedagogic mediation were determined through discussion with Julia Oliveira- 

Formosinho, a key partner developing the approach as well as Joana De 

Sousa and Ines Machado who are employed as pedagogic mediators at 

Centro Infantil Olivais Sul during a preliminary field visit in June 2014 (see 

appendix 1 for visit notes). 

 

Openness is the first of the four elements and represents the approach of 

the pedagogic mediator to the setting as a whole (Sousa and Formosinho, 

2014). It is essential that time is spent in the setting understanding the ethos 

and pedagogical approach of the practitioners. This early stage lays the 

foundation for positive relationships to be built between the pedagogic 

mediator and the practitioners, children and even parents at the setting 

(Lyndon, 2020). Power becomes a central force, and the role of the 

pedagogic mediator is not to be the expert; the practitioners themselves are 

the experts of their own pedagogical space. This first element reflects the 
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liberating approach of transformative pedagogy as outlined by Freire (1996); 

the practitioners must be the ones to ‘free themselves’ from an oppressive 

pedagogical regime rather than waiting to be directed by the pedagogic 

mediator. This early stage of pedagogic mediation must lay the groundwork 

for this. The power dynamics in this early stage contrast with the traditional, 

transmissive approach to CPD outlined by Kennedy (2005, 2014), and 

discussed previously in section 3.1.1, as the practitioners are the experts 

within their own context.   

 

Listening represents the second element of pedagogic mediation through 

which the pedagogic mediator helps to raise a level of critical consciousness 

for practitioners; this provides a reflexive approach and is afforded through 

openness (Lyndon, 2020). At this stage, the pedagogic mediator ‘listens’ to 

practitioners through informal dialogue, setting tours, observations etc. For 

pedagogic mediators operating within Pedagogy-in-Participation 

(Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008; Oliveira-Formosinho and 

Formosinho, 2012a) this listening stage is situated within the four 

pedagogical axes, outlined above in section 3.1.1, which has strong 

theoretical underpinnings such as Dewey’s approach to democracy (1939). 

This element is reactive to the setting and practitioners, as opposed to 

proactive on the part of the pedagogic mediator; the practitioners remain the 

experts within their own context.  

 

As the pedagogic mediator spends time within the setting comes the need 

for the third element, suspending. Here the pedagogic mediator, 
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understanding the nature of pedagogy in the setting, can begin to co-

develop processes and practice (Lyndon, 2020). Daily problems become the 

focus for development and attitudes begin to shift. Through this time the 

pedagogic mediator will need to suspend some of their own pedagogical 

beliefs and allow the practitioners time and space to change at their own 

pace (Lyndon, 2020); this is indicative of a liberating approach (Freire, 1996) 

and recognises that any change must come from practitioners themselves.  

 

Finally, pedagogic mediation reaches encountering which represents a 

pedagogy of consciousness (Freire, 1996). Here the practitioners can 

explore the breadth of pedagogical notions offered through the macrosystem 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1977) and develop a responsive pedagogy which reflects 

the context of children and families who use the setting. At this level there is 

transformation as the practitioners shift practice based on their own 

pedagogic awakening rather than as the result of a catalyst (Lyndon, 2020).  

 

Overall, the pedagogic mediators working within Pedagogy-in-Participation 

support settings in developing across several pedagogical dimensions; 

initially this will focus on pedagogical spaces and then develop to include 

routine, interactions, the planning and observation cycle, grouping and 

projects (Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008). In this context whilst 

there is recognition of the values and experience that the pedagogic 

mediators bring, the pedagogical intentions that are developed are in line 

with the pedagogical axis developed by the approach. This encourages a 

collective set of democratic values which then influence future development. 
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This development takes a research-based approach and transformations are 

documented and analysed.  

 

The pedagogic mediators are then also supervised by senior researchers 

and academics in recognition of ‘the inevitable dilemmas of context-based 

transformation’ (Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008, p. 44). This 

provides mediators themselves with a level of training and support around 

two specific types of dilemmas:  

• technical dilemmas which purport to aspects of pedagogy  

• ethical dilemmas which purport to values and beliefs. 

 

This supervision and the mediation itself are based on the principle of 

pedagogic isomorphism that recognises the equivalence between learning 

and practice as well as an equivalence in how children and adults learn 

(Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008, p. 35; Formosinho and 

Formosinho, 2016).  

 

3.3.3 Pedagogic Isomorphism 

Isomorphism in science represents similarity of form and in mathematics 

represents equivalence (Collins Dictionary, 2011 p.870); the metaphor 

translates to developing pedagogical approaches through democratic and 

participatory methods as an isomorphic approach grants voice and agency 

to practitioners and children alike. There is an understanding that in affording 

the practitioners learning opportunities that are respectful and ensuring their 

agency and participation there is a hope that they will create similar 
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opportunities for the children in their care (Souza and Formosinho, 2014). 

This provides a participatory and democratic approach to professional 

development through which the pedagogic mediators work to diminish power 

relationships and allow the practitioners to develop at their own pace. There 

is recognition that this can be a slow process and take time. Oliveira-

Formosinho (2014; Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008) uses the 

expression of lentitude, from the Latin lentitudo meaning slowness (Collins, 

1957), when describing time within pedagogic mediation as consideration is 

given to the length of time required for practice to change. In established 

settings the result of this isomorphic relationship is evident as children’s 

needs and interests drive the development of pedagogic intentions. This 

approach has also been documented previously in England as part of the 

evaluation of the National Professional Qualification of Integrated Centre 

Leadership (NPQICL) where isomorphism ensured impact as the those who 

undertook the training then utilised the same leadership skills when working 

with children and their families (Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2007); 

the nature of this course ensured that the techniques used during training 

were also relevant to daily practice. Pedagogic isomorphism became an 

unexpected product of previous research (Lyndon, 2012) in which 

practitioners shifted their practice following an action research project to 

implement the Mosaic Approach (Clark and Moss, 2011) despite the focus of 

the research being interaction with children.  

 

Pedagogic mediation has also been utilised in England for early years 

practice development, specifically through the work of Pascal and Bertram 
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(2016). Here pedagogic mediation has taken place within the parameters of 

a national framework (DfE, 2017) and practitioners have been able to 

develop practice whilst maintaining statutory requirements. Through this 

framework the unique child is placed centrally and positive relationships and 

enabling environments facilitate the areas of learning and development. In 

this space pedagogic mediation has extended the traditional mentor/ mentee 

relationship within a specific educational context and explored situated 

practice development on a local authority level. Pedagogic mediators 

explored their own values and underpinning theory before embarking in their 

roles which were fully supervised. This understanding of democratic 

principles (Dewey, 1933) and raised consciousness, conscientização (Freire, 

1996, p.75) set pedagogic mediation apart from a more traditional coaching 

and mentoring focus. Whilst this local authority initiative demonstrated how 

pedagogic mediation has impacted on a practice level in England, my thesis 

is the first in which pedagogic mediation will provide a methodological lens 

on research within English settings; further discussion of pedagogic 

mediation as research method can be found in 5.4.3.   

 

Pedagogic mediation sits at point of praxis development. Praxis is ‘infused 

with beliefs and values, based on educational theories and situated,’ 

(Formosinho and Oliveira Formosinho, 2012); it brings together theory and 

practice whilst recognising individual characteristics and context. Freire 

(1996, p.33) recognised the transformative nature of praxis; a space where 

the oppressed can critically confront their reality and so act upon it. A shift in 

ideas and values therefore can transform practice (Carr and Kemmis, 1986) 
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as praxis constantly reviews action and the knowledge on which it is based. 

Through praxis, pedagogy provides ongoing consideration of practice, 

beliefs and theories which is influenced by an ethical obligation (Carr and 

Kemmis, 1986 p. 33) and practical wisdom (Formosinho and Oliveira 

Formosinho, 2012 p. 597) called phronesis. Phronesis, praxis and ethical 

considerations also join at a paradigmatic level, this shall be further 

discussed as part of the methodology in section 5.3.  

 

Pedagogic mediation provides the primary vehicle for this thesis and this 

section has evidenced how it aligns with the socio-cultural underpinnings of 

Vygotsky (1978) whilst enabling and understanding of the complexity of early 

years which is supported by Bronfenbrenner (1993). Freire’s (1996) 

influence on pedagogic mediation in terms of a transformative approach to 

education is equally important and brings critical consciousness to the fore.  

 

As a vehicle for CPD, with a specific focus on pedagogy, pedagogic 

mediation provides me with an ethically appropriate way of supporting 

practice and conducting research. Listening to practitioners is embedded 

within the four elements of pedagogic mediation and the isomorphic nature 

of the approach ensures participation for both practitioners and children. The 

academic rhetoric around listening to children continues outside of this realm 

and the influence of that academic body of research upon this research is 

central.  
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4.0 Listening to children: a review of relevant literature 

The initial aim of this study was to develop better strategies for listening to 

children. Pedagogic mediation provides a vehicle through which this can be 

facilitated, but there also needs to be substantial consideration given to what 

constitutes effective listening to children and why this is required in the first 

place. The following chapter will outline the current context of childhood as a 

justification for the need to improve practices which listen to children 

followed by a summary of relevant literature which purports to support 

listening methods.  

 

4.1 The view of childhood  

The concept of the child within this research recognises the social view of 

the child (Vygotsky, 1978) and appreciates the wider, mediated, influences 

which will be present. This contextual understanding is also evidenced 

through the application of the bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner and 

Ceci, 1994) which recognises the impact of the wider systems on the 

developing child and the importance of time and relationships in positive 

developmental outcomes.  

 

Social transformation and social maturity do not link directly to physical 

growth and so childhood and adulthood are therefore social constructs. A 

series of benchmarks define the space between childhood and adulthood 

and these change in time and context (James and Prout, 2015; Jenks, 

2005); Piaget’s stages of cognitive development illustrate such view of 

childhood (Piaget, 1969) and are indicative of the prevailing contemporary 
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approach to childhood. The growing field of the new sociology of childhood 

considers the way in which society views the child and so theorises 

accordingly. The way childhood is viewed impacts upon the research which 

takes place within the field, and so by default the creation of emerging 

knowledge. Our societal view of childhood makes up an element of the wider 

macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner,1977,1993) and this is varying between 

cultures and with time (James, Jenks and Prout, 1998; James and Prout, 

2015). There will be further variation within the exosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 

1977, 1993) on how childhood manifests; the social class of the family or 

their geographical location for example will impact upon the type of 

childhood experienced (James, 2005). Children’s daily lives are regulated by 

those adults around them and this regulation is across many levels, from 

rules imposed by society e.g. compulsory schooling, to rules imposed by 

parents e.g. extra-curricular activities. Childhood is currently viewed as a 

protected space and children as vulnerable beings in need of protection 

(James and Prout, 2015). This prescribed vulnerability then encourages a 

protectionist view which forms part of the regime of truth (Foucault, 1977). 

Such regimes of truth become self-fulfilling prophecies through which 

societal norms and expectations govern our behaviour and thus our 

understanding of childhood (James and Prout, 2015).  The largely western, 

protectionist view of childhood has influenced the development of a 

children’s rights perspective and a new discursive space where a child’s 

right to be heard is conditioned by their perceived developmental capacity to 

form meaningful opinions (James, Jenks and Prout, 1998; James and Prout, 

2015).  
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Children’s rights predominantly came to the attention of much of the world 

during the late 19th and early 20th Century (Boylan and Dalrymple, 2009). 

Following the First World War, Eglantyne Jebb and her sister founded Save 

the Children (Save the Children, 2016). Initially this was a response to 

famine and poverty but Jebb’s ambitions saw beyond this and she wrote the 

The Geneva Declaration of the Rights of the Child which was adopted by the 

League of Nations in 1924 (Forsyth, 2013). The convention had five main 

points which predominantly focused on the protection of children by adults, 

materially and spiritually but also suggested that children be in a position to 

earn a livelihood (United Nations, 1924). This external advocacy (Herbert 

and Mould, 1992) continued with the 1959 Declaration on the Rights of the 

Child which recognised childhood and motherhood as entitled to special care 

and protection (Unicef, 2014a). Declarations, although morally and ethically 

binding, do not carry the same status as conventions or covenants which 

carry the weight of international law.  

  

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (Unicef, 

1989) followed covenants from 1976 which built upon the Declaration of 

Human Rights (Unicef, 2014a) and has been ratified by most state parties. It 

offers a view of children as neither the property of their parents nor as the 

objects of charitable pursuits (Unicef, 2014b) and outlines fifty four articles 

which cover guiding principles, survival and development rights, protection 

rights and participation rights; all of these rights are presented as equally 

valid and are interconnected.  
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The UK has signed and ratified the UNCRC (Unicef, 1989) in 1991 (CRAE, 

2017) which then involves periodically reporting on progress in this area to 

the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (UN CRC). The fifth 

periodic review and its concluding recommendations demonstrate the 

difficulty that the UK has in maintaining all elements of the UNCRC in all 

areas of family and public life. Specifically, the committee recognise the 

impact of poverty on young children as well as the lack of protection the law 

provides against the discrimination of children (CRAE, 2016; CRAE, 2017) 

demonstrating that we still have some way to go.  

 

These recommendations are wide reaching and cover all policy areas, 

including education, demonstrating the breadth of the macrosystem in 

Bronfenbrenner’s model (1977). Particularly poignant to the ecological model 

is the impact technology now has on children and in particular safeguarding; 

evidence of the fluid nature of the context and how attitudes can shift in time. 

This element of children’s rights had become a focus of the children’s 

commissioner for England, Anne Longfield, who has called for an 

amendment to the UNCRC and recommendations for education focus on 

broader economic uncertainty around school funding and inclusive practice 

(CRAE, 2017). It is interesting that the recommendations hold to the 

protectionist view of childhood and do not consider a broader shift in the 

education of children towards more participatory pedagogic methods.  
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As well as viewing children as rights holders, this research also takes on the 

view of children as active participants in their own learning and development. 

This element links directly to my own ontological and epistemological 

assumptions (outlined in section 5.2) which regards knowledge as socially 

constructed and people as active within their construction of knowledge. This 

element has been previously articulated as young children as ‘meaning-

makers’ (Clark, 2017, p.22) and ‘experts in their own lives’ (Clark and Moss, 

2011 p.10; Langsted, 1994 p. 29). Emphasising the child as active in the 

construction of their own knowledge makes interpreting the child’s 

perspective on this of paramount importance. This view guides the 

participatory and democratic elements of this study and ensures that both 

practitioners and children are viewed as meaning makers and experts within 

their own context.  

 

4.2 What is ‘listening to children’?  

In seeking to better listen to children in early years there must first be a 

thorough exploration of previous research which purports to do the same. 

Literature was sought following systematic and scholarly guidelines as 

outlined at the outset of section 2. Specifically, the scholarly search engines 

of Education Research Complete, the Education Resource Information 

Centre (ERIC) and the British Education Index were the primary search 

engines which explored the phrases ‘listening to children’ and ‘early years’ 

and ‘children’s voice’ using Boolean algorithms. Papers were selected from 

peer reviewed journals and those from a UK context prioritised; papers from 

a wider geographical remit were not discounted but explored further to 
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ascertain their relevance. Literature was also utilised from government 

sources and national initiatives which provide practice guidance in the field 

of early childhood education and care.  

 

Listening as defined by the Websters Universal Dictionary (1968) has two 

elements, the act of directing hearing upon a source as well as the act of 

paying attention to that source. The academic literature also recognises 

distinct elements within listening which focuses on the auditory act as well as 

its subsequent interpretation. There is complexity within both elements, as 

well as areas of overlap, and I acknowledge the importance of the auditory 

skill of listening as an area of child development before providing a deeper 

exploration of paying attention to the source.  

 

A large selection of the research around listening in early childhood is 

curriculum specific and focuses on listening as a taught skill in areas such as 

literacy and music i.e., auditory comprehension. This focus on listening is as 

a prerequisite to reading and writing and is a focus of the Early Years 

Foundation Stage (DfE, 2017) through Early Learning Goals; this then forms 

part of the wider rhetoric in the UK around school readiness (Peckham,  

2016). The schoolification of the Early Years system in the UK and the wider 

policy shifts towards school readiness (e.g., Brooks and Murray, 2018) 

appear to be at odds with the second significant definition of listening to 

children, which forms the focus of this review; listening to and acting upon 

children’s views. Listening to children has more recently become 

synonymous with listening to the opinions and wishes of children and acting 
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upon such wishes; the phrase children’s voices can often be used 

interchangeably (Brooks and Murray, 2018). Despite there now being a 

selection of research focusing on children’s voices, I believe there remains a 

lack of consistency in how the concept is defined.  

 

More than ten years ago Tangen (2008) discussed the multi-layered concept 

of listening to children that was both a method of consultation as well as the 

phenomena of children’s views, thus highlighting children as a potentially 

marginalised group within wider societal discourse and linking to the 

contemporary experiences of childhood discussed in section 4.1. The 

interaction required when listening to children was central to Tangen’s 

(2008) discussion citing the relationship required between two subjects to 

facilitate listening. The interaction involved in listening was also central to the 

National Childcare Bureau (NCB’s) definition of listening as part of its 

‘Listening as a way of life’ DCSF funded programme (Williams, 2009) where 

listening to children was said to be an active process which involves both 

interpretation and response. This definition also acknowledged how listening 

to children in early years will be multifaceted and include all the senses and 

can be seen also as ‘tuning into babies’ (Williams, 2009, p.1). This broader 

definition of listening was also applied in later DfE funded research by 

Coleyshaw et al. (2012) which highlighted that listening was an interactive 

process not limited to spoken language.  

 

Bath (2013) described listening to children as a democratic care practice and 

highlighted the need to consider all stakeholders when considering a 
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listening pedagogy in early years; she stated that listening needed to be 

inherent to early years practice and opportunities should be provided for 

decision making within routines as well as one off consultancy for specific 

events.  This democratic element to defining listening to children is also 

apparent in Brooker’s (2011) discussions around taking children seriously. 

She advocates that letting children have their say is better than letting them 

speak thus highlighting the interactive and responsive element of listening. 

Brooker (2011) also discussed the mediated element of listening; all listening 

is interpreted by the mind of the listener and this element cannot be 

forgotten as listening which is tokenistic or non-responsive will do very little 

to improve outcomes for those children.  

 

The Early Years Foundation Stage (DfE, 2017) places children’s interests as 

a central aim provides flexibility for listening cultures to develop in settings. 

The overarching principles of the unique child, who is seen as capable and 

self-assured, with the emphasis on positive relationships to develop 

independence (DfE, 2017, p.6), leads many practitioners and settings to 

arrive at a child centred approach which affords a culture of listening. Whilst 

personal professional experience illustrates the flexibility within the EYFS to 

provide a listening approach, the statutory framework falls short of 

advocating this. There is no provision within the statutory framework to 

involve children in decisions which affect their learning and development or 

their care, despite our commitment to the UNCRC which protects children’s 

rights to be involved in decisions which affect them (Unicef, 1989). This is in 

direct contrast with the Special Educational Needs and Disability (SEND) 
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framework (DfE, 2015, p.20) which clearly states that ‘children, their parents 

and young people are involved in discussions and decisions about their 

individual support and local provision.’  The difference here being the age 

group covered by the SEND legislation (until 25 years of age) better fits the 

dominant view of age-related competency which is often viewed in terms of 

a medical model.  In England, as children transition into the National 

Curriculum (DfE, 2013), there is a shift in both the curriculum covered and 

the prevailing pedagogical style (Jones and Lyndon, 2018) resulting in a 

more formal curriculum delivery.  Whilst the English early years framework 

fails to specifically advocate for a listening approach, it has existed in 

national guidance offered to settings and practitioners through the work of 

the National Children’s Bureau. Their 2006 – 2009 Listening as a Way of Life 

series provided practical support regarding embedding a listening culture 

within the framework of the EYFS (NCB, 2009).  

 

With the research intention of providing practical support to settings wishing 

to consider their listening approach, this research seeks not to provide a 

narrow definition of listening but rather to explore the breadth and complexity 

of definitions already provided and to use these as a reflective prompt when 

working with settings. Rather than prioritising a predetermined definition of 

listening the priority is to develop the process of listening through 

participatory practice with specific regard to the individual context, afforded 

through pedagogic mediation.  An exploration of previously researched 

listening processes and mechanisms develops this line of enquiry further.    
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4.3 The Mosaic Approach  

One of the most influential approaches to listening to children within early 

childhood research is the Mosaic Approach which was first defined by Clark 

and Moss in 2001. This epistemological approach is discussed in several, 

now seminal, texts (Clark, Mcquail and Moss, 2003; Clark, Kjorholt and 

Moss 2005; Clark and Moss, 2005 & 2011; Clark, 2016; Kingdon, 2019; 

Lyndon, 2019a). The Mosaic Approach stems from a growing research body 

which has embraced the new sociology of childhood (see section 4.1) and is 

a response to a previously adult-centred research discourse (Moss, 2019). 

While it offers methodological guidance in terms of early years research, it 

also offers a strong theoretical base which requires additional consideration.  

Epistemologically, it offers a participatory paradigm which is underpinned by 

socio-cultural theory; children are not objects of research, they are active 

participants in their own learning through collaboration with adults and peers 

(Clark and Moss, 2011; Lyndon, 2019a). The approach sets out a view of 

knowledge; it does not seek one truth but recognises the complexities of our 

lives and offers a process through which meaning is created. Children are 

active participants in this process and the Mosaic developed around one 

child will be very different from that of another (Clark and Moss, 2011).  

The approach is based on the premise that children are viewed as: 

• Experts in their own lives, children offer a unique perspective on their 

own life.  

• Skilful communicators, this holds with the Reggio Emilia approach 

which emphasises the competency of young children and the role of 
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the adult in facilitating this communication through a rich environment 

and set of resources.   

• Rights holders, the approach is underpinned by articles twelve and 

thirteen of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC, 1989) which states that children should be allowed to 

express their views and be supported in doing so through a range of 

media.  

• Meaning makers; the social-constructivist view of children as active 

participants in their own learning allows for the co-construction of 

knowledge.   

(Lyndon, 2019a adapted from Clark and Moss, 2011, p. 5)  

This view of childhood, and the competency of children, then supports a 

‘framework for listening’ (Clark and Moss, 2011, p.5). This framework uses a 

multi-modal research design as it recognises that children communicate in 

many verbal and non-verbal ways; symbolic communication is facilitated 

through pictures and photographs. These methods then become a prompt 

for further reflection and discussion for children and practitioners. This 

reflexivity is a central element as active listening is emphasised; children 

participate in the interpretation of the evidence gathered as well as 

practitioners and parents. There is acknowledgement that interpretations will 

vary; this gives rise to further opportunities for reflexivity.   

Furthermore, the ‘framework for listening’ (Clark and Moss, 2011, p.5) offers 

adaptability; it understands that each child’s lived experience will differ and 
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so the Mosaic can be used to suit the individual’s context (Lyndon, 2019a). 

This adaptability extends to the motivation behind the approach. It offers a 

tool for evaluation as well as a technique which can influence practice and 

become part of the pedagogic documentation of the setting. Clark and Moss 

(2011) highlight the importance of being open to the unexpected; using a 

participatory research technique enables the children’s priorities and 

concerns come to the fore.  It was this adaptability and desire to develop 

practice that resulted in the research project which follows; a desire to both 

evaluate current practice and to embed a listening approach.    

The Mosaic approach is broken down into stages; children and adults gather 

evidence; information is pieced together for dialogue, reflection and 

interpretation; and finally, there is decision making about continuity and 

change (Clark and Moss, 2011; Clark 2017). In gathering information, the 

Mosaic approach offers a variety of complimentary methods which aim to 

build up a picture of that child’s experience. By integrating verbal as well as 

visual information and by gathering evidence from parents and practitioners 

a broad picture emerges of the child’s experience and patterns begin to 

develop. The children then get the opportunity to reflect upon this and are 

asked to participate in the interpretation of evidence (Clark, 2017).  The 

importance of that third stage is paramount; listening not just to hear what 

has been said but listening as a prerequisite of change (Clark, Kjorholt and 

Moss, 2005). 

The Mosaic approach gathers data at both an individual and group level and 

themes can then be explored on an intrapersonal or interpersonal level. The 

Mosaic approach (Clark and Moss, 2011) reported that engagement in the 



113 
 

research process resulted in children who were more confident in expressing 

their views. They also found that relationships, rather than specific activities, 

were of central importance to the children demonstrating that the children 

held very different priorities to the practitioners in the setting (Clark and 

Moss, 2011). The Mosaic approach was also used to reconsider the learning 

environment and make changed based on children’s views (Clark, Kjorholt 

and Moss, 2005).  

 

In my view the approach is accessible to practitioners and links readily with 

current approaches to early years observation (e.g., Palaiologou, 2019) 

enabling the development of children’s interests and recognising the unique 

child (DfE, 2017). Whilst the approach itself can have wide ranging benefits, 

there are significant practical implications around gathering so much data 

around individual children which are outlined when discussing ethics in 

section 6.6 and relate to the datafication of early years (Roberts-Holmes and 

Bradbury, 2016).  

 

Moss (2017, p. 9) describes the Mosaic approach as ‘the most influential 

and widely used method in service today’ and highlights that the need to 

listen to children in our current climate of predetermined outcomes and the 

need to ensure economic returns on the investment into early childhood 

education and care.  In my view Clark and Moss have managed to bridge 

the divide between academic rhetoric and the practicalities of daily setting 

routine in their National Childcare Bureau publication (2011) which results in 

an accessible text which has impacted on practice. There has been a 
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breadth of studies which have followed making use of Mosaic in a variety of 

ways with findings across multiple pedagogic dimensions.  

 

One of the larger research projects which undertook Mosaic methodology 

was The Spaces to Play project (Clark, 2005); a key aim of the study was to 

demonstrate how young children could contribute to the development of 

spaces. Mosaics were built around observations, photo elicitation, book 

making, interviews, map making and tours with the children as well as range 

of methods to listen to the voices of parents and practitioners. This project 

resulted in reimagined outdoor spaces in which adults and children could sit 

together and which better facilitated free flow play.   

 

Use has been made of the Mosaic approach in exploring children’s 

perspectives on a variety of topics.  Waller (2010) explored children’s gender 

identity in outdoor play spaces and discovered that free flow play in the 

outdoor environment has the capacity to perpetuate gender difference. Tan 

and Gibson (2017) used Mosaic methodology to explore the arts-based 

experiences of children in both the home and setting environment and 

concluded that children relished the opportunity to create original artwork. 

The children also conveyed that, whilst they saw the process as one of 

learning, they saw their artwork as a finished product and mixed experiences 

were reported in the home setting; findings encouraged practitioners to 

review their pedagogical assumptions.  
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More recently, as part of the Young Children as Researchers project, Jigsaw 

methodology has developed (Murray, 2012; 2016; 2017). Jigsaw 

methodology combines tried and tested methods of the Mosaic Approach 

(Clark and Moss, 2005) with a critical ethnographic approach through which 

children were reconceptualised as co-researchers in building case study. 

This model proved successful and extensive rich data was collected. The 

model aimed to highlight areas of social injustice and to support children in 

addressing these and in this way has alignment with a praxeological and 

pedagogically mediated approach. Murray’s study engaged thirty-four adult 

researchers (2016) and so was complex to coordinate, yet it demonstrated 

young children’s everyday action as research behaviours from which a 

complex understanding of children’s lives could be determined (Murray, 

2017).  

 

4.4 Other supporting models of listening:  

A further influential conceptual framework for listening to children has been 

provided by Harts ladder (1992); this approach is based on participatory 

action research and offers an insightful visual representation of the degree to 

which children might be consulted and participate on activity. Based 

originally on an adult model of participation (Hart, 1992) the ladder provides 

eight segments which range from full participation and shared decisions with 

adults to manipulation as non-participation. What the ladder illustrates well is 

the tokenism which exists and its placement within the non-participatory 

section of the ladder; tokenism can be exemplified by adults pertaining to 

seek children’s views when in fact decision making sits within the adult 
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domain only. Whilst Hart’s ladder (1992) provides a useful mechanism to 

consider participation, it does not provide support for methods to actively 

engage participation. It does however provide a useful tool for reflection and 

self-evaluation when decision making in the context of children’s experience.   

 

A further mechanism for supporting participation of the youngest children is 

offered by Lancaster (2006) in her work with The Daycare Trust. RAMPS, a 

framework for supporting participation in early years exemplifies five 

principles for listening to children: 

Recognising children’s many languages 

Allocating communication Spaces 

Making time 

Providing Choice 

Subscribing to reflective practice 

      (Lancaster, 2006, p.1) 

This evaluative tool offers early years settings an explanation of the areas of 

listening as well as good practice guidelines and questions for reflection 

through illustrations of case studies. The framework contributes towards 

defining children’s participation and offers quality assurance to those 

adhering to the five principles. The practice guidance offered through Ramps 

is aimed at practitioners as serves as a useful tool when supporting 

professional development which focuses on listening practices. This 

promotes reflection on action (Schon, 1983, 1987, 1991) and supports 
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setting leadership in developing participatory practice. Ramps (Lancaster , 

2006) provides a useful method which has been utilised in this study’s 

research design and is further considered in section 5.6.1.  

  

4.5 A rights-based approach  

The UNCRC (1989) also provides the supportive framework for adopting a 

rights-based approach to both education and research. A rights-based 

approach was championed by the work of Lundy and McEvoy (2012) and 

asserts that children are not only able, but also entitled, to express their 

views. It goes further than traditional participatory research which sees 

children as experts in their own lives (e.g. Langsted, 1994; Clark and Moss, 

2005) and states that children should also be assisted in the formation of 

their views. This led to a series of research with Children’s Research 

Advisory Groups who were consulted over matters such as assessment and 

e-learning platforms; the children were co-researchers as well as research 

participants and Lundy and McEvoy (2012) concluded that children’s 

inclusion in research should not be dependent upon their lived experience, 

children were capable of forming and giving opinions on maters which they 

had not previously experienced.  

 

The models of listening to children above provided inspiration into the 

different ways in which voice could be considered and facilitated in settings. 

They provide a benchmark in terms of a research informed approach to 

mediating practitioner’s perceptions of participation. The language of the 

above definitions and frameworks provides a basis for the language used 
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during pedagogic mediation. Studies which further explored individual 

listening methods are in the methodology in section 5.5.3.  
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5.0 Methodology: overview of contents 

In this methodology chapter I first outline previous personal research which 

consciously informed later research choices. I will evidence how my 

epistemological and ontological assumptions dictate the paradigm and 

methodology selected; a developing interpretivist paradigm of praxeology 

(Oliveira-Formosinho and Formosinho, 2012a; Pascal and Bertram, 2012) 

which holds ethics as central and enables me to recognise myself within the 

research process. The two main phases of the research are then addressed. 

The first is the ‘reactive parallel phase’ during which my own role was 

reactive to the settings as I began to develop relationships through 

pedagogic mediation. During this time, I began a participatory concept 

analysis of listening, working with settings on mechanisms to embed a 

listening climate into their settings and exploring their notions of listening, as 

informed by the academic literature. In the most part, these two narratives 

existed in parallel. These two narratives then merge in the next phase of the 

research and my own role as researcher becomes more proactive hence 

defining this as the ‘proactive congruent phase’. The individual methods that 

were used to gather data are then discussed in turn.  This variety of methods 

combined to constitute the setting portfolio which was then subject to 

analysis. This chapter closes with a consideration of trustworthiness, in 

keeping with the paradigm. There is ethical acknowledgement embedded 

within the paradigm choice, which is addressed in this chapter, see section 

5.2. Ethical considerations are crucial to this paradigm choice and these are 

explored in detail in the next chapter (from section 6.0 – 6.9) referring to both 

BERA (2018) and EECERA (Bertram et al., 2015) ethical guidelines. 
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5.1 Lessons from previous personal research 

Following on from my master’s level research the initial aim of this PhD 

study was to explore listening methodologies in settings searching for 

improved practice (as outlined in section 1.1.2). The exploration of the 

Mosaic Approach (Clark and Moss, 2011) in a suburban private full day care 

setting had prompted many more questions than it had answered (Lyndon, 

2012; Lyndon, 2019a). The approach, whilst inspirational to the practitioners, 

did not fit their practice and proved to be too labour intensive to be used in 

its entirety, with all children, as part of the daily routine. Despite this, practice 

within the setting had shifted and practitioners were more focussed on 

children’s voice, they were more open to facilitating children’s ownership of 

their own learning and they were more willing to experiment, particularly with 

imagery (Lyndon, 2012; Lyndon 2019a). The most notable success was the 

use of photo-boards; children took their own images of their favourite 

aspects within the setting and then selected from those images to create a 

photo-board which illustrated the things they loved best about coming to 

nursery. This success was particularly unexpected as I never planned to 

carry out this activity with all children; but once the activity was underway 

with the six target children others took an interest and the practitioners 

facilitated, without question. Within the space of two sessions in excess of 

thirty children had created a board; the practitioners were so pleased with 

the results that they were shared with parents.  

This earlier research left me certain that listening methodologies could be 

developed further, by practitioners, for practitioners and there was room for 
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useful practical advice that could be applied to each and every setting. There 

was also the matter of the support that practitioners were given in order to 

facilitate change; in this previous research trusting relationships were 

already established and I valued the practitioner’s expertise. The 

practitioners shifted their practice and engaged in research activities; this 

was pedagogic isomorphism in evidence, learning in one mode was being 

transferred to another (Formosinho and Formosinho, 2016). Through these 

two lines of enquiry the PhD began to develop; the use of a pedagogic 

research through which the listening could be developed. This reflective 

process on previous research resulted in the following research question 

emerging: 

How can pedagogic mediation develop better listening practices 

in early years settings?  

With additional consideration to explore:  

1. What is the role, the responsibilities and the attributes of a 

'pedagogical mediator' in the development process? 

2. What participatory methods can be developed to better listen to 

children in early years through a mediated approach?  

 

3. What are the benefits and impact of pedagogically mediated 

research using a praxeological approach on early years practice? 
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5.2 Research purpose; what do I want to know? What type of study will it 

be? 

The central aims of this research were to explore how listening methods can 

be developed in settings and what the impact of such pedagogic research 

would be. With several years of children’s centre leadership behind me and 

experience of working with a breadth of early years settings in developing 

practice (see also introduction section 1.1), it was clear to me that 

consideration needed to be given to an ethical way of working. Having 

previously worked on behalf of a local authority in helping to improve 

practice in early years settings, I am aware that settings can feel done to; 

this has followed a deficit model of training and development (Clarke and 

Hollingsworth, 2002) as I was asked to support settings which had been 

identified by the local authority as needing improvement.  

The motivation for this research was to explore how practitioners might 

transform their practice but in a culture of respect, giving due consideration 

to the status of the researcher and recognise the practitioners as experts 

within their own settings. Ultimately, I wanted to know if practitioners would 

change their practice, without being formally directed to do so, through a 

flattened hierarchy, rather than an outcome led training approach. 

Maintaining an awareness of power goes some way to mitigate the impact it 

can have (Bertram et al., 2015).  

As a researcher I was interested in, and valued, listening to children but also 

in taking an ethical stance when working with practitioners; I wanted to listen 

to the practitioners and support development at their own pace. This reflects 

the value I place on participatory research and working alongside 
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practitioners, rather than directing their work. This desire to flatten the 

traditional hierarchy and raise consciousness (Freire, 1996) impacted upon 

how I was prepared to research. Freire’s original text, first published in 

English in 1970 offered me ‘praxis: reflection and action upon the world in 

order to transform it’ (1996, p. 33) and also demonstrated the multiplicity of 

truth that surrounded education.  

In understanding my own bias towards qualitative research as a necessity 

when developing new knowledge for practice, there are three questions 

which I believe require consideration (Guba and Lincoln 1994 p. 108). These 

questions influence and frame the research process:  

5.2.1 What is my ontological question? 

What is it possible to know about reality? I believe that we all experience the 

world in different ways and that as a result there are multiple perspectives of 

events rather than one singular reality. I also believe that knowledge is 

constructed by individuals as they interact with their environment and others, 

rather than being passed from one person to another without interpretation 

or question. This multiplicity of reality and understanding of the construction 

of knowledge locates my thinking within participatory paradigms (Pascal and 

Bertram, 2012) and is evident in the praxeological paradigm (see section 

5.3). This reflects a socio-cultural perspective (discussed in section 2.0) and 

represents the influence of this on my research. This multiplicity of 

knowledge is also present in the EECERA ethical code (Bertram et al., 2015) 

which seeks to ensure all voices are listened to; this guides my work as an 

early years’ researcher.   
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5.2.2 What is my epistemological question?  

What is the relationship between the knower and the known? I believe that 

truth and knowledge are sought from those multiple perspectives through 

which the world is experienced. This epistemological stance appreciates the 

subjective nature of the world and seeks to explore variations in 

interpretations. My personal values will influence the choices of research, 

methodology, data analysis and interpretation. Through this epistemological 

stance there is scope for reinterpretation and a recognition of the benefits of 

reflective approaches; ‘a reflective approach is an indispensable 

precondition’ (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 94) and careful documentation of the 

reflective process, I believe, will allow for transparency of the research 

process and provide added rigour (Shenton, 2004). This epistemological 

stance informs my position as a praxeological researcher which shall be 

further outlined in section 5.3. below.  

 

5.2.3 What is my methodological question? 

How do we find out what can be known?  Having recognised the multiplicity 

of reality, research must then be undertaken to explore those multiple 

perspectives and will need to include methods which have shared context 

through which researcher and participants can co-create findings and make 

meaning (Moss, 2019). A multi-modal methodological framework will seek 

multiple views and acknowledge the multiple truths behind them. Co-

construction in this research was encouraged through a participatory 

approach in which the voices of the participants influenced both the research 

design and the subsequent analysis of data (as discussed earlier in section 
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1.2.2). In this way the methods of enquiry are aligned with my view of the 

construction of knowledge.  

 

5.2.4 The importance of values (axiology).  

Placing such a great emphasis on personal values includes the additional 

and complementary consideration of axiological position. Guba and Lincoln 

(2005) in later writings concluded that axiology played a larger part than they 

first thought, ‘if we had to do it all over again, we would make values or, 

more correctly, axiology a part of the basic foundational philosophical 

dimensions of paradigm proposal’ (Guba and Lincoln 2005 p. 200).  They 

argue that this would help to further embed ethics within paradigms rather 

than being seen externally; ethics when working with early childhood are 

seen as pivotal to meaningful research. Hart (1971 p.29) demonstrates the 

breadth influence which axiology has,  ‘behind our passions, interests, 

purposive actions is the belief that they are worthwhile’; and this research is 

developed out of passion and interest and is driven by purposeful action. 

Positioning myself as a researcher involved initially undertaking an analysis 

of personal axiology in order to develop transparency of approach which 

allows for the reflective space which is sought (Bourdieu, 1986).  This 

personal exploration can be seen in the introduction (section 1.1) and 

concludes with an axiological stance that holds early years practice centrally 

and seeks to better embed listening strategies to provide better outcomes for 

our children (section 1.2).  
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5.3 Ethno-pedagogic praxeological research 

As outlined above ethics and values are central to this research, which led to 

me undertaking a praxeological stance. This provides both a way of think 

about research and helps to define my research position. Praxeology offers 

a mix of ‘phronesis, praxis, ethics and power,’ (Pascal and Bertram 2012 p. 

477); it offers more than a participatory paradigm, as there is recognition of 

the broader influences around us. This is a reflective approach which 

emphasises the importance of practice-led enquiry and holds ethics 

centrally; it balances power providing a truly democratic approach to 

research. A praxeological approach studies change and praxis development 

which could be aligned with an action research model that also develops 

practice in a reflective environment (McNiff 2013). It leads not to the idea of 

‘best practice’ but to the idea of ‘wise practice’ (Pascal and Bertram, 2012, p. 

481) which acknowledges the practitioner as the expert within their own 

context.  

Praxeology is aligned with Freire’s practice for liberation and change (1996) 

and a democratic and ethical influence is apparent within this paradigm. 

Praxeology rejects the traditional positivist assumptions that dictate natural 

science such as cumulative production of a universal knowledge which can 

explain and predict the natural world (Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 

2012). It is also aligned theoretically with the work of Schön (1983) through 

the reflective practitioner with practice at the centre of development and an 

emphasis on an informed basis for change. Pascal and Bertram (2012) trace 

praxeological roots through a breadth of theoretical influences and 

demonstrate its application across a range of academic fields including 
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economics and business. They do note, however, that praxeology 

recognises that knowledge is not solely in the realm of the academic, it 

recognises the contribution of those with lived experience in developing 

better understanding. In this case lived experience supports in the 

development of early childhood; Pascal and Bertram (2012) invite us to 

access the knowledge that is all around us residing in children, parents, 

practitioners, policy makers, as well as researchers. In this way a 

praxeological paradigm fulfils my ontological, epistemological and axiological 

demands (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) and specifically provides an ethical way 

in which I can work alongside settings.  

In working alongside settings, a praxeological paradigm will also support the 

lack of distinction I can provide as an insider or outsider in this research. My 

ontological and epistemological position recognises the multiplicity of reality 

and yet research traditionally asks me to make a binary insider versus 

outsider choice and aligns methodology accordingly (e.g., Mukherji and 

Albon, 2010). In my experience, the distinction between the two is difficult to 

determine and other qualitative researchers report ‘slippage and fluidity 

between these two states’ (Merriam et al. 2001, p. 405). I recognised that I 

share cultural elements of professional practice, race, gender and family 

situation with many of the practitioners who are from a similar geographical 

location. Conversely, I was a researcher, spending time voluntarily within 

their settings which shifts my position towards that of outsider. Dwyer and 

Buckle (2009, p.62) recognise ‘the space between’ these two traditional 

positions in research and suggest that qualitative researchers are uniquely 

positioned to explore the complexity of this space. Praxeology, coupled with 
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a mediated approach, enabled me to be open and honest about my 

professional heritage and to be a responsive researcher; recognising that 

some practitioners will treat me as an insider whilst others hold me on the 

outside. Through pedagogic mediation this element of the research 

relationship has been documented and is discussed later in section 7.3.  

The paradigm also recognises the emphasis on pedagogy and pedagogic 

development. Pedagogy can be defined, at a basic level, as the study of the 

method and practice of teaching children (OECD, 2015) focusing on the 

teacher, the learner, and the environment (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002) 

through a socio-cultural perspective (Vygotsky, 1978) which emphasises the 

relationship between social interaction and cognitive development. 

Pedagogic research takes place through all layers and sections of the 

education system from early childhood (e.g., Siraj- Blatchford and Sylva, 

2004) to higher education (e.g., Malcolm and Zukas, 2001). As a teacher, 

this element of my paradigm choice evokes the greatest personal response; 

I have over twenty years of experience and influence to navigate. Placing 

this work in a pedagogic research tradition highlighted the importance of the 

practitioners in the development of listening methodologies and recognised 

their multiple perspectives. The literature review has covered the 

development of listening within a pedagogical stance and, also, explored the 

tension this has created when situated within a traditional education system 

(section 4.2).  

Ethnography is the final influence on the paradigm selection which has 

informed my approach to this research. Ethnography, a term which has 

become synonymous with qualitative research, involves the prolonged in-
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depth study of a group or sub-culture using a variety of complementary 

methods such as participant observation (Robson and McCartan, 2016). It 

involves the study of the everyday practices of that given group within a 

naturalistic setting (Hammersley, 2006; Robson, 2011) and has its roots in 

anthropology. Pioneering anthropologist Malinowski (1922, p.17-18) noted ‘it 

should deal with the totality of all social, cultural and psychological aspects 

of the community, for they are so interwoven that not one can be understood 

without taking into consideration all the others.’ One key feature of 

ethnography is the prolonged nature of the study of a  group or sub-culture 

within their own natural environment making it a viable technique in the 

study of early childhood; it retains a familiar, naturalistic, context for the 

children, can demonstrate transitional periods or developments over time 

and illuminates everyday practices (Mukerji and Albon, 2011).  

This research falls short of providing an autoethnographic account due to the 

construction of the listening methods developed (section 5.6.2) and the 

participatory analysis applied (section 5.7). Autoethnography typically follows 

the exploration of singular voices (Wall, 2008) and has previously focused 

on the reorganisation and rearticulation of historical narratives (Spry, 2011). 

This research seeks to address my own voice and the voices of both the 

practitioners and children within the early years settings recognising Smyth’s 

(2006) view that ethnography itself provides a mechanism to explore multiple 

marginalised voices. This view of ethnographic research supports a 

praxeological premise as power and agency are shared with participants. 

There is recognition from Smyth (2006) that educational ethnography 

reveals co-constructed knowledge that has the potential to challenge 
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dominant views and support an understanding of the wider political context; 

this approach to ethnography equally supports the utility of the bioecological 

system (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1993) as a lens through which these multiple 

voices are reported.  

Criticism of ethnography as being purely observational and not 

transformative were addressed historically by Robinson (1994) who used 

ethnography to transform practice in four year one settings changing 

outcomes for the staff and pupils within those classrooms. In this 

ethnographic study Robinson (1994) worked alongside teachers throughout 

their typical practice and documented multiple aspects of their pedagogy. 

Whilst the time required to undertake a similar commitment may not be 

available to me, the commitment to build relationships and trust over a 

prolonged period does enable the application of ethnographic techniques to 

the overall research; the desire to better understand how children are 

listened to within their settings can best afforded through such ethnographic 

techniques as prolonged participant observation. This transformative view is 

shared by Smyth (2006) who believes that educational ethnography has the 

scope to support the ‘formation of a different kind of teacher’ (p.48).  

In summary, an ethno-pedagogic, praxeological paradigm choice 

demonstrates that this research holds pedagogy and the role of the 

practitioner central in developing listening strategies within a naturalistic 

environment. I believe that such a paradigm choice demonstrates an 

innovative approach and an inextricable synthesis between research and 

practice and is a strength of this research.  
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5.4 Research Design  

This section will outline the specifics of the research design. Pedagogic 

mediation as a vehicle for this research (and discussed previously in section 

3.3) is a context-based approach (Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 

2008)  and so the setting is the starting point for any developments. This 

suggests that when applying pedagogic mediation to research design the 

settings and their situations should be considered first.   

5.4.1 Settings and Situations  

This research took place in early years settings in England with interaction 

spanning two academic years. As a previous children’s centre teacher with 

connections to multiple settings, the decision was taken to seek new settings 

in a different county to undertake the research. This enabled the 

documentation of the full range of mediated activity as opposed to settings in 

which I already had a relationship and alongside practitioners who had 

previously experienced my professional role. Through my own personal 

relocation and related professional networking, I was introduced to a setting 

linked to a children’s centre. Through this contact I established links with a 

newly formed cluster of settings that had just embarked upon collaborative 

working following a reduction in support from their local authority. The cluster 

comprised a total of five settings including the local school that all 

participated to varying degrees in the research project. This cluster 

exemplified some of the diversity which I knew to be present in early years 

education settings in England. It comprised sessional education and care, 

private full day care, purpose-built facilities, and pack-away settings all of 
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whom were operating within the EYFS (DfE, 2017) with their own unique 

staff team. The focus of the research was to be on children in the pre-school 

year (aged 3-4 years) in non-statutory locations. This made four of the five 

settings within the cluster a potential research partner; whilst leaders of all 

settings consented to initial engagement, one setting was unable to maintain 

the mediated relationship (see section 7.1). This resulted in three research 

partner settings. The selection of the three settings was not to satisfy 

typicality of context, but to provide a range of experience which would be 

typical of early years practice (Yin, 1984) providing relevance to others in the 

wider sector.  

All settings in the research are registered with Ofsted (Office for Standards 

in Education, Children’s Services and Skills) and follow the Early Years 

Foundation Stage curriculum guidance (DfE, 2014 and subsequently 2017). 

Initial access to setting was negotiated through setting leadership and then 

all practitioners within settings were informed of the project. Consent to 

undertake the research initially was gained from all practitioners in all 

settings (see also ethics section 6.3) even though the focus was on those 

working with children in the pre-school age bracket. This was to ensure that 

as a research I could document broader meetings and also spend time with 

all staff in better understanding the context of the setting. Information on the 

research project was also shared with parents and guardians of all children 

attending regardless of age again to account for my presence whilst I 

developed my understanding of the context as a whole. Full setting pen 

portraits, including practitioner and cohort information follow in section 7.3.  
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5.4.2 Bifocal methodology 

Across this research two central narratives unfold; both of which sit within an 

ethno-pedagogic praxeological framework. The first narrative is that of 

pedagogic mediation (Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008; 

Formosinho and Formosinho, 2016) and the second narrative develops 

listening strategies with practitioners. The focus on two elements 

provides complementary analysis through which the relationships between 

and within the two themes have been documented; it is through pedagogic 

mediation that listening methods have been explored and embedded.  

Figure 2 below seeks to demonstrate the two lines of enquiry that run 

through this thesis; the exploration of pedagogic mediation and the 

development of listening methods. Blue boxes indicate a focus on 

pedagogic mediation whilst red boxes seek to explore listening strategies 

through participatory mechanisms. This bifold structure enables the 

development of the two lines of enquiry and exemplifies how they begin first 

in parallel and then become congruent.  
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Figure 2 A bifocal methodology through which pedagogic mediation and 

listening methods come together. 
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5.4.3 Pedagogic mediation as research methodology  

Pedagogic mediation, (Oliveira-Formosinho and Formosinho, 2012b), 

discussed in the review of the relevant literature in section 3.3, is an 

approach to context-based teacher education through which the mediator 

works in companionship with the educators to transform the childhood 

pedagogy; it forms one strand of the research focus. Pedagogic mediation 

provides the ethical guidelines for working with settings and individual 

practitioners as they set about deconstructing and reconstructing elements 

of their practice; in this case the opportunities to listen to children within their 

pedagogical space. The pedagogic mediator spends time with practitioners 

in the setting encouraging practice development; here lies the link to 

ethnography and pedagogy, in the time spent in settings with the goal to 

develop practice.  
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Figure 3 Interpreting pedagogic mediation. 

Figure 3 above illustrates the role of the pedagogic mediator as defined by 

Julia Oliveira-Formosinho and João Formosinho (2014) through Pedagogy-

in-Participation. The purple boxes illustrate this specific Portuguese context 

and demonstrate how pedagogic mediation sits within a broader pedagogy 

and ethos which is both practice-based and theoretically informed.  The 

green boxes then illustrate my own interpretation and how pedagogic 

mediation has been applied to this research. Figure 3 highlights the socio-

cultural influence on this approach and emphasises the importance of 

context in determining the next steps. Figure 3 then demonstrates how the 

elements of openness, listening, suspending and encountering support, in 
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time, the development of pedagogy and for this research a focus on better 

listening strategies.  

Pedagogic mediation, in the context of this study, offered me a respectful 

and transformative way of working with settings. Given the differing socio-

cultural nature of pedagogic study in early years settings in England, the role 

of the pedagogic mediator varied from that ‘pure form’ experienced at 

Childhood Association settings in Portugal where the approach was 

developed. In my own interpretation of pedagogic mediation, I first sought 

openness through a period of time spent in a voluntary capacity supporting 

the setting. This voluntary support was offered on a weekly basis and 

included a full disclosure of the nature and scope of the research prior to 

embarkation (see also ethics section 6.3). This openness and general time 

spent building relationships then afforded the elements of pedagogic 

mediation which facilitated listening and suspending through to the 

encountering phase and is further outlined in the investigation chapter from 

section 7.0. This approach differed to that of  the ‘pure form’ of pedagogic 

mediation as my capacity was voluntary with no specific ties to setting 

leadership or setting development plans. This provided a level of informality 

in the relationships developed and certainly helped to mitigate power 

relationships.   

An alternative approach might have been offered through adopting a 

mentoring model to track both relationships and pedagogic developments.  

For example, the seven levels of dialogue offered by Megginson and 

Clutterbuck (2009) which evolved into the seven conversations of 

supervision (Clutterbuck, 2010), could have provided the framework to 
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support developing pedagogy around better listening to children. However, 

mentoring traditionally focuses on the relationship between a given pair i.e., 

mentor and mentee, and often has organisational connotations (Aldred and 

Garvey, 2010). Equally the level of analysis offered by the seven levels of 

dialogue (Megginson and Clutterbuck, 2009) would be more appropriate for 

a single relationship i.e., mentor and mentee, as they focus on the reflection 

before, during and after a single exchange with very specific pre- and post-

discussion prompts. Clutterbuck himself suggests that this mentoring 

approach does not readily lend itself to either research or developing 

theoretical understanding and he further indicates that it does not 

encompass ethical considerations (2010).  The reflection that does exists 

within mentoring is also a feature of pedagogic mediation, but the latter 

allows the context of the setting to prevail and is more easily adaptable into 

a busy early years context. Whilst the seven levels of dialogue would have 

provided rich detail (Geertz, 1973) around single situations, it would have 

been problematic to schedule specific sessions within the daily context of 

early years. Pedagogic mediation therefore offers a domain specific style of 

mentoring embedded within the context.    

Pedagogic mediation was considered appropriate having first considered the 

methodology of action research. Action research, pioneered by the work of 

Lewin (1947), provided a model of organisational change; he described 

unfreezing, moving and refreezing an organisation in order to facilitate 

change. The purpose was to embed change rather than to provide short 

term solutions. For Lewin, the mantra ‘No action without research: no 

research without action’ (Adelman, 1993 p.8) illustrated the importance of 
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research informed change processes. Lewin (1947) believed that for change 

to be effective it must take place at a group level and it must be a 

collaborative and participatory process. His action research demonstrated 

that behaviour varied over time and was influenced by contextual and 

environmental factors.  Action research became increasingly popular in the 

field of education in the UK following the work of Jean McNiff (e.g., 2002) 

and her work with Jack Whitehead (e.g., McNiff and Whitehead, 2012) and 

offered a cyclic and measurable approach to the enhancement of 

educational provision. Action research offers a breadth of methods which 

can be utilised in the improvement cycle, such as interviews, questionnaires, 

observations and so on. The advantages of action research can also help to 

illustrate its limitations. Its advantageous democratic and participatory nature 

might be compromised where leaders were trying to drive change; issues of 

power would need to be explored as part of the research. Furthermore, the 

researcher as an insider can have both advantages and disadvantages 

(Mukherji and Albon, 2011); easy access to the context and environment but 

a possible reluctance of colleagues to share their opinions freely, again 

issues of power would need to be addressed. For me, electing to work in an 

action research cycle places the researcher in a position of power, driving 

organisational change (Mukherji and Albon, 2011) and I believe, like Pascal 

and Bertram (2012), that this would compromise the participatory and 

democratic nature of this research in which the practitioner and researcher 

need to work equitably in the development of practice.  

Case study driven methodology was also considered for the purposes of this 

research. Whilst case study is also sensitive to ethical considerations and 
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can be built around individual settings or issues, by nature it does not disturb 

normal patterns of behaviour (Stake, 1995). It instead seeks to capture 

discrete observation or exploration of records (Stake, 1995). This discrete 

and unobtrusive position of case study methodology contrasts with the 

purpose of this enquiry which seeks to raise consciousness and offer an 

enabling platform for the practitioners, highlighting the researcher’s values. 

There is a parallel between the documentation resulting from pedagogic 

mediation and case study research as a chronological narrative develops 

around the setting. Both methodologies provide a systematic approach to 

documentation around a case. However, in the context of pedagogic 

mediation the documentation supports evaluation and reveals the teaching 

and learning processes. It documents the provocations, the responses of 

others as well as the connected outcomes (Formosinho, 2014), its purpose 

is more than the documentation of a current position.  

Overall, I propose pedagogic mediation therefore sits somewhere between 

action research and case study, using techniques also found in mentoring 

and coaching. The action research influence suggests shifting practice and 

the case study element allows for rich documentation of these processes 

and corresponding reflections. Overall pedagogic mediation as research 

methodology  offers a participatory and transformative hybrid which focuses 

specifically on the development of pedagogic practices and the relationships 

which drive these. Whilst pedagogic mediation, thus far, has been offered as 

providing context-based teacher education (Formosinho and Formosinho, 

2012b) this study proposes pedagogic mediation as a transformative 

research methodology; this dual application serves to support pedagogy 
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through setting improvement and constitutes an original contribution to 

knowledge.  

 

5.4.4  Defining listening to children through concept analysis 

The second narrative strand through this research is that of listening to 

children as defined through co-constructed concept analysis, equally 

relevant within an ethno-pedagogic praxeological framework. Concept 

analysis predominantly derives from the field of nursing where it has been 

central to theory development as it is seen as equitable to research-based 

evidence (Shipley, 2010).  When considering listening to children with its 

multiple definitions and connotations, it is pertinent to consider exactly what 

the phrase covers. The praxeological and therefore participatory nature of 

this research means that the concept is one which must be defined by the 

practitioners, their voice is paramount, and the research must value their 

contribution and encourage their agency. 

 A method of concept analysis was developed specifically for this research 

which provided a fusion of seminal work from Rodgers (1989) and Glasser 

and Strauss (1967) whilst holding praxeology central. A positivist approach 

is apparent through much of the work on concept analysis which sits more 

readily in the field of nursing exploring concepts such as comfort or 

breathlessness. Many of the frameworks value reduction when analysing to 

isolate the essence of a given concept, and they often seek to explain 

causality (Beckwith et al., 2008). Many concept analysis frameworks offer a 

highly structured approach, rather than a creative or emergent methodology 
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(Walker and Avant, 2005) and so the original methods for concept analysis 

sit at odds with the paradigm of this research.  

Rodgers (1989) has gone some way to more flexibility, and so a participatory 

approach, in the evolutionary view of concept analysis. She defines a 

concept as an abstraction that is expressed in some form. The concept, 

through interaction and socialization, becomes associated with a set of 

attributes and these attributes then make up the definition. Rodgers’ (1989) 

definition of concept analysis differs from others (e.g., Walker and Avant 

2005) as it sees the attributes as a cluster of phenomena, which is evaluated 

in their proximity to, rather than their strict adherence to, the defined 

concept. Rodgers (1989) explanation also takes into account sociocultural 

influences on concepts which sets her work apart from predecessors; whilst 

she is criticized for not explaining all contextual factors (Beckwith et al 2007) 

it is easy to see how this framework can be built upon to provide a concept 

analysis framework to satisfy a contemporary audience who do not only see 

science as a quantitative pursuit. Table 1, below, illustrates the key defining 

features of the Rogers (1989) and Walker and Avant (2005) models of 

concept analysis and illustrates attributes as central to concept 

development.  

 Walker and Avant 2005 Rodgers 1989 

1 Select a concept- have an 

interest in it 

Identify and name the concept 

of interest 

2 Define the aims of the analysis Identify surrogate terms and 

relevant uses of the concept 
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3 Identify uses of the concept Identify and select an 

appropriate realm (sample) for 

data collection 

4 Identify characteristics within all 

definitions – these are 

attributes 

Identify the attributes of the 

concept 

5 Develop a model case which 

includes all attributes 

Identify the references, 

antecedents and consequences 

6 Develop additional cases Identify related concepts 

7 Identify antecedents and 

consequences 

Identify a model case 

8 Define empirical referents 

(kissing is a referent of 

affection).  

 

Table 1 A comparison of concept analysis models 

There are many similarities between most of the concept analysis 

frameworks, most notably the use of a model case or case study that fulfils 

all the attributes of the concept. Rodgers (1989) advocates that wherever 

possible this should be an example from practice rather than a manufactured 

ideal. Whilst Rogers’ (1989) requirements of being based within practice are 

necessary for this research, there is a tension for the pedagogic mediator in 

providing an ideal case. The premise of pedagogic mediation places the 

practitioner as expert within their setting and so the mediator should not 

impose an ideal or model case. Exploring the antecedents and 

consequences of an occurrence of the concept assist in outlining the 
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definition for some models (Rogers, 1989) and this goes some way in 

appreciating the context. The option of including social context is also given 

in Rodgers (1989) framework by the prompt for references that outlines the 

range of events, situations or phenomenon through which there might be an 

occurrence of the concept.  

Nursing literature defines the work of Walker and Avant (2005) as 

quantitative whilst Rodgers (1989) is seen as offering a more qualitative 

approach (e.g., McKenna 1997) but neither offered the flexibility implied by 

the ethno-pedagogic praxeological approach required by this research.  

What is apparent, is that concept analysis, no matter which framework is 

followed, offers a clear definition of a term through a set of attributes and 

scenarios which are arrived at through a transparent methodology. This then 

offers contextual information that adds to the relevance of the definition. 

Whether a qualitative or quantitative stance is taken what results, through 

transparent methodology, is an operational definition with a clear theoretical 

base (Walker and Avant 2005) and this transparency is necessary for 

credibility (Shenton, 2004).   

In exploring the possibilities offered from the nursing and health field, with 

regard to concept analysis, the work of Glaser and Strauss on grounded 

theory (1967) should also be considered as it has been used to complement 

and clarify the concept analysis process (Beckwith et al. 2008). Glaser and 

Strauss’s (1967) methods involve observation and comparison until 

categories and properties begin to emerge. Whilst this method is unlikely to 

quickly produce one clear definition of a concept, it is aligned with a 

praxeological approach which is participatory, authentically democratic and 
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based fundamentally in the human action which it seeks to transform (Pascal 

and Bertram, 2012). Grounded theory allows concepts to emerge from the 

data following extensive observation of human interaction; identification of 

such concepts can be undertaken using democratic and participatory 

processes demonstrating an equitable relationship between researcher and 

participant.  

In determining the framework of concept analysis that was used for the 

concept of listening to children a number of factors were considered. Initially 

there was a need for the process of the concept analysis to fit within the 

paradigm and the potential for power and hierarchy to influence participation. 

The paradigm choice and positionality of this research results in a desire to 

remain flexible and open to additional constructs within a concept rather than 

fixing a ridged and exclusive definition. Furthermore, there was the 

commitment to participatory practice; involving the practitioners in defining 

the central concept of the research and taking a lesson from grounded 

theory that instances will emerge from the data gathered over time. Having 

the option to clarify and refine a concept based on data emerging from the 

research seems sensible and adds to the trustworthiness of the final 

conceptualisation (Shenton, 2004). Table 2 below outlines a model for 

concept analysis based on the work of Rogers (1989), McKenna (1997) and 

Walker and Avant (2005). This process guided the development of the 

concept of listening to children.  
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Stages  Application to current research question.    

Selecting the concept 

of interest; why is this 

research taking place?  

This derives predominantly from the 

researcher (see section 1.1.1).   

What are the defining attributes of a 

listening climate and how might these be 

developed in early years settings?  

Rather than focusing on an open-ended 

phenomenon, the concept of listening in 

practice will provide exemplars and 

contextually meaningful information to 

enable practitioners to change practice.  
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Defining the aims of 

the analysis; what do 

we hope to achieve by 

undertaking this 

analysis?  

To provide an inclusive, rather than 

reductionist, definition which provides 

support against which pedagogic 

developments can be tracked. From a 

praxeological perspective the process 

should also address the aims of the 

practitioners; what do they wish to get from 

broad involvement in this research?   

Identifying meanings of 

the concept from a 

specific search realm; 

which definitions exist 

already which can help 

us to shape our ideal?  

Definitions of listening will be sought from 

seminal and recent early years’ 

scholarship. Supporting definitions from 

healthcare and other fields should also be 

explored, particularly due to the 

multiagency nature of early years work.  
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Again, this element is participatory; which 

definitions do practitioners most align 

themselves with? Which elements do some 

definitions lack?   

Determining defining 

attributes; which 

attributes are central 

and peripheral to our 

concept?  

Practitioners and researcher work together 

to elicit the defining attributes from 

observations, discussions as well as from 

previous definitions. The cluster meetings 

provide the opportunity for this discussion.   

Identification of 

antecedents and 

consequences; what 

needs to be in place 

before an attribute will 

be visible? What 

happens as a result of 

the attribute?  

As the attributes are defined the building 

blocks of the concept can be explored. The 

emergent nature of the research design will 

also enable these to develop as the 

concept analysis evolves.   

Table 2 A model for concept analysis 

This model of concept analysis does not include a model case. Providing a 

perfect example cannot reflect the socio-cultural nature of all potential 

settings and therefore becomes elitist in its application; no two settings are 

identical and therefore practitioners must have the confidence and support to 

develop pedagogical practices which reflect their values and beliefs and are 

suitable for their context (including time) as per Bronfenbrenner’s (1993) 

person-process-context-time model. By not giving a model case, 
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practitioners were encouraged to approach listening flexibly and in an 

evolutionary way. The transferability comes from the typicality in the issues 

addressed that provides application beyond the initial setting (Yin, 1984).  

Also missing are perceived empirical indicators; concept analysis is not 

developed as a checklist but a tool for reflection (Schön, 1983) and to 

encourage pedagogical developments, similarly to RAMPS (Lancaster, 

2006). There will be elements of some peripheral attributes which will not 

apply to all settings and there is recognition in multiplicity of reality. Finally, 

the context runs throughout all elements of the content analysis; the socio-

cultural nature of the study makes this inevitable.  

Through such a concept analysis the researcher provided exemplars of 

listening definitions from the academic literature for discussion within the 

wider group of practitioners and this then prompted the development of 

listening strategies in each of the three settings. This process demonstrates 

meaning making (Moss, 2019) and participatory research practices. This 

required a careful balance between maintaining participatory principles and 

having realistic expectations of the practitioners who gave up their own time 

to undertake cluster meetings and additional research meetings.  

  

5.5 DATA GATHERING: The ‘Reactive Parallel Phase’ 

The first stage of the data gathering is defined in this project as the ‘reactive 

parallel phase’ (see figure 2, section 5.4.2.). During this period of time, the 

two narratives of pedagogic mediation and listening develop separately but 

alongside one another; in parallel. The reactive parallel phase sees the 



149 
 

research begin pedagogic mediation and build relationships with settings 

and simultaneously undertake a participatory concept analysis with 

practitioners to begin to ascertain the defining characteristics of listening with 

their setting.  At this early stage there was no provocation (as offered 

through the latter stages of pedagogic mediation) and so the researcher’s 

role was reactive.  

Ordinarily in early stages of research a pilot is often suggested, details of 

which are required for ethical approval, however, with the complexities of 

negotiating access and developing relationships through pedagogic 

mediation, this traditionally positivist requirement did not fit the methodology 

and paradigm choices. This first reactive parallel phase acted with the same 

purpose as a pilot in seeking inevitable problems in converting the research 

design to reality (Robson, 2011). Relationships were originally forged with 

five settings and through this reactive parallel stage this was reduced to 

three main settings for the development of listening practices (see also 

section 7.1).  

During this phase, all data was recorded through a field diary which included 

researcher notes after setting interactions and notes at cluster meetings. 

Geertz (1973) provides guidance for observing and recording in sufficient 

detail that all elements of the context are clear including relationships and 

cultural details. Initially the field diary, and in the next phase of research, all 

methods had elements of thick description applied in this way and notes 

were taken in as much detail as possible both during sessions and 

immediately afterwards.  
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5.5.1 Field Diary  

In volunteering across the settings initially (one session per setting per 

week) my aim was to forge relationships and begin to build the foundations 

of praxeological, pedagogic research. This initial time in settings can be 

defined as part of the openness phase of mediation (Sousa and Formosinho, 

2014) during which time initial observations and anecdotes were recorded in 

a field diary.  

Field diaries, also known as research journals, ensure that research 

decisions are visible, and they can provide a space for reflections, feelings, 

events so as well as being an aid to the data generation they also support 

the analysis and interpretation process (Ortlipp, 2008). They also fit within 

the paradigm and methodology choice in supporting reflective practice 

throughout the research.  

The field diary contains details of contact with settings including factual 

information on the date, setting and basic interactions experienced. 

Recorded in the field diary also is reported dialogue and observations which 

were noted immediately following each session as well as my developing 

reflections as a researcher.  As with Malinowski’s (1922) original 

ethnography (reprinted 2013) the field diary records all cases of relevance 

and reports whether instances are direct observations or indirect information; 

here lies a point of contrast with pure ethnography, which seeks to catalogue 

all elements for reflection rather than selected. The field diary in this 

research focused on instances of pedagogic mediation and listening 

methods and then anything other which might prove interesting at the point 
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of analysis; at no point did I attempt to record all elements of each 

interaction. 

It should be noted here that the field diary, as a reflective tool, provided a 

personal narrative on my experiences with practitioners, children and 

parents within each specific context. Many of these observations document 

and reflect upon the practice around listening to children, which itself has 

been linked to quality and enhanced pedagogy (see section 4.0). In 

acknowledging the link to quality, it should also be clearly noted that 

researcher reflections did not assess or define quality within each setting in 

line with the paradigm within which this research was undertaken (see 

section 3.1.4 for further discussion on quality).  

The initial stages of mediation have also included attendance at cluster 

meetings during which the research process, outcomes and ethics were 

discussed; this offered a reflective and safe space reminiscent of a 

community of practice (Wenger, 1998). The cluster meetings had the 

progress of the research as a standard agenda item and reflections were 

welcomed by all as well as providing a space for feedback and peer review. 

Following cluster meetings entries were also made into the field diary and 

minutes collected. The field diary also recorded the initial discussions with 

the settings that outlined the initial presentation of the proposed research 

and sought some initial participatory feedback from setting leaders. The 

notes which were recorded during professional meetings were all subject to 

member checking throughout (Robson, 2012) which enabled me to clarify 

comments and ensure my notes adequately reflected the discussion.  
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The field diary is an ideal format for recording the early stages of pedagogic 

mediation as this requires lentitude (see also 3.3.3.).  The field diary offers 

the least obtrusive way of documenting this process (see also previous 

exploration of pedagogic mediation in sections 3.3 and 5.4.3) and as well as 

providing a narrative it also covers the reflection on action (Schön, 1984) 

that is a key element of pedagogic mediation and a central feature of this 

method (Ortlipp, 2008).  

The use of a field diary offers more than methodological rigor through 

transparency as it does more than document the research process and 

choices; the engagement in such a diary prompts critical reflection which 

impacts upon the wider research process (Ortlipp, 2008) and in this case 

also supports pedagogic reflections as part of pedagogic mediation.  The 

use of the diary as a key documentary tool aims to highlight the messiness 

of qualitative research and provide transparency within the research 

process. This enables the researcher to track methodological decisions and 

to revisit reflective commentary as and when required. Such a method 

rejects the premise that research is a ‘neat and linear’ process and makes 

the process visible to the researcher themselves (Ortlipp, 2008, p. 699) and 

will particularly support research that uses ethnographic techniques which 

generates large quantities of qualitative data.  

 

5.6 DATA GATHERING: The ‘Proactive Congruent Phase’ 

This second stage of data gathering saw the two narratives of the research 

connect, through pedagogic mediation listening strategies were developed, 
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hence the congruence, the two strands become intertwined and inextricably 

linked to one another. Through pedagogic mediation there is provocation 

and so the phase is proactive.   

Through this ‘proactive congruent phase’ the field diary continued to record 

critical instances of pedagogic mediation and notes were made after each 

setting visit or cluster meeting. Lancaster’s (2006) RAMPS reflective 

listening framework (see section 4.4) provided the catalyst for the listening 

methods developed in the settings. These methods included photo-

elicitation, observations, storytelling, free drawing and family voice, all of 

which are outlined below.  

5.6.1 RAMPS 

The ‘proactive congruent phase’ offered the opportunity to further develop 

the pedagogically mediated relationships. RAMPS (Lancaster, 2006), 

previously discussed in section 4.4,  was used to prompt discussion with 

practitioners to listen and consider their listening pedagogy. This framework 

provided the basis for a semi-structured interview enabling me to actively 

demonstrate listening as a stage of pedagogic mediation and to further 

develop relationships and discuss improving practice. As a result of the 

RAMPS interviews, priorities could be explored for the settings individual 

research journey.  

Semi-structured interviews provided both a set of prompts and the flexibility 

to adapt as required (Robson, 2011; Punch and Oancea, 2014). In providing 

the RAMPS prompt prior to the scheduled time, the participants were at 

ease regarding the topic and had time to consider their responses.  
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Lancaster’s RAMPS approach (2006) offers practical guidance to 

practitioners in developing listening strategies. By using it as the basis for 

semi-structured interviews the dialogue was set around an initial exploration 

of listening practices. Responses were gathered at a setting level and the 

informal nature of the semi-structured interview allowed for discussion 

around topics as well as enabling clarification and further probing typical of 

unstructured interviews (Punch and Oancea, 2014). 

Scheduling of the semi-structured interviews was driven by practitioners to 

ensure it fitted within the daily routine; for sessional settings, practitioners 

volunteered their own time to complete these interviews. Practitioners were 

asked to allow up to an hour for the discussion and subsequent member 

checking (Robson, 2011) of the notes taken. Note taking was the primary 

recording mechanism for these sessions, further outlined in section 7.5.1.  

5.6.1.1 To transcribe or not to transcribe 

Much of the general observation of practice was reported following the event 

through the field diary. Transcription of direct observations was not possible. 

However, there were several opportunities of group discussion (around 

RAMPS and the cluster meetings) which could have been recorded digitally, 

with consent. This would have provided the opportunity for verbatim 

transcription, but was this required? The transcription of an audio file does 

not include those silent witnesses to proceedings (Rapley, 2008) nor does it 

relay the glances, body language or the emotional context of the room, for 

example is everyone nodding in agreement? The Jefferson method of 

discourse analysis (Rapley, 2008, p.63) would convey each nuance of the 

discussion including the length of pauses etc. and take eight hours for a 



155 
 

fifteen-minute transcription.  Methodologically I was not focusing on a lexical 

level of understanding, nor was I tracking individual practitioners specifically 

through the research process therefore I decided that a full transcript was 

unnecessary. Meetings were recorded through personal note taking; these 

could then include the same reflective element that was embedded in the 

overall research diary.  

The decision not to record was also informed by the formation of those early 

relationships; I believe that recording and subsequent verbatim transcription 

provided a level of formality that was not required of the research process 

and would not encourage full participation. The practitioners engaging in this 

research typically experience professional meetings in which reported 

discussion is noted in minutes that are then circulated and checked for 

accuracy, similar to the member checking offered in research (Robson, 

2011). I accept that this research decision results in reported rather than 

direct quotations and that the depth of understanding could be compromised 

in this way (Geertz, 1973) however feel that this is in keeping with the 

context of early years professional practice.  

 

5.6.2 Planning the listening methods:  

The participatory nature of the study meant that practitioners, using their 

knowledge of their context and children, worked alongside the researcher in 

developing the following listening methods. All were discussed and 

implemented through pedagogic mediation in at least one of the participating 

settings. By understanding children’s multimodal communications and 
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accepting that social research can be undertaken through these many 

voices, researchers demonstrate a pedagogical understanding of the many 

ways through which children communicate.    

 

5.6.2.1 Observations 

Observation of general practice happened naturally with each weekly visit to 

the setting and formed the basis of much of the reflective materials recorded 

in the field diary. The use of child observations forms an integral element of 

early years practice and the basis of most early years assessment. The 

EYFS statutory framework cites ongoing observations as the most effective 

method of formative assessment (DfE 2014 p.13). Observation forms a key 

element of other assessment tools such as Effective Early Learning: EEL 

(Bertram and Pascal, 2006) and the Early Childhood Environment Rating 

Scale: ECERS-R (Harms et al, 2004). Observational baseline assessments 

and pupil trackers have been developed by Early Excellence (2017) which 

represent a holistic approach to assessment and value the role the teacher 

plays in observing children and the detail which can therefore be elicited.  

The form of observations of children can vary ranging from a long narrative 

observation to a coded observation which utilises a scaled score and can be 

either outcome-based or process led. The observer might comment on the 

involvement, engagement or well-being of the child as they engage in the 

learning process as well as the outcomes which the child was able to meet 

during an activity. The differences in observation formats depend upon the 

needs of the setting and purpose of the observation. Engaging in 
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observation as a research method shifts the focus from the traditional use of 

observation in early years practice and so requires broader consideration.  

Research has a long history of being informed by observations and most 

notably the seminal work of Piaget and Bowlby would not exist without 

systematic observations (Mukherji and Albon, 2015). The breadth of 

observational techniques available to researchers often depend upon the 

role of the researcher and specifically within the participant, non- participant 

dichotomy which is similar to the insider versus outsider consideration within 

positionality (also discussed in section 5.3). Observation in this research is 

characterised as observer as participant (Johnson and Christensen, 2012) 

as my time with the group was not indicative of a full time. This role enabled 

my full participation during the times of attendance but will clearly be missing 

certain events.  

Observational techniques for eliciting voice have been common as 

observation is identified as a participatory method (Pascal and Bertram, 

2016). Clark and Moss (2011) observe the children as one method within the 

Mosaic methodology. Naturalistic observation allows the researcher to view 

the child within a complex social web and to identify the child’s expression of 

emotions, talk and behaviour within their immediate relationships and 

environment (Dunn, 2010). Naturalistic observation ordinarily only targets 

behaviours rather than interpretations (Mukerji and Albon, 2015) but in this 

research entries will also be reflective as engagement in the whole session 

is considered as per section 5.5.1.    
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Observational techniques can target specific children e.g., as per EPPE 

research (Sylva et al., 2004) through an observation schedule which uses 

codes to track the activity and language of specific children.  This personal 

approach has not been followed in this research and so an observation 

schedule was developed which gave consideration to such processes 

without targeting specific individuals. In observations for this research the 

involvement of the children in the activity was commented upon collectively 

rather than specifically gathering data around individual children.  

Potentially a limitation of naturalistic observations can occur through coding; 

by having a specifically coded observation schedule the researcher is 

hypothesising about the outcome of the observation. As hypothesising does 

not fit within my interpretation of praxeology, coding was not used 

exclusively; observations were guided by the themes of the research but 

there was the opportunity for additional, yet to be categorised, information 

through jottings and later reflections. This offers synchronicity with the data 

analysis section.  

Specifically, the observations noted the date, location and time of the 

session. The predominant activities were noted as was the number and role 

of adults present. Some codes were applied to the observation in terms of 

predominant area of the EYFS, characteristics of effective learning, stages 

of pedagogic mediation and the nature of the listening strategy. The 

observations were recorded within an A5 sized hard-backed lined journal. 

This format was unobtrusive and provided an open-ended format that 

allowed for coding and jottings during the session and then a longer 

reflective narrative in the space and time after the session had concluded.  
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Key developments and critical incidents were recorded, and reported speech 

was captured. Specifically, elements of listening were highlighted as the 

observations were recorded and evidence was sought of the mediated 

relationship between researcher and practitioners and children.  

Observations were also made of the other specific listening methods e.g., 

drawing, and so observation with reflection became the staple of the field 

diary and underpinned the methods that follow. As outlined above in section 

5.5.1 quality was not assessed through observations.   

The following provides an illustration of a section of an early narrative 

observation:  

The youngest group had tricycles and scooters to use around the 

larger hall space. I remained with the younger children for a while and 

then returned to the back room to see how this space was utilised by 

the older children. They were accessing painting, sand play, a home 

corner and dressing up which had not been accessible in the larger 

hall. This session finished with a story before all children are seated 

to await parents’ arrival. 

       Ri3 first impressions iii 

5.6.2.2. Photo elicitation  

The primary inspiration for the inclusion of photographic images comes from 

Clark and Moss’ Mosaic Approach (2011). This multimodal research (see 

also section 4.3) views children as experts in their own lives, skilful 

communicators, rights holders and meaning makers (Clark and Moss, 2011, 

p.5) and sought to gain insight into how young children experienced their 
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settings. Photography was one element of the ‘mosaic’ and was a method 

that I previously found particularly effective in my own exploration of the 

methodology (Lyndon, 2019a). Clark and Moss (2011) had previously used 

the images in map making and it was the discussion around the photograph 

which became a further valuable source of data feeding into their reflective 

approach. It is the discussion that the photograph can elicit which supports 

children in forming their narratives as children demonstrate greater 

communicational competence when they are in control of the narrative 

(Formosinho and Araujo, 2006).  

When using photo elicitation, the camera becomes the responsibility of the 

children as they seek to document their experience; in this research the 

children were asked to document things they enjoyed about coming to 

nursery/ pre-school etc. The photographs taken by the children formed part 

of further activities creating photo-boards which supported dialogue between 

children and practitioners about preferences; the interpretation of these 

images is evident in appendix 7 and further evidences the ethnographic 

approach.  

In my own previous exploration of this method, due to concerns over 

inclusion of all those children who wished to take part (Harcourt and 

Einarsdottir, 2011), photo-boards were created. This two-dimensional 

response was annotated by practitioners at the behest of children. 

Practitioners found this one of the most valuable experiences within the 

research project and discovered much about the children in their care 

(Lyndon, 2019a).  
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Having the option of developing the use of photography, whilst effective, is 

fraught with ethical issues which become more problematic if I am seen as 

an outsider researcher (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009), particularly over 

ownership of images. The increasing data shadow that is building around 

each child (Roberts-Holmes and Bradbury, 2016) and the security needed 

for the storage and analysis of such images is problematic (see also ethics 

section) and was considered carefully within this research. 

  

5.6.2.3 Family Voice 

The need for parental involvement is well documented throughout early 

years literature (e.g., see Crowley and Wheeler, 2013,) and forms a central 

theme of the EYFS Statutory Framework (DfE, 2017). The Effective 

Provision of Preschool Education (EPPE) project’s longitudinal research 

highlighted the importance of parental factors and home environment on 

children’s outcomes (Sylva et al, 2003) and developing better partnerships 

with parents remains an educational goal.  

Parent participation is one element of gathering children’s voice that was 

also developed by Clark and Moss (2011) who used parent conferences to 

include a parent’s perspective of what was important to the child as one 

method within their Mosaic methodology.  

Parental consultation had been trialled in my previous research (Lyndon, 

2019a) making up part of the mosaic around the target children. Arranging 

individual parental consultations proved time consuming and problematic for 

working parents, however, once undertaken the parents were enthused and 
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relished the opportunity to offer their own perspective on their child’s 

experiences. Resulting from the research practitioners reconsidered the 

information they offered to parents and further developed their 

documentation to include parental consultation with a focus on eliciting 

children’s voice.  

Research by Penn Green (Lawrence and Gallagher, 2015) utilised family 

voice sheets when exploring effective parent and practitioner strategies; this 

strategy enabled the practitioners to maintain links with the parents and gave 

parents the option of sharing as frequently as they liked. Methodologically 

this strategy is easy to embed into practice and considers the varied 

background which the parents might represent as well as a variety of literacy 

levels. Invariably utilisation of the method would demonstrate differences in 

the cultural capital of the parents (Bourdieu, 1984) and may highlight such 

differences to the children, therefore utilisation of this method in the research 

needed to consider this issue carefully to maintain the praxeological aim of 

equity and to consider the effects of potential power imbalances.  

5.6.2.4 Storytelling  

A further participatory technique was to involve the children in storytelling. 

Whilst many settings make use of a traditional story session during the daily 

routine there is also capacity to work with the children when developing the 

story narrative rather than following a set text. The inspiration for this 

methodology comes from work I undertook as a children’s centre teacher on 

story sacks and the children took over as storytellers. Kara (2015) 

recognises storytelling as a transformative method of data gathering as it is 
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so embedded in cultural practice, making it an ideal candidate for a 

participatory methodology.  

Narratives have been used as both a data collection method and an analysis 

tool in qualitative research for a number of years and in particular when 

researching culturally specific phenomena (Kara, 2015). Clough (2002) 

argues that storytelling allows researchers to use fragments of real events to 

provide an anonymised and plausible narrative; I would argue that the same 

applies to children. In working with children on a plausible story, they can 

draw upon real life to collectively construct a narrative which reflects the 

setting.  

Storytelling was used with the children as part of their usual daily routine and 

the children were encouraged to provide the characters, characterisation 

and events within the story; this was then recorded by the researcher and 

used for discussion with the setting practitioners to facilitate interpretation.    

5.6.2.5 Drawing  

Drawing as a research methodology with young children has been popular 

for some time. Kara (2015, p.89) suggests that the ‘draw and write 

technique’ in educational research has been around since the 1970s and is 

a flexible technique which can allow for both qualitative and quantitative 

analysis as children draw and then describe their image based on a 

particular stimulus. Anning and Ring (2004) were among those earlier 

twenty-first century researchers who illustrated the use of young children’s 

drawings as a demonstration of how they construct meaning. They point to 

the multiple ways children choose to represent and communicate their 
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growing understanding of the world and they suggest that children’s 

drawings have the potential to tell us ‘much more about childhood than we 

ever imagined’ (p.124). Their project offered us a difference between 

creative drawing which was characteristic of being in a ‘state of flow’, similar 

to that discussed by Csikszentmihalyi (1990), and representational drawing 

which would be more indicative of a landscape artist or an illustrator. 

Creative drawing offers an emphasis of the process of drawing rather than a 

focus on an end product.  Whatever the definition and purpose of the 

drawing, such a medium can demonstrate how children were making 

meaning of their world. Anning and Ring (2004) concluded that multi-

modality was central to understanding children’s preferences as children 

linked drawing to other playful and creative expressions. They also 

concluded that drawing represented children’s developing understanding of 

their world. This is a view upheld through settings within Reggio Emilia 

philosophy as they also encourage children to explore their environment 

through multiple ways using all of their ‘languages’ (Edwards, Gandini, 

Forman, 2012, p.7).  

It is important to consider alternatives to standard dialogue such as drawing 

and mark making and their place within a child’s developing skills; children in 

early years will begin to explore personal expression through mark making 

and drawing as a natural part of their development demonstrating 

competency (Edwards, Gandini and Foreman, 2012). Early Years practice 

strives to encourage such mark making and drawing in terms of its 

importance for emerging literacy skills. Drawing therefore offers a 
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developmentally appropriate mechanism through which children’s 

perceptions can be explored.   

When utilising drawing methods with young children as a research method 

there is thick data and rich description (Geertz, 1973) within both the 

process and the outcome of the drawing. As children participate in the 

drawing activity there is the opportunity for discussion and questioning both 

by the practitioner, the researcher, and peers. Einarsdottir, Perry and 

Dockett (2009) highlight the importance of the drawing process rather than 

the product enabling practitioners and researchers the opportunity to 

dialogue with the child during the drawing experience. The child might 

explain what they are drawing or the reasons why they have selected to 

draw such an image; this dialogue can be captured by the researcher 

through notes and recordings to provide further insight. Researchers should 

always document the process elements of children’s drawings to enrich their 

data, providing an additional dimension to the analysis and to further validate 

the conclusions drawn.  

The outcome of the drawing also provides data; an image which conveys a 

child’s preference or views on a topic can be coded and classified to 

contribute to a larger set of data (Lyndon, 2019b). It too can be annotated 

with the views and interpretations of the child which can be gained by 

confirming researcher interpretations through member checking (Robson, 

2011).  

One option for researching with young children is to offer the opportunity for 

free drawing. Large rolls of paper and a variety of drawing materials provide 
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an invitation or provocation which encourage the children to engage with the 

research and participate in the activity (Lyndon, 2019b). The role of the 

researcher in this activity here is to sit alongside the children and engage in 

dialogue during this process. The researcher might offer an open-ended 

question as a prompt ‘what do you enjoy about coming to nursery?’ or ‘what 

are you good at?’ or ‘tell me about your favourite things…’.  

In this research it should be noted that during free drawing experiences 

children were encouraged to participate whatever the outcome; not all 

children will wish to draw to the prompt, and this can become a 

disadvantage of this method as much extraneous data is collected but in 

participating within the child centred nature of the EYFS (DfE, 2017) it was 

important to follow children’s interests. I was also aware of the fine line 

between being interested in children’s drawing and being intrusive (Fisher, 

2016). It was important for me to recognise that some children may not wish 

to discuss their drawing; this assent is further discussed during the ethics 

section.  

Free drawing does offer the researcher the opportunity to scrutinise both the 

process and the outcomes of such drawing. Discussions during the research 

process can be recorded or reflected upon after the session and children 

can also help researchers to annotate such drawings to help to illustrate 

their meaning.  

Drawing within a given framework offers the researcher the opportunity to 

elicit a graduated response from the children (Lyndon, 2019b). Elden (2012) 

used concentric circles of closeness to research the relationship children 



167 
 

have with their carers offering a graduated response in terms of attachments 

to the child. The resulting drawing represented a complex set of connected 

relationships which demonstrated both practical care and emotional support 

and radiated in concentric circles from the child at the centre. I used this 

model of concentric circles to ask children to respond to their educational 

visit as each level of the circle represents the preferences of the child. In this 

research concentric circles were explored as providing a means of eliciting a 

graduated response from the children; they were asked to place their 

favourite or most valued in the centre circle and their least favourite in the 

space around the outside. The observation of this process and the dialogue 

which resulted was captured in the research diary and formed part of the 

data.  

 

5.7 Data analysis  

Data analysis took place throughout the project and was not a distinct and 

separate phase. Preparation of the data and systematic storage and 

documentation was essential (Kara, 2015), particularly with the quantity of 

data that was generated; this was also an ethical consideration and is 

addressed in the ethics chapter.  A nine-step analysis was applied to the 

data which began prior to collection:  

1. Though the implementation of a praxeological paradigm there was an 

ethical precursor to the data collection along with adherence to ethical 

guidelines (Bertram et al, 2015) to adopt an affirmative stance to the 

analysis (Cooperrider and Whitney, 2008). Such an affirmative 
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influence on the research sought positive examples rather than 

seeking to pass negative judgement; this appealed to my axiological 

stance.   

2. My own axiology and my belief in the constructivist nature of reality 

results in subjectivity in the observations made and conversations 

reported. Largely it was a personal decision to record an incident as 

‘critical’ and to apply subsequent coding; I acknowledge the personal 

choices I make throughout the research and added such reflections to 

the field diary. This analysis at the point of data collection is 

recognised by Lincoln and Guba (1985) as necessary in order to 

continuously learn from the data as it is gathered; this inductive data 

analysis meant that I could explore lines of enquiry with each new 

research encounter.  

3. All data was gathered and then digitally stored within the field diary 

and the setting portfolios; all data was coded for setting 

(01/02/03/04/05) and day and month of research. These recordings 

were all made on the day of the setting visits.  

4. A level of thematic coding was applied based on the four elements of 

pedagogic mediation; openness, listening, suspending and 

encountering (Formosinho, 2014) which appear in coding as O/L/S/E 

(and are evidenced in colour in appendix 6).  

5. Thematic coding was then applied looking for any instances of 

listening to children; a participatory view of listening was applied 

based on the input from practitioners through RAMPS. This thematic 

coding was generated through the constant comparative method 
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(Glaser and Strauss, 1967) which is recognised as the most effective 

analysis of naturalistic observations (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). The 

constant comparative method involves the continual review of data 

which can then set conceptual parameters on categories within that 

data and so generate theory (Westbrook, 1994).  

6. A level of open coding was also applied and negative case analysis 

was sought (Shenton, 2004). This allowed all data to be considered 

for unexpected outcomes. I needed to consider any data which was a 

natural outlier for the categories in 4 and 5.  

7. All critical incidents were then coded for their level of thick description 

(Geertz, 1973); this coding was applied on a scale 1-3 with 3 

providing the most detail around the incident and 1 providing the 

least. Like Geertz (1973), I believe that the analysis of culture is 

interpretive as we explore meaning rather than a singular absolute 

truth. Geertz (1973) linked thick description directly to the activities of 

ethnography and discussed the context, the implied meaning as well 

as the actual action itself within thick description; there are layers of 

meaning around events and extending beyond those events. 

Hammersley (2008) challenges Geertz’s notion of thick description for 

not detailing how it should be sought or specifying the goal of the 

inquiry, but I believe these elements are specific to the inquiry itself. 

In this research the goal is to develop practice around listening 

techniques with children through ethical and respectful work with 

practitioners and so description will be sought which contain the 

context of these interactions, the reported speech, and its inferred 
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meaning, as well as potential future implications. The descriptions 

which are thick include both the perspective of the practitioners or 

children as well of that of the researcher; the data therefore includes 

my own constructions of others’ constructions. In contrast to Geertz 

(1973) the researcher has not remained solely responsible for the 

application of a theoretical layer due to member checking (Robson, 

2011) and regular peer review. Invariably the search for thick 

description resulted in the identification of thin description which was 

excluded from the analysis process.   

8. Member checking was then applied to all incidents defined as 

demonstrating listening and having been assigned the highest score 

for the richest level of descriptive detail. This continued to fulfil the 

participatory commitment of the research as practitioners were asked 

to review data at cluster meetings and to discuss the interpretation. 

The member checking and peer review through cluster meetings 

maintained an affirmative stance to enable practitioners to have 

confidence to engage in such discussions (Cooperrider and Whitney, 

2005). This ethical decision is outlined in section 6.9.  

9. Peer scrutiny was applied to the above process through research 

seminars and presentations at conference. Sharing research with 

peers is a natural part of the praxeological research process and 

essential in the development of knowledge (Formosinho and Oliveira-

Formosinho, 2012). Scrutiny was also provided through supervision 

opportunities; this forms a natural part of the pedagogic mediator’s 

personal development process (Formosinho and Formosinho, 2008) 
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and ensures a synchronicity to the isomorphism. As a pedagogic 

mediator, I worked with practitioners in developing practice whilst my 

supervisory team worked with me providing support.   

 

5.8 Trustworthiness  

My own ontological assumption of the multiplicity of truth and 

epistemological assumption of subjectivity (see sections 5.2.1 and 5.2.1 

above) results in seeking trustworthiness within my research (Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985) as opposed to seeking internal and external validity. I seek to 

demonstrate that I have represented the multiple realities surrounding the 

research adequately and reconstructed them in a credible, dependable, 

confirmable and transferable way. The constructs of effective research 

offered by Guba (1981) have been explored by Shenton (2004) in the 

context of educational research and he provides us with provisions which 

may be followed in order to meet such requirements.  

Guba’s (1981) construct of credibility is established through locating this 

research within the field of wider participatory research in early years and 

following on previous praxeological research (Pascal and Bertram, 2012; 

Oliveira-Formosinho and Formosinho, 2012). This allows the lessons of 

previous research to be informative and provide a guidance. The time spent 

exploring the wider culture of each setting also supports the credibility of the 

research (Shenton, 2004) and is supported through pedagogic mediation, 

specifically the openness outlined in section 3.3.2. This also supports the 

development of relationships and trust (Lyndon et al. 2019) that will ensure 

honesty from participants (Shenton, 2004). The elements of pedagogic 
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mediation also support credibility through Shenton’s suggested use of 

iterative questioning (2004) as listening during pedagogic mediation requires 

such questioning to enable the researcher to gain a full understanding of the 

complexities of the context.  The use of multiple methods, including a 

reflective research diary, provides triangulation as does the location of the 

research within three settings. Triangulation of methods, along with the 

opportunity to discuss the data gathered through cluster meetings, staff 

meetings and informal debrief conversations, also provide further credibility 

(Shenton, 2004). Member checking becomes part of the researcher narrative 

when all data is gathered (Robson, 2011) to support this element.  

Only two of Shenton’s (2004) recommendations for credibility were rejected 

in this research process. The suggestion of random sampling was not 

possible due to the research design. After the first setting was selected 

following an informal professional connection, the remaining settings were 

purposefully selected due to their participation within the locality cluster. As 

stated previously this sampling seeks not to suggest typicality of context 

(Yin, 1984) but to provide a range of experience which is typical of non-

statutory, early years practice nationally (DfE, 2017). Also rejected was 

Shenton’s suggestion of negative case analysis (2004, p.83). Whilst 

methods of analysis did allow for extraneous and unexpected data, the 

option to seek out and highlight cases where children were not listened to 

did not sit within my values and research positionality. The purpose of the 

research is to support the development of better practice rather than to 

highlight and focus upon poor practice. Equally the power dynamic 

suggested within pedagogic mediation rejects the notion that the mediator 
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provides expert judgement on best practice and supports the practitioners to 

develop their own reflections (Oliveira-Formosinho and Formosinho, 2008). 

The practitioners in this research will have the opportunity to reflect upon 

instances where children’s voice is not listened to, but an ethical 

commitment has been made to maintain a positive focus (see also section 

6.9).  

A further layer of credibility has been added to this research through the 

frequent opportunities to seek peer review through both formal and informal 

arrangement (see also section 6.2). The opportunity to review the research 

design, supporting literature and subsequent findings at research meetings, 

as well as national and international conference, has provided additional 

credibility in seeking the view of notable researchers and scholars within the 

sector. Equally engagement at such events has ensured I remain updated 

on current research and am able to locate my own study within this broader 

field.  

The transferability of a study will also support its trustworthiness (Guba, 

1981) and is often defined in positivist research as the external validity. In 

this positivist tradition transferability suggests the sample setting is 

representative of settings nationally and so generalisation can be applied 

(Kincheloe and McLaren, 1998) . This simplistic view of transferability does 

not account for the complexities of real-life research (Robson, 2011) and 

also expects a passive response from the reader of such research. 

Transferability is addressed as an ethical requirement in this research and 

detailed further in section 6.0. In relation to addressing Shenton’s (2004) 

recommendations, pedagogic mediation provides the opportunity to gather 
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significant contextual data which conveys the boundaries of the research 

and locates it within a wider research base. This enables the reader to 

interpret the research within their own context (Oliveira-Formosinho and 

Formosinho, 2012, p.601) and is more readily aligned with the notion of 

assimilation of new information in a socio-cultural context, i.e., knowledge is 

constructed within the context of existing experience (Kincheloe and 

McLaren, 1998, p. 288).  

Guba (1981) also highlights the importance of dependability within 

trustworthiness. Shenton’s (2004) recommendation here is through 

systematic reporting and documentation of the data collection, reflection and 

analysis process. The field diary discussed in section 5.5.1 addresses much 

of this documentation as do the research design and data analysis process. 

Again, through member checking (Robson, 2011) and subsequent peer 

review there is continued appraisal of data interpretation.  

Finally, Guba (1981) highlights the importance of confirmability as opposed 

to seeking objectivity. The role of the pedagogic mediator is located within 

the context and relationships of the setting and subjectivity is inevitable. 

Pedagogic mediation requires honesty on the part of the mediator that 

includes an understanding of previous professional experiences; these have 

informed both the trajectory of the research process, as outlined in section 

1.1, and also my daily interactions as a pedagogic mediator. Through clearly 

exploring researcher positionality and triangulation of method, along with 

member checking (Robson, 2011) and peer review, this research seeks to 

make visible the research design, decisions, and influences.  This level of 

transparency will enable readers to interpret the research for themselves.  
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These saliences between Guba’s original constructs and Shenton’s (2004) 

recommendations are mapped in table 3:   

Guba’s 

(1981) 

original 

construct  

Positivist 

equivalent  

Shenton’s (2004, 

p.83)  

recommendations  

Research specifics  

Credibility  internal 

validity  

Well established 

research methods  

Established through 

full literature review 

prior to data collection 

and building upon 

previous research.   

Early familiarity with 

the culture  

Established through 

first phase of 

pedagogic mediation 

and ethnographic 

approach; lentitude.  

Random sampling First setting was 

through professional 

connection and 

remaining settings 

within that same 

cluster and so 

purposeful.  
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Triangulation Established through 

the multiple methods 

employed in research 

design, in multiple 

settings with children, 

parents and 

practitioners.  

Honesty from 

informants 

Established with 

lentitude and 

ethnographic 

techniques, also 

recognition of multiple 

realities and 

reconstruction of 

events.  

Iterative questioning Reflective approach 

through pedagogic 

mediation allowed for 

listening to 

practitioners.     

Negative case 

analysis  

Rejected: seeking 

negative examples did 

not fit within the scope 

of the researcher. 

Reflections for 
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practitioners enabled 

throughout.  

Pedagogic mediation 

offered the researcher 

encountering which 

challenge was 

transformative.    

Frequent debriefing Established through 

informal discussion 

during each encounter 

as well as through 

cluster meetings.  

Peer scrutiny  Established through 

dissemination at 

national and 

international 

conference as well as 

research events and 

PhD supervision.  

Researchers 

reflective 

commentary  

Established through 

the field diary.  

Background 

qualifications of the 

investigator  

Established through 

the introduction and 
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positionality of this 

report.  

Member checks  Established through 

informal discussion 

during each encounter 

as well as through 

cluster meetings. 

Thick description  Established through 

field diary and coded 

through data analysis 

Examination of 

previous research  

Established through 

literature review  

Transferability  External 

validity  

Sufficient contextual 

information  

Introduction and pen 

portraits for all settings.  

Acknowledgement that 

as a research I do not 

determine how the 

reader will interpret this 

report 

Convey the 

boundaries of the 

study  

See final reflections  

A part of a wider 

research base  

See literature review 

and final reflections 
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Dependability  Reliability  Accurate reporting 

of process including 

research design, 

operational details 

of data gathering 

and reflective 

appraisal.   

Established through 

systematic 

methodology, research 

design, data analysis 

and subsequent 

interpretation of results  

Confirmability  Objectivity  Admit researcher 

predispositions   

Introductory section 

and researcher 

positioning 

Triangulation Multiple methods 

employed in research 

design, in multiple 

settings with children, 

parents and 

practitioners. 

Decisions made and 

methods adopted 

should be explored.  

Reflection embedded 

throughout   

Audit trail  Research design, data 

analysis protocol.  

Shortcomings to be 

highlighted  

Established through 

final reflections 
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Table 3 Demonstrating trustworthiness.  

In summary, to address trustworthiness I have aimed to address credibility 

by ensuring I depict a true picture of the development of listening practices 

within the settings and how this has been developed through pedagogic 

mediation. I have provided sufficient detail that the reader might be able to 

utilise the information to their advantage hence addressing transferability 

and dependability although here I recognise that the reader will interpret this 

report based on their own context and motivations. Finally, in addressing 

confirmability, unlike Shenton (2004), I do not seek to remove my 

predispositions from the report, only to highlight what they are and reflect 

upon how they may have impacted on the outcomes discussed. Praxeology 

recognises that I have experience and status within my field and should 

proceed respectfully and ethically working in a participatory manner.  
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6.0 Ethical considerations 

Ethical considerations sit centrally within a praxeological paradigm and 

warrant specific and extended discussion as ethical considerations impact 

upon every element of the research. Traditionally, in positivist research, 

ethics are seen as a parallel element in the research process, rather than 

embedded, as morals are seen as external to knowledge (Formosinho and 

Oliveira-Formosinho, 2012); such ethics do not acknowledge the intrinsic 

motivations of the research and their organisation and the sphere of 

influence on such research. It is in qualitative research that such morals, 

values and interests are incorporated into the paradigm selection, the 

methodology, analysis and writing; ethical considerations in this research 

stem from the notion to engage in the research initially, as was highlighted in 

the introduction, and carry through to the end of the thesis and beyond 

through dissemination.       

Praxeology aims to offer ‘useful’ social science research connected to social 

practice which is specific for an educational context (Formosinho and 

Oliveira-Formosinho, 2012, p. 601) and in providing purpose and value, 

promotes an ethical approach. Whilst the methodologies used in praxeology 

have the potential to be varied and context specific, they have similarities 

which support the ethical stance. There are detailed descriptions of actions 

and situations; these descriptions, afforded through the research diary in this 

context, allow the reader to read and interpret this research within their own 

context and experience. This then shifts the ethical requirement of 

transferability from researcher to reader; how they will make use of the 
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knowledge they gain and how can it help to improve practice within their own 

sphere of influence?   

Praxeology also acknowledges the ethics of attached research and the rigor 

that such a reflexive and attached commitment can provide (Formosinho and 

Oliveira-Formosinho, 2012). This intense attachment involves an extended 

research period and regular contact with the other actors involved 

(practitioners, children and their parents) and results in the researcher 

becoming complicit with those actors and having commitment to the setting. 

This ethical position allows a researcher to uphold their professional heritage 

and engage actively with the life of the setting. This attached position does 

not sit tidily in a traditional insider/ outsider dichotomy and instead 

recognises ‘the space between’ these two positions (Dwyer and Buckle, 

2009).   

The emphasis placed on ethics within praxeology and by my own axiological 

stance required consideration beyond the mechanics of obtaining ethical 

consent from the supervising University. Adherence to respected and 

acknowledged ethical guidelines helps to demonstrate this personal 

commitment.  The European Early Childhood Research Association’s 

(EECERA) ethical guidelines formed the ethical framework (Bertram et al., 

2015); this recently developed set of guidelines draws upon the more 

commonly utilised British Education Research Association (BERA) 

guidelines (BERA, 2011; 2018) whilst offering specific advice for those 

working within early years and with particular reference to participatory 

methods; this reflected the praxeological paradigm choice. This section shall 

first explore some of the broader ethical issues of confidentiality, consent, 
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welfare and rights of participants, participation of subjects, data protection 

and security, feedback and dissemination considered prior to 

commencement. Furthermore, there were ethical procedures to follow to 

gain authorisation from the University; tensions exist between this formal 

aspect of seeking consent from the University’s ethics board and the 

praxeological nature of the enquiry and these shall be discussed later in this 

section.  

 

6.1 Safeguarding  

In the first instance, as a professional working within the field, I had 

awareness of the verification that settings would undertake when taking on 

new staff and so I followed safer recruitment procedures (DfE, 2016) as I 

introduced myself to settings. This gave the settings a level of confidence in 

who I was and what I was asking them to participate in. Working with 

children in England requires an enhanced disclosure certificate which was 

first granted in October 2013 (Certificate Number: 001421901711); this was 

shown to all settings along with my relevant qualifications and evidence of 

my professional as well as student status through University identity cards.  

Settings were also provided with copies of University correspondence 

outlining my research proposal and ethical clearance; this clearance denoted 

the key ethical considerations (see appendix 3). In addition to this the Centre 

for Research in Early Childhood (CREC) provided a letter outlining that my 

research study was taking place under their academic supervision. I 

provided written consent to settings that copies of the above paperwork 

could be held within their single central record for the duration of the 
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research. Due to the nature of my time in settings I also asked for typical 

induction information and had sight of the setting safeguarding policy. I 

made sure I was aware of the designated lead practitioner for safeguarding 

and also familiarised myself with the contact details and remit of the local 

safeguarding board which covered all settings.   

 

6.2 Confidentiality and Anonymity  

Confidentiality and anonymity are key issues to be considered working with 

such young children and as per EECERA guidelines (Bertram et al., 2015 

p.6) it was considered ‘the norm’ when working in practice to protect setting, 

staff and children’s details though ensuring anonymity and by keeping 

individualised data confidential.   Data was to be gathered around settings 

rather than individual participants, which meant that personal information 

was not collected in the first instance. As confidentiality and anonymity 

extend beyond not naming participants, to ensuring that no identifying details 

are revealed (Robson, 2011; Musgrave 2019) the research notes and raw 

data do not feature in the final thesis and all research interactions have been 

reviewed specifically with anonymity in mind. Musgrave (2019) suggest a 

sensitivity is required when providing reflective accounts in research and 

advises a factual and non-accusatory tone.  The ‘cloak of anonymity’ 

(Punch, 1998 p. 176) must be sufficiently robust that insiders to the research 

would also fail to locate specific individuals concerned and so staff from 

each setting assisted in reviewing data at cluster meetings and checking that 

it maintained anonymity. In some cases, original research notes were edited 
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prior to dissemination to further guarantee anonymity, this was done 

sensitively so as not to alter the prevailing narrative.   

There was also the need to recognise that complete confidentiality could not 

be guaranteed without question.  Firstly, the completed thesis sits within the 

public domain, all settings had awareness of this at first contact; they were 

also informed that there would be active dissemination of research findings 

through publication as well as national and international conference 

opportunities. Secondly, as a teacher, I have a professional duty of care 

regarding safeguarding legislation and would have been obliged to report 

any concerns that might have arisen during my time in settings (DfE, 2016); 

all settings welcomed this and informed me of my own duty of care within 

their safeguarding policies as part of induction.   

Finally, as a practitioner working within EYFS statutory regulations (DfE, 

2017) I have awareness of point 3.70 which protects children’s privacy; 

settings have a duty of care to ensure all staff protect children’s personal 

information and as a voluntary researcher within the setting I would adhere 

to this professional requirement.  

  

6.3 Consent and Assent  

Participation in this research was on the grounds of voluntary informed 

consent (Bertram et al., 2015 p. 6) recognising that all participants have the 

right to be informed about the nature of the research i.e. how they may 

participate, how it will be reported and to whom (BERA, 2011). Consent to 

participate was initially gained formally from all setting managers and then, 
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through their introductions, from staff at team meetings. Setting managers, in 

this case, acted as gatekeepers and their willingness to participate did not 

signify consent of their wider staff teams.  For this reason, and in keeping 

with the praxeological paradigm, consent remained active and ongoing 

(Bertram et al., 2015, p.6) and at each encounter the verbal consent of those 

involved was sought. At each encounter I asked if staff were happy to have 

me working alongside them; I always allowed myself to be directed by their 

expertise.  Ongoing assent of staff is built into pedagogic mediation, the 

openness and listening elements ensure a mediator listens to the 

practitioner and allows them to set the pace and agenda for change. A 

practitioner who does not demonstrate their ongoing assent will not reach 

phases of encountering with a pedagogic mediator and the process follows 

the practitioner’s pace.  In seeking assent (Dockett and Perry, 2011), I 

sought to confirm participation through a relational process whereby actions 

and responses were taken together to indicate participation.  

As stated previously data was gathered at a setting level rather than around 

individuals. The activities which developed through pedagogically mediated 

interactions were embedded into the usual routine of the setting alongside 

the practitioner and so within the statutory legislation and practice guidance 

provided by the EYFS (DfE, 2014 2017; Early Education, 2014). This meant 

that specific written consent for each child, within each setting, was not 

required from parents; children would continue to be able to select the 

activities with which they engaged in the setting as per the usual 

pedagogical practice.  
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It was, however, important to inform parents of the research within the 

setting and to provide transparency around the process. A research leaflet 

(in appendix 4) outlined the research topic and the activities which were 

proposed, as well as providing personal information about myself to maintain 

the attached commitment to the setting (Formosinho and Oliveira-

Formosinho, 2012). Research as well as supervisor contact details were 

shared with parents and they were encouraged to get in touch if they had 

any queries. As these leaflets were shared with parents, I was available to 

ensure questions could be asked at that moment, should they arise. Leaflets 

were handed out personally at either the start or end of sessions as children 

were dropped off and collected.  

When undertaking the specific listening activities, assent (Conroy and 

Harcourt, 2009; Dockett and Perry, 2011) was gained from the children by 

reading body language, as well as through discussion. Children were invited 

to participate in an activity as part of the free flow of opportunities they would 

typically experience. By gauging the assent of the children, practitioners 

could draw upon their intimate knowledge of the children and their prior 

relationships to be able to judge whether a child was comfortable and 

contributing voluntarily in an activity. All activities were extending best (wise) 

practice and were placed with the EYFS; each activity sat within the aims 

and principles of the EYFS, supported characteristics of effective learning 

and had development matters age-appropriate outcomes (Early Education, 

2012).   
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6.4 Welfare and rights of participants 

The welfare and rights of all participants in this research was central; the 

equitable approach offered through praxeology aims to redistribute power in 

a democratic, inclusive and collaborate way (Pascal and Bertram, 2012, 

p.486). The research also sits within rights-based approach (see literature 

review section 4.5) which further embodies ethical considerations and as 

already stated,  all activity was to be embedded in normal early years 

practice (i.e., following aims and principles set out by the EYFS, 2017 and 

related guidance). 

Ethical guidance cites non–malevolence and sets a standard that 

researchers should not do harm or cause stress to participants (e.g., BERA, 

2011; Bertram et al., 2015), praxeology takes this further offering guiding 

principles for the praxeological researcher which ensure it is ‘essentially and 

radically egalitarian’ and a commitment through participation to 

transformation (Pascal and Bertram, 2012, p. 486).  

Inclusivity, a core value of the research itself, required consideration when 

working in early years. As a researcher I modelled inclusive practices when 

working in the settings; allowing extra time to children who want or need it, 

as well as scaffolding activities if required. Barriers to participation, for 

example for children with particular difficulties, were considered and 

adaptations were made to some of the listening methods trialled to ensure 

inclusive practice. In larger settings there were time restrictions on activities 

(sessional care), and I needed to ensure all children who wished to 

participate had that opportunity. In all the settings there were children who 
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presented with additional needs; I worked with staff to ensure that all 

activities presented to children were accessible to all.  

Equally, I respect children’s desire not to participate; this can be problematic 

when practitioners want all children to access all activates. The statutory 

framework holds the unique child centrally (DfE, 2017) yet our broader 

educational philosophy promotes a transmissive model of education (Wood, 

2010) which directs practitioners within early years to engage in direct 

instruction of whole cohort and groups. In my experience this results in 

practitioners asserting power and influence over children in order to ensure 

they participate in an activity. The constant requirement of assent (Dockett 

and Perry, 2011) was shared with parents, children and practitioners and it 

was revisited throughout the research.  

This commitment to the welfare of all participants within the setting had 

influenced the decision not to track the data of individual stories of children 

through the research. This removed the requirement to obtain individual 

parental consent and avoided the dilemma of having parental consent for a 

child who did not wish to participate or having a child wanting to take part 

whose parent had not consented. I was aware that selecting a few children 

could marginalise others (Harcourt and Einarsdottir, 2011) and that 

consideration of participants was insufficient; I needed to consider the 

welfare of all children who would be impacted by the research in its broadest 

sense. Richardson (2019) describes similar dilemmas and concluded that all 

children within a research setting should have the same level of ethical 

consideration. For me this ethical absolute is rooted in my practitioner 

background and adheres to the statutory and recommended guidance for 
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early years in England (DfE, 2017; Early Education, 2012) through which 

children’s interests are followed.  

Equality and diversity awareness were maintained throughout and the 

homogeneous nature of the cluster practitioners was a consideration at the 

time of ethical approval. All practitioners were female and many part-time; 

full setting pen portraits can be seen in the findings. This reflects the 

homogeneous nature of the workforce in early years and required 

consideration and awareness rather than action.  A praxeological approach 

ensured a sensitive and democratic approach throughout when working 

alongside all practitioners, children and their families. I was aware that I 

would be seen as an expert by some practitioners and knew that they might 

undervalue their own professional status.  As previously stated, some of the 

children who presented with additional needs required adaptions to the 

listening activities and this was facilitated without question and in line with 

SEND legislation (DfE, 2014). 

  

6.5 Participation of practitioners and children  

As exemplified by EECERA guidelines and outlined in the literature review 

this research has been conducted ‘within the spirit’ of articles 3 and 12 of the 

UNCRC (Bertram et al., 2015, p. 7) and so where possible all participants’ 

views have been sought and the research has operated within the best 

interests of those involved (see also literature review section 4.5).  

Relationships were also a key consideration, as without trusting and 

mutually respectful relationships the research cannot take place. The first 
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stage of pedagogic mediation, openness, allows time for relationships to 

develop (Oliveira-Formosinho, 2014). As a qualified teacher with a Master of 

Education degree in education I was honest about my professional heritage 

and experience whilst remaining mindful of the potential for power imbalance 

as a result; this was all recorded through a field diary to enable reflection. By 

undertaking a literature review and exploring concepts of power I became 

aware of my own position as an ‘expert’ (Freire, 1996) and better understood 

the confidence in education which made up part of my habitus and provided 

cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1984).  

 

6.6 Data 

To comply with data protection legislation (Great Britain Parliament, 1988) 

the information gathered has been used solely for the intended purpose and 

kept safe and secure; all data was gathered prior to GDPR (ICO, 2018) but 

with this alteration to legislation the data held was reviewed and extraneous 

data that did not meet research outcomes was deleted. Hand,written notes 

and drawings were photographed, and all digital data was secured on a 

password protected laptop with an encrypted hard drive. There is awareness 

through this research of the datafication of early years and the data shadows 

being created through extensive documentation of children (Roberts-Holmes 

and Bradbury, 2016); only images that are coded against research themes 

will be kept and only for the duration of the research and subsequent 

dissemination. Legally, images taken by children remain their own property, 

as copyrights laws are not affected by age (Great Britain Parliament, 1988) 

however data is not being gathered on an individual level which means 
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ownership of such intellectual property is not straightforward (Menter, et al. 

2011); thus the images will remain the property of the settings, as happens 

for the photographs taken as part of documentary EYFS practice.  

Whilst part of the data is imagery this has also been documented as a 

narrative; photographs were described and the annotations around imagery 

included peripheral information including the interactions which took place 

around this critical incident.  

 

6.7 Feedback  

All participants have the right to feedback before, during and after the 

research process (Bertram et al., 2015) and the praxeological nature of the 

enquiry ensures this is adhered to. Most of the feedback to practitioners and 

children was verbal and embedded within the process of pedagogic 

mediation; the encountering element provides feedback between researcher 

and practitioner and vice versa (Lyndon, 2019b). Information was sent to 

parents prior to the research and by way of a summary as the research 

closed (see appendix 4). As researcher, it is my role to provide the feedback 

to participants, but this again draws the tension of power; this paradox of 

praxeology demonstrates that transformation requires leadership (Pascal 

and Bertram, 2012). Formal feedback therefore was carried out ‘within the 

spirit’ of the research and maintained a moral and ethical standard; I did not 

want the research to close with my own opinions being valued above those 

of others.  
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A further consideration was that the research should have value to the 

practitioners themselves and also to the wider early years community and 

beyond (Bertram et al., 2015; BERA 2011).  The participatory nature of the 

research gave practitioners ownership over this. Due to the nature of 

pedagogic mediation feedback becomes part of the mediation technique and 

therefor all participants remained informed throughout and were able to 

contribute to the analysis. This member checking (Robson, 2011) was also 

facilitated through the cluster meetings which had the research programme 

as a permanent agenda item.  

Feedback to the researcher is a central element of pedagogic mediation 

(Formosinho and Formosinho, 2008) and the supervision which followed this 

research was an important mediation element. Having regular supervisory 

sessions provided me with an environment in which pedagogic mediation 

could be mirrored. My supervisory team provided the openness and listening 

as I discussed my research. There were certainly elements of encountering 

throughout supervisory meetings and I am aware that I will never truly know 

the extent to which my supervisors engaged in suspending; I am certain that 

there will have been occasions when they held back their own opinions to 

enable me to move forward at my own pace.  

 

6.7 Dissemination  

As mentioned above the dissemination of wider findings is a central ethical 

consideration (Bertram et al.,2014; BERA, 2011) to further facilitate 

developments in early childhood education and care. This research has 
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linked dissemination and feedback together and elements of this research 

have been presented twice annually at national/international conference in 

order to gain peer review. Each opportunity for dissemination and feedback 

has resulted in reflection, documented through the field diary. Praxeology 

also recognises the reader of research in the dissemination process; the 

reader must take some responsibility for engaging in the research and 

reflecting on the messages offered (Oliveira-Formosinho and Formosinho, 

2012).  

 

6.8 Ethical tensions  

Whilst there is recognition that ethical regulations are required, there is a 

tension between the participatory nature of praxeological research and the 

requirement for the researcher to gain ethical consent for the research 

methods prior to embarking upon research. This shift towards more 

democratic research was predicted by Lincoln and Denzin (2005) who saw 

qualitative research as searching for social justice and moral purpose and 

suggested the maturing of the qualitative field into new practices ‘a new 

praxis that is deeply responsive and accountable to those it serves’ (Lincoln 

and Denzin, 2005, p. 1123); I await the time where University boards can 

recognise democratic and participatory research in which the researcher 

does not take a natural position of power.   

For the purposes of this research, ethical approval was granted following 

further elaboration of some key ethical questions by the committee; see 

appendix 3 for full approval documentation.  
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6.9 Further ethical considerations 

In analysing the data through a praxeological lens ethical considerations 

needed revisiting.  The peer review offered by the cluster provided member 

checking (Robson, 2011) but required absolute confidentiality of personal 

details. As professionals they adhered to EYFS statutory guidelines (DfE, 

2017) (3.2, 3.7, 3.21, 3.22 and particularly 3.70 around privacy) which 

maintained the group integrity and trust between settings.   

A further ethical consideration of power balance also needed highlighting at 

this stage. In discussing setting specific listening methods there was an 

element of judgement to contend with and the group worked here as a 

community of practice (Wenger, 1998). To ensure this power balance was 

maintained  an appreciative approach was taken to the research which is 

aligned with a praxeological framework. Appreciative inquiry ‘involves the art 

and practice of asking unconditionally positive questions that strengthen a 

systems capacity to apprehend anticipate and heighten positive potential’ 

(Cooperrider and Whitney, 2005, p.8). This focus on positive practice during 

wider meetings suited my own ethical stance as well as addressing key 

praxeological themes of power and praxis; as a group we discussed what 

worked well and what could be taken from this in the wider cluster. Poor 

practice that was seen was not discussed with the wider group and 

practitioners welcomed this approach. There were opportunities, through 

mediation, to reflect upon examples of less effective practice but this was on 

an individual basis through the encountering element of pedagogic 
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mediation which challenges practice and underlying assumptions, see 

findings section 7.4.3.  
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7.0  Bifocal data presentation.  

This chapter will discuss the data generated for both pedagogic mediation 

and then listening strategies. I accept that there are linked elements 

between themes in how the data is presented, however thematic analysis, 

based initially on pedagogic mediation and then following listening methods, 

seeks to provide clarity for the reader. This section is based on the need for 

thick description (Geertz, 1973) to provide the context. Pedagogic mediation 

is context specific and so a detailed understanding of the context will support 

the readers understanding of the research journey.   

This section will initially review the methodological process outlining the 

study settings and the pattern of contact. It will then provide an overview of 

the reactive parallel and proactive congruent phases of the research as 

discussed previously in section 5.4.2. The reactive parallel phase enabled 

relationships to build and was the precursor to the active research phase. 

Pedagogic mediation and listening strategies were initially considered 

separately in the reactive parallel phase of the research and then these 

themes were combined during the proactive congruent phase hence the 

bifocal nature of the data gathered. This dual narrative produced a complex 

data set which is illustrated in figure 4 below. Figure 4 illustrates the dual 

focus within the analysis of the data on both pedagogic mediation and 

methods developed for listening to children. It then illustrates how pedagogic 

mediation provided the framework through which listening strategies 

developed and follows on from figure 2 in section 5.4.2 which is also coded 

blue for pedagogic mediation and red for listening methods. The illustration 

demonstrates the congruent nature of the second active phase of the 
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research and evidences that the listening methods developed through 

pedagogic mediation.  

 

 

Figure 4 A bifocal data presentation map 
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7.1 Reactive parallel phase: initial contact 

As discussed in section 5.4.2, the reactive parallel phase provided space to 

begin relationships and the researcher role was reactive to the settings. The 

pedagogic mediation and listening elements developed alongside one 

another hence the parallel nature of the enquiry at this time. The aim of this 

phase was to secure settings who wished to participate and then to build 

relationships within the settings through time spent with practitioners and 

children within their everyday context. The aim towards the end of this phase 

of research was to then explore how the setting might further support 

listening to children and their RAMPS analysis supports this dialogue and 

provides a framework to discuss listening (Lancaster, 2006). As the initial 

contact and emerging relationships form part of the data on pedagogic 

mediation this contextual element will be presented here.  

To open this initial phase of the research five local settings were contacted. 

These were linked settings who were embarking upon working as a self-

organised cluster as discussed in section 5.1.4. In all settings a lead 

practitioner or manager was first approached for an introductory meeting in 

which we discussed the research parameters and the conceptual nature of 

the research. Permission of access was obtained initially to spend time 

within the settings as a participant observer (Hammersley, 2006; Robson, 

2011) and consent was gained to undertake initial discussions on how the 

setting listening to children using the RAMPS framework (Lancaster, 2006) 

at the end of this phase. These early interactions form the basis of the 

pedagogically mediated relationships that developed and so warrant specific 

consideration. Pedagogic mediation provides context specific support for 
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practitioners (Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008) and so the 

context itself becomes an important factor in the development of the 

research.  

This self-organised cluster of settings sits within a semi-rural area 

geographically located centrally in England. As a result of the documented 

austerity measures (CRAE, 2014; Pascal, Bertram and Cramp, 2019) 

support from within the local authority had diminished and the local infant 

school had sought to bring together settings within their locality to provide 

support. Initially the support was to meet the needs of the school in 

supporting transition into reception classes. The approximate population of 

this village during the time of the research was estimated to be seven 

thousand residents (reference withheld due to anonymity) with a 

disproportionate elderly population. The economic make-up of this large 

village demonstrates a wide spread of incomes. With the exception of the 

infant school which had no nursery provision, the settings involved in this 

first stage were all in direct market competition with one another.  

The first setting to be contacted was Beech Preschool; this meeting was 

organised through a children’s centre contact. The manager and deputy 

manager were keen to host my voluntary placement and be part of the 

research process. At preliminary discussions with this setting, the concept of 

working across the cluster had developed and they had suggested the other 

settings to contact and provided contact names. At this meeting it was 

agreed that the setting would host my voluntary placement half a day per 

week for the duration of the research process; it was agreed that there would 

be some variation in which day of the week to accommodate the nature of 
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their part time workforce.  Setting visits began and these were recorded as 

my own reflections on action (Schön, 1983) in my research diary.  

The second setting to be contacted was Oak Infant School. It was the school 

that had offered to host the cluster meetings and support the preschool 

settings locally. At preliminary discussions with this setting, the concept of 

developing listening strategies was discussed and the focus on preschool 

aged children was refined. The headteacher and EYFS lead teacher invited 

me to join the first cluster meeting and discussed their broader plans for the 

locality. Regular setting visits were not planned for the school outside of the 

cluster meetings as they did not have preschool provision. The first cluster 

meeting provided initial introductions and the proposed research was 

introduced to all who attended. 

The third setting contacted was Hazel Preschool. Contact with this setting 

had been made at the first cluster meeting which took place at Oak Infant 

School. It was the deputy manager who had attended the cluster meeting 

and she suggested a setting-based meeting before a decision would be 

made about participating in the research. At this subsequent meeting, which 

included the manager, the voluntary nature of a weekly placement was 

discussed, and plans made. I was made aware of setting policies regarding 

volunteers and provided with the settings confidentiality statement, which I 

agreed to uphold.  

The fourth setting contacted was Maple Day Nursery. Contact with this 

setting was initially made through an email enquiry and then an appointment 

was made to discuss the research at the setting. This setting was not 
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represented at the first cluster meeting which the infant school hosted, due 

to the timing of the meeting, and so initial relationships developed outside of 

this forum. The setting owner and manager were keen to allow access for 

research purposes and discussed their desire to improve the setting over the 

coming months and to shift the reputation that it held within the community.  

The fifth setting was Willow Preschool which sat geographically on the 

outskirts of the locality. Contact was made with this setting via email after 

they too were unable to attend the first cluster meeting. Following three 

months of email negotiations an initial meeting was arranged. At this 

meeting it was apparent that the setting was struggling with sustainability 

and was staffed solely on a voluntary basis. Very few children were on roll 

and the setting lead was considering whether the setting could continue. The 

setting lead was still initially keen to participate in the research and gave 

permission to access for initial visits. Following this initial agreement, I spent 

three months in regular contact in order to arrange setting visits, but these 

proved problematic, and no further visits were scheduled. This reduced 

engagement made ethnographic techniques (Malinowski, 1922; 

Hammersley, 2006; Robson, 2011) difficult and I believe that the setting was 

not yet ready to participate. I extended an offer for them to join later, should 

their circumstances allow. Willow Preschool was also unable to attend 

cluster meeting held at Oak Infant School and so their involvement in the 

whole project ended after just one setting based meeting.  

This initial, reactive parallel phase lasted for seven months and all five 

settings within the cluster were visited at least once and continued 

interaction developed with three settings: Beech Preschool, Hazel Playgroup 
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and Maple Day Nursery.  During this stage, the field diary (Ortlipp, 2008) 

comprised of narrative observations (Dunn, 2010; Clark and Moss, 2011) 

written immediately after the setting experience along with contextual 

information, as previously outlined in section 5.5.1. and 5.6.2.1. Each setting 

visit or meeting was recorded as a research interaction (Ri) and numbered in 

chronological order as full dates had the potential to compromise anonymity. 

All research interactions were located within their setting and anonymised as 

they were recorded to comply with ethical requirements (Bertram et al., 

2015), see section 6. The research interactions that were documented 

during this period in the research diary were largely coded as openness in 

relation to pedagogic mediation, this is discussed later in section 7.3.1.   

This period of the research closed with discussions in continuing settings 

based on the RAMPS framework (Lancaster, 2006) which supported 

participatory concept analysis of listening to children, discussed in section 

5.4.4. The prompts within RAMPS guide discussion around: Recognising 

children’s many languages; Allocating communication spaces; Making time; 

Providing choice; and, Subscribing to reflective practice (Lancaster, 2006, 

p.1). These meetings enabled the practitioners to explore how the setting 

listened to children and to ensure a participatory approach to the research 

moving forwards. RAMPS summaries are provided in section 7.5.1 and 

frame the onset of the listening methods explored.  

The aim of this reactive parallel phase of research was to provide the 

beginning of pedagogically mediated relationships with the practitioners and 

this was achieved within the three settings and these relationships enabled 

initial explorations into listening methods supported by RAMPS (Lancaster, 
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2006). This supported the participatory research design (Formosinho and 

Oliveira-Formosinho, 2012a; Pascal and Bertram, 2012) enabling settings to 

define their own understanding of listening and to explore the methods that 

best suited their context planning for the next phase of the research.  

 

7.2 The proactive congruent phase: introducing the settings   

The proactive congruent phase saw my researcher role become more active 

and targeted in relation to the development of those listening methods, as 

previously outlined in section 5.4.2. Here the dual focus of the research 

come together, providing congruence. The aim of this phase of the research 

was to engage more actively in setting life, asking pertinent questions and 

provoking the development of listening practices. This phase again develops 

through the elements of pedagogic mediation and now focuses more readily 

on the development of individual listening methods in each of the three main 

sites:  

• Beech Pre-School offers sessional care to 24 children aged 2-4 years 

• Hazel Playgroup offers sessional care to 52 children aged 2-4 years 

• Maple Day Nursery offers full day care to 45 children aged 3 months to 4 years 

It was these three, of the original five settings, that continued directly with 

the research in the proactive congruent phase. As stated previously Willow 

Preschool had been unable to sustain involvement and Oak Infant School 

continued to host wider cluster meetings but did not fit within the scope of 

the preschool nature of the enquiry. As pedagogic mediation is context 

specific it is important to understand each setting’s context in order to better 
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understand their research journey. Case study produces context-dependent 

knowledge and so presentation of data requires a deep appreciation of the 

initial context (Flyvberg, 2011). This contextual information is also necessary 

to enable the reader to take some responsibility for the transfer and 

dissemination of knowledge and information from this study. The detail 

provided in the descriptions will enable each reader to make application to 

their own reality and support the trustworthiness of the project (Guba, 1981), 

as outlined in section 5.8. Acknowledgement of this is in keeping with 

praxeological assumptions (Oliveira-Formosinho and Formosinho, 2012) and 

highlights the importance of context within praxis development. The thick 

description (Geertz, 1973) of the setting reflects my own interpretation of the 

context from the outset, thus providing a level of transparency that has 

enabled a reflective space (Schön, 1983). This reflection has influenced the 

first stages of the data analysis (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) as set out in 

section 5.7.  The following summaries provide an overview of the setting and 

their situation and allow sufficient detail that the reader can begin to make 

their own interpretations (Geertz, 1973).  

In these three settings the researcher and staff worked to establish better 

listening practices. Listening practices became the focus of the pedagogic 

mediation and the three settings guided which listening practices would be 

developed, resulting in three very different journeys. The listening practices 

developed are presented in section 7.5. Opportunities were also taken 

outside of weekly visits to support and engage with the setting where 

possible, an example being research interaction 100 (Ri100) where I 

attended Maple Day Nursery one Saturday morning with the practitioners as 
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they were rearranging their spaces in the pre-school rooms. Engagement in 

cluster meetings continued beyond the academic year into the subsequent 

year; this constituted further research interactions and addressed further 

trustworthiness issues of credibility through member checking and peer 

review (Guba, 1981; Shenton, 2004). Continued engagement in cluster 

meetings continued until the end of the analysis phase of the research.  

The full log of setting contact and corresponding analysis codes can be seen 

in appendix 5.  This illustrates that 172 separate setting visits were made 

over the research period with 65 visits to Beech pre-school, 56 visits to 

Hazel playgroup and 51 visits to Maple day nursery. Additionally, there were 

five termly cluster meetings during which settings came together to discuss 

community and sector issues and offer support; at each of these meetings 

there was discussion around the research theme of developing listening 

strategies. These research interactions in settings typically lasted three and 

half hours whilst the cluster meetings were all scheduled in a one-and-a-half-

hour slot; this constitutes in excess of 609 hours of data collection, justifying 

the ethnographic approach taken as everyday practices were observed 

within their naturalistic setting (Hammersley, 2006; Robson, 2011). As well 

as exploring everyday activities, I was also able to develop ‘epistemic 

privilege’ through a thorough knowledge of the setting (Hammersley, 2015 p. 

22) built through my role as a pedagogic mediator. This level of 

understanding only developed through time in each of the settings.  

7.2.1 Beech Preschool 

The first setting, Beech Preschool, takes children aged 2-4 years of age. 

Initially this setting was linked to the local children’s centre but, within the 



207 
 

first few months of research contact, the children’s centre was 

decommissioned, and the corresponding support was withdrawn. The setting 

is long established, having been first registered in 1992, and is operated on 

a charitable basis governed by a voluntary committee.  

At the time of the research Beech Preschool had 24 children registered and 

offered the fifteen hours nursery education funded (NEF) places (DfE, 2018). 

Sessions were split and a younger cohort attended mornings and an older 

preschool cohort attended afternoons; the focus of the research was the 

afternoon preschool sessions.  

Five part time staff operate the setting; three held a level three qualification 

and two held a level five foundation degree. Ordinarily during visits to Beech 

three staff were present.The setting itself was accessible via the local 

secondary school site and was predominantly housed in one large room. 

The internal setting space comprised a large porch area with storage and a 

sand tray which followed through to the main room. This room has traditional 

display boards around the edge of the space which demonstrated art 

activities and topics which had been previously covered. There were three 

large table-top spaces and so enough room to seat all of the children in 

attendance. There was a role play corner with a range of home role play 

items and a dressing up rail. There was an art corner with a sink. Around the 

edges of the room below the display spaces there were shelves and storage 

drawers containing resources. There was an open bookshelf and then off the 

main room a small ‘cosy space’ with cushions and beanbags.  Off the main 

room was a storage cupboard, a bathroom and a kitchen. On the walls 

between the bathroom and kitchen there was a self-registration board.  
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The outside space at Beech Preschool is detached from the setting across a 

pathway and secondary school netball court. This space is fenced off and 

has a playhouse/storage facility as well as shaded area and larger play 

equipment.  

7.2.2 Hazel Playgroup 

Hazel Playgroup and takes children aged 2-4 years of age. This setting is 

the oldest within the locality, first opened in 1970, and is governed by both a 

board of trustees and a voluntary committee.  

At the time of the research, Hazel Playgroup had 52 children registered, with 

a daily maximum of forty children, and offered fifteen hours nursery 

education funded (NEF) places (DfE, 2018). Sessions were on mornings 

only and all children were collected before lunch. This setting was full and 

held a waiting list. Due to the sessional nature of the setting all eight staff 

were technically part-time, but all were on site five mornings; all held a level 

three qualification, and one held a level five foundation degree.  

Hazel Playgroup operates from a church hall utilising the main hall and two 

other rooms, the smallest of which is also their storage facility. Upon 

entering through the main hall doors, the largest space is set up for the older 

pre-school cohort. This involves a reading area and a floor play area with 

mats and various activities out. There are six tables set out and there are 

enough seats for all the children in attendance. The stage is used to store 

equipment used Monday to Friday and is not accessed by the children 

unless for performance sessions. The second room also has a book area 

and four table-top spaces for the younger cohort as well as a large, carpeted 



209 
 

area. This room has displays around the room based on activities the 

children have carried out. The final room hosts an art area with easel, a sand 

and water tray and a role play/home corner which is partitioned off using a 

wooden house structure which has no roof. In this space there are shelves 

of resources that are not for open access by the children.  The church hall 

then has a corridor space off which there are bathrooms and a kitchen. Off 

the second room in this setting there is access to a small concreted outdoor 

area. In this space there is a large sand tray and a large shed with a variety 

of outdoor resources. There are planters along the edge of the building and 

railings to the front of this space with a view out onto the main road and the 

junior school opposite.  

As Hazel Playgroup operates on a pack-away basis, most of the resources 

need to be packed away to enable other community users to hire the hall 

space during afternoons, evenings and weekends. This results in a full pack 

away following each Friday’s session and a partial pack away after each 

daily session to leave the hall free of playgroup resources when it is used by 

other community groups.  

7.2.3 Maple Day Nursery 

Maple Day Nursery takes children aged 3 months to 4 years of age. This 

private full day care was registered under new ownership in 2013 just before 

this research commenced. It is open all year round with sessions starting at 

7:45am and ending at 6pm.   

At the time of the research Maple Day Nursery had 45 children registered 

and offered the fifteen hours NEF places as well as private full day care. 
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This setting largely supported working families and was open all year round. 

The setting was not full and had capacity specifically to grow their preschool 

numbers. 

The staff at the setting was made up of ten practitioners; seven held a level 

three qualification and one held a level five qualification in leadership and 

management. Most staff worked part time hours across the week and key 

group responsibilities were split.  

Maple Day Nursery is set in a Victorian house with four main rooms which 

the children occupied. Downstairs the pre-school group had two rooms. 

Their main room, which had a hatch into the kitchen space, comprised a 

carpet area with open shelving, two table-tops, an area for art with an easel 

and resources and a sand/water tray in the bay window. The second room 

also had open shelving and then had a role play area and a reading corner 

with soft cushions and open bookshelves; a fish-tank sat on the open 

shelves. In between these two rooms was the hallway with coat pegs and 

staircase, gated, to the upper floor and access to the rear garden space.  

The first floor had two main rooms one for the babies and one for toddlers. 

The baby room was a mixture of cots and floor space on which there are soft 

furnishings, bouncy chairs etc. There were shelves and cupboards on one 

wall with a mixture of resources. The toddler room had a large open floor 

space with low level open shelving and bookcases with a variety of 

resources. There was table-top space with enough room for all children to be 

seated. A move from carpet to vinyl flooring defined the space for art 

activities and a sand/water tray.  
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The outside space was small, at least one third was covered with a sun 

canopy. There was a playhouse and slide, as permanent fixtures, and then 

an outdoor shed with a variety of resources. The concrete floor had recently 

been covered by artificial grass.  

7.3 Pedagogic mediation  

Within the context of the three settings outlined above I undertook the role of 

pedagogic mediator, visiting the settings on a weekly basis and working 

alongside practitioners with a specific view to support pedagogic 

developments, specifically in how the setting listened to children. Following 

the nine-step analysis (as outlined in the methodology section 5.7) each 

research encounter was coded as demonstrating at least one of the four 

elements of pedagogic mediation: openness, listening, suspending or 

encountering (Formosinho, 2014). Effort was made, in the interests of data 

reduction, to code the research interaction to one of the four elements but 

where this was not possible more than one code was applied.  Single 

research interactions were often complex and would involve several smaller 

sections which all were recorded in the research diary upon exit of the 

setting. 89 of these research encounters were coded as offering the greatest 

level of thick description (Geertz, 1973). These entries all contained a 

greater level of detail around an interaction or activity, as well as evidence of 

multiple perspectives; these are the extracts which will be included in the 

following sections. All instances which demonstrated either suspending or 

encountering were classified as offering thick description (Geertz, 1973); on 

reflection, this was inevitable as these instances were the ones which most 
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captivated my own axiological beliefs, and many were working towards the 

end goal of the research, to develop better listening strategies.   

Those 89 entries which were not considered to contain sufficient detail were 

not considered for further analysis at this stage; these extracts were largely 

descriptive and did not illustrate any further understanding of any of the 

three setting’s processes and protocols or demonstrate further insights into 

relationships. Whilst this does constitute almost 50% of the data, it is 

important to consider that each and every setting visit was important in 

building and developing the relationships which facilitated the encountering 

that followed (Lyndon et al., 2019).  

The following extracts were highlighted by the analysis process as 

exemplifying the four elements of pedagogic mediation whilst also offering 

the greatest details which illustrate the mediated event. Selected extracts 

have been included in detail to enable the thickest description (Geertz, 1973) 

for each element of pedagogic mediation. This detail provides transparency 

within the analysis of the data and supports the readers interpretation of 

events; the reader is invited to draw their own conclusions and so take some 

responsibility in dissemination, upholding the spirit of a praxeological 

approach (Oliveira-Formosinho and Formosinho, 2012). This in turn 

supports the overall trustworthiness of the research (Guba, 1981; Lincoln 

and Guba, 1985; Shenton,2004).  

For each of the four elements of pedagogic mediation a summary table first 

presents the key attributes which were noted within the data and traces their 

origins back to specific research interactions.  Throughout the next section 
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the data is exemplified by referring to research interactions (Ri); each is 

numbered (Ri 1, Ri2 etc), representing their chronological order, and located 

within a setting to ensure the reader retains the context. 

Secondly, a  further level of analysis is undertaken which applies 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1977, 1993) bioecological systems theory to all research 

interactions which were coded as encountering. Encountering interactions 

are assigned to the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem or macrosystem 

depending on their primary focus, for example, a focus on the child, the 

family, the cluster or educational ideals (Bronfenbrenner 1977, 1993). This 

process enables a detailed analysis of the pedagogic changes resulting from 

mediation. This application of an ecological model (Bronfenbrenner 1977, 

1993) assists in demonstrating the scope and nature of the impact of such 

pedagogic research and demonstrates that with positive relationships, the 

practitioner’s role as expert within their own context is developed further.  

7.3.1 Demonstrating openness 

The core intention of the openness element of pedagogic mediation is to 

provide an understanding of the overall ethos of the setting to the pedagogic 

mediator (Formoshinho, 2014). It is during this essential first stage that 

relationships are forged, and it is vital that the pedagogic mediator does not 

appear to be in a position of overall power; there must be recognition that 

the practitioners are the experts within their own pedagogical space and 

context. Interactions in all settings started with openness and within this 

period of openness specific attributes were noted. The following table 

summarises all research interactions which were coded as open and the 

subsequent attributes which were assigned:   
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Openness  Attributes:  Research interactions 

 Rhythmic/ routine 

observations  

Ri1, Ri2, Ri3, Ri8, Ri18, 

Ri26, Ri44,  

Interactional 

observations  

Ri5, Ri7, Ri9, Ri12, Ri44 

Reactive questioning  Ri9, Ri12, Ri18, Ri34 

Uncertainty  Ri5, Ri10, Ri12, Ri18, Ri44 

Table 4 Demonstrating openness  

Examples of openness will now be presented followed by researcher 

commentary which illuminates the process. Following these examples of 

openness, the defining attributes will be further explored.  

The documented elements of openness within the three settings all 

demonstrated elements of the pedagogic mediator seeking to understand 

the context:  

‘following the session, I made a conscious decision to stay for the 

whole of the pack away; having helped during the week I was aware 

of the complex logistics involved in removing resources from the hall, 

but the Friday routine was more complex. I asked to be directed by 

the practitioners I had worked alongside, and they informed me of the 

order with which resources needed to be removed and directed me 

towards locations. As we worked the practitioners discussed the 

session. I was struck by the deeply reflective conversations which 

were taking place as PE mats were slotted behind the playhouse and 

boxes were stacked within it. Specifically, they talked to one another 
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about how several of the children were settling and how they might 

additionally meet their needs. Elsewhere as the kitchen and 

bathrooms were cleaned, I could hear the discussion around the 

sessions the following week; the practitioners were informally 

discussing the new themes next week and which resources needed to 

be available for Monday.  

The practitioners I had not worked alongside appeared surprised that 

I was helping with the pack away and expressed their thanks. They 

were keen that I should go if I needed, but I explained that I was 

interested in how they worked and wanted to see all elements of their 

context. They asked further questions about my own background, 

specifically the settings I had supported as a children’s centre 

teacher. They asked about my experiences in Primary teaching and 

specifically asked about early phonics and my experiences with 

Letters and Sounds. Their questions largely involved the practical 

rather than seeking my opinions on policy etc.  I answered their 

questions honestly and refrained from asking too many questions 

myself; I specifically wanted them to direct the conversation.’  

    Hazel Playgroup: Friday pack away Ri18  

 

In the above extract I recognised that the pack away environment was 

outside of my professional realm of experience, having not worked in such a 

setting and, understanding the importance of the environmental context in 

early years, I was keen to understand all of the parameters faced by the 

practitioners in this setting. The different challenges faced by those in pack 
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away settings are often distinct and based very specifically on the 

environmental context (Kingdon, 2017; Smith et al., 2019). I was also acutely 

aware that the staff were no longer responsible for the supervision of 

children at this pack away time and it was a space for the reflection, which 

has been evidenced previously as a key attribute in developing practice 

(Argyris and Schon, 1974; Schön, 1983; Sellers, 2014). I did not feel that I 

could push such general discussion during sessions as it could be seen to 

remove or distract practitioners from their role with children.  

 

The next extract also demonstrates how I sought to understand the context 

by spending time in all areas of the setting, even though the research was to 

have a preschool focus:  

 

‘spending time in the toddler room today gave me a broader 

understanding of the setting context. I sat with the construction and 

small world resources on the carpet area and tried to be led by the 

children. The staff were engaged in table-top activities completing 

puzzles and at an art activity. I looked for opportunities to respond to 

the children and spent some time helping two children to set up the 

garage and arrange the cars; the children were engaged in parallel 

play. As I sat with two children, I supported others who asked for help 

with dressing up clothes etc. I watched the cues of the practitioners 

and encouraged the children to tidy away as snack time approached. 

The routine was such that they looked at a book whilst they waited for 

a snack and I helped the children to choose a book. Snack time 
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involved mopping up spills and ensuring the children had been 

toileted; this part of the daily routine clearly needed careful 

consideration due to the logistics of the building. Observing this 

session gave me some understanding of the logistical issues which 

this setting faced but left me wondering whether these practical 

issues override children’s needs.’ 

    Hazel Playgroup: Toddler Snack Ri44 

Observing the setting rhythms demonstrated the parameters placed on the 

staff and gave a deeper understanding of the overall context and 

environment; I could see how the layout of the building did provide some 

restrictions on the practitioners and children. Enabling environments are 

central to the EYFS (DfE, 2017) and play a crucial role within early years 

pedagogy (e.g., Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002; Sylva et al, 2003; Harms et al, 

2004; Formosinho and Formosinho, 2008; Edwards et al, 2012) having 

significant influence on the developing child (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1993). 

The above extract (Ri44) also demonstrates the consideration of power to 

the role of the mediator; the practitioners are the experts of their own space 

and I sought to remain reactive and follow their lead during the first several 

months of the research.  

Positive foundations are central to the openness stage and the analysis 

demonstrated that relationships were built on a personal, as well as 

professional level. The following extract demonstrates how relationships 

began to develop in one of the settings and how I needed to adopt an open 

attitude to the questions that were asked of me:   
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‘after the first part of the morning session the children had asked to 

play outdoors; the staff took this opportunity to engage in wider 

discussion as the children played independently. I was asked 

questions about my family and my previous roles in setting. 

Volunteering information and sharing stories with staff and children 

was nice. There was a genuine interest in who I was, and I felt 

comfortable talking about my own children’s pre-school experience. 

The children listened too and asked as many questions as the staff; 

we talked about holidays by the sea, walking in the countryside and 

pets. I also asked reciprocal questions and learned lots about the 

group. The conversation was informal and relaxed. After a period of 

time, the practitioners from the toddler room appeared at the door and 

asked the practitioners if the group was ready to come inside. The 

practitioners expressed surprise at how quickly time had passed; they 

commented that time flies when you’re having fun… following the 

session I reflected at how naturally the conversation had flowed and 

how open the practitioners were with me; I felt welcomed into their 

setting and very at home.’ 

   Maple Day Nursery: Outdoor questions Ri34 

The above extract demonstrates the personal nature of the relationships 

which were being sought and the need for openness on the part of the 

practitioners as well as the pedagogic mediator. They sought areas of 

commonality in the questions that they asked of me and began making 

connections between their own experiences and my own. My own 

questioning remained reciprocal and reactive. At the start of the relationships 
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with these practitioners I would have described myself as an informed 

outsider (Mukherji and Albon, 2010) given that I had no prior experience in 

their settings However, as the research period unfolded, I began to feel less 

like an outsider (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009) and more like an accepted 

member of their wider team, a participant observer, (Johnson and 

Christensen, 2012), engaging more readily in legitimate peripheral 

participation (Lave and Wenger, 1991). The development of relationships, 

and the influence of these on the developing child, forms part of the process 

and context elements of the bioecological system theory (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979; 1993) and I recognised that I was situating myself in a position of 

influence.  

Across all the journal diary entries classified as demonstrating openness a 

systematic, emergent thematic analysis (Glaser and Straus, 1967) identified 

four main attributes of openness which were common to the identified 

examples (outlined in table 4 above). The first two attributes of openness 

were observational; all journal entries tagged for openness displayed an 

observational element. Dewey (1933) recognised the importance of 

observations in guiding the process of reflection and here the importance of 

such reflections were apparent at the start of the pedagogic mediator’s role.  

The pedagogic mediator observes practice to help to begin to build a picture 

of the setting. Many of the observations I made as pedagogic mediator were 

interactional; the focus of these observations not the specific activity or 

element of routine but the manner in which the practitioners and children 

interacted with one another. The interactions were not only between 

practitioners and children but also observed between practitioners and 
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between children. As well as interactional observations there were 

observations which focused on the rhythms of daily practice; these 

narratives focused on ensuring my own clarity of understanding around daily 

life within the setting are exemplified specifically by the first visit notes which 

have been outlined above. At this stage the observations of rhythms lack a 

full understanding of the rationale behind many of the choices and there is 

evidence within the observations of a certain degree of interpretation; my 

reflections note instances where I should clarify queries at my next visit.  

Observation is central to building understanding and seen as a central 

ethnographic element (Hammsersley, 2015) to the development of 

knowledge. The openness phase of pedagogic mediation allowed for 

detailed observations of all aspects of relationships and routine and these 

attributes were synonymous with ethnographic study (Malinowski, 1922).  

The third attribute of openness is that of being questioned; my own 

receptiveness to being questioned by both practitioners and children. These 

questions were largely personal around my family and life circumstances 

and they related to my previous professional experience. The questions 

were largely factual in their lines of enquiry rather than seeking my opinions 

or judgement and included elements such as my family, my children, my 

home, my previous employment, my undergraduate degree, my holidays 

and so on. There was a clear curiosity from both the children and the 

practitioners about who I was, and I indulged this. Whilst I did engage in 

some questioning also at this time, my own questions were reactive; I asked 

reciprocal questions of those who questioned me to demonstrate my own 

interest in their story with the purpose of furthering the working relationships. 
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This requirement to build personal relationships reflects the emphasis placed 

on relationships within the EYFS (DfE, 2017) and fits with Bleach’s (2014) 

findings which highlighted the need to develop authentic and trusting 

relationships in order to support meaningful professional development with 

early years practitioners specifically.  

The final attribute of openness is that of uncertainty; many of the journal 

entries included a personal reflection in which I articulated a lack of clarity. 

The lack of clarity centred largely around the purpose or motivations behind 

the daily rhythms of the setting and despite induction and my own previous 

experience in the sector it was not always apparent why certain protocols 

were followed. This lack of clarity was a reflection of my own lack of 

understanding of the context and affirms the practitioners as the experts 

within their own settings; I refrained from making judgements. Again 

Dewey’s (1933) original conceptualisation of reflection pointed towards a 

problem-solving approach which suggests lack of clarity. This uncertainty is 

illustrated by the following research interaction:  

‘…again I began the session with the older children and witnessed 

self-registration; the children who now recognise me are coming up to 

show me how they have found, and then written, their 

names….During this visit I felt very much a part of the staff group and 

knew where things went and how I could be helpful through the 

routine of the session…. I didn’t feel I had the open discussion 

opportunity at the end today and I was unclear about the purpose 

behind the Chinese lantern activity and how the practitioners had 

arrived at it...’ 
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    Hazel Playgroup: Chinese New Year Ri12 

In taking the role of the novice and appreciating that I needed to learn from 

the practitioners, I maintained the premise that they were experts within their 

own practice and settings and, through this, sought wise practice for that 

setting (Pascal and Bertram, 2012).  

7.3.2 Demonstrating listening 

The core intention of the listening element of pedagogic mediation is 

afforded through openness (Formosinho, 2014) and provides the opportunity 

to raise critical consciousness for practitioners (Freire, 1996). In all settings 

the research interactions progressed from openness to listening.  This 

progression enabled me to listen to the practitioners as they discussed their 

practice and setting and to ask questions and provide prompts which might 

raise their own critical consciousness (Freire, 1996). This shift is similar to 

that described by Wenger (1998) when there is a move from legitimate 

peripheral participation to a more active role within the setting and it 

cemented my role as participant above that of observer (Robson and 

McCartan, 2016). There was an honesty about my own professional heritage 

and experience, and a recognition of my level of study and previous 

research. The setting agreements demonstrated that, after an initial settling 

in period, I would be happy to become a critical companion to staff as well as 

focusing specifically on mechanisms for listening to children. The 

agreements were successful in guiding the listening element of the work and 

providing staff with some areas of support I had previously offered e.g., the 

implementation of Letters and Sounds (DfE, 2007), support for early 

mathematics, mentoring and coaching experience. The agreement ensured 
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it was clear to practitioners that they directed my role within the setting and 

retained their own professional accountability; this demonstrated to them 

that the approach was distinct from a more traditional, outcome based CPD 

model (Kennedy, 2005, 2014) and provided assurances that the process 

would be more transformative (Robinson, 1994).  

In research interactions coded as listening there were two specific attributes; 

active participation and proactive questioning and these are explained 

following the illustration of listening. Both attributes required previous 

experience of early education as well as recognition of my professional 

heritage. I was only able to actively participate due my professional 

experience and this professional experience also enabled me to ask 

sensitive questions of the practitioners.   

Listening  Attributes:  Research interactions 

Attributes of 

listening  

Active participation Ri20, Ri21, Ri25, Ri33, 

Ri34, Ri43, Ri102, Ri110, 

Ri135, Ri144  

Proactive questioning Ri30, Ri34, Ri43, Ri 53, 

Ri71, Ri115, Ri117, Ri158 

Table 5 Demonstrating listening  

The following two extracts illustrate listening research interactions. As 

pedagogic mediator I sought to listen to the interpretations of the 

practitioners and to understand the problems and limitations which impact 

upon their pedagogy. In both cases the practitioners are grappling with 

different aspects of their practice; they are aware that I have supported 
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settings previously and, in both examples, I facilitated informal discussion, 

helping the practitioners to raise their own level of consciousness (Freire, 

1996) around the issue:     

‘today as the children sat eating their snacks the practitioner’s 

discussions turned to their planning format. They started discussing 

the fact that some of the information is duplicated on two different 

forms; they expressed that it felt like they were repeating themselves 

for little or no purpose. I listened to the discussion resisting the urge 

to direct the conversation but asked a few simple questions around 

who used the planning and whether it was revisited after the planned 

activities. When I was asked about my previous experiences with 

planning, I explained that, in my opinion, planning needed to sit the 

context and that I had worked with different planning in different 

settings; I told them that they were the experts. I asked more general 

questions about how collaborative the planning was between 

practitioners and to what extent it included the children. Without me 

directing the discussion the practitioners talked about how much the 

planning exemplifies the children’s interests and why elements of it 

were written in two places. As I was leaving, I was asked if I would 

look over the planning next time to see if I could see any ways it might 

be developed or refined. I said that I would be happy to, and the 

practitioners were pleased; they agreed to work on it together over 

the following week before my next visit.’  

   Maple Day Nursery: Planning the Planning Ri43 



225 
 

‘on arrival I started helping the staff to set up some of the equipment 

and the deputy manager approached me. She explained that they 

were struggling with the layout of the main hall, the noise was 

amplified, and the children ran around in the open space at one end 

rather than engaging in the activities which were out. She asked if I 

could give some thought to the layout and consider whether it could 

be set up in a different way. She explained that the practitioners had 

been discussing it and had also suggested asking me. After the 

session there was a general discussion; I asked about the different 

sections which were required, I also asked about the children’s 

interest in terms of their physical activity and their access to the 

outdoor space which prompted further reflection. The practitioners 

discussed providing further opportunities for physical activity as well 

providing specific resources which would make good use of the 

space. The practitioners decided that the large railway track would be 

placed out the following day as the children had expressed interest in 

the small track in the previous week.’  

     Hazel Playgroup, acoustics Ri71 

In both above examples I maintained the position that the practitioners were 

the experts in their own settings and asked questions which I believed would 

extend the discussion. My role was not to direct the practice but to help the 

practitioners to raise their own level of consciousness (Freire, 1996) and 

make meaningful changes as they saw fit.  
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My action with the children also conveyed the message that the practitioners 

were the experts in their own settings and in listening I followed the lead and 

direction of practitioners in participating within the context. This helped to 

further build relationships and to demonstrate my own competence to the 

practitioners; my professional heritage supported the research process. A 

shift in my status and acceptance in settings is exemplified by the following:   

‘the children again gravitated towards the role play area as soon as 

circle time had finished. They returned to their favourite costumes and 

asked for help in wearing these. I followed the lead of the practitioners 

in the amount of help I provided to the children and encouraged 

button and zips independently. One practitioner sat in the role play 

corner with the children and engaged in their conversation; she asked 

questions about their activity and extended their answers into longer 

sentences. The children were making drinks and food; the direction of 

the role play shifted to a café and the children began taking orders 

and making food. I also engaged with this activity and was led by the 

children when it transitioned into the quiet area. At this point one of 

the children asked me to read a story. As I started reading to the 

children more joined until all the preschool children were sat round 

listening. The practitioners appeared at the door; they were smiling at 

me and one another. I felt a recognition between us that I understood 

their context.’  

     Beech Preschool, Story time Ri21  
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In this extract I was following the lead of the practitioners as I spent time in 

their setting further understanding their context; the children began to hold 

similar expectation of me and utilised me as one of the staff. The children’s 

acceptance was demonstrated as they included me in activities and the 

practitioner’s acceptance was demonstrated as they understood my 

competency and placed greater demands upon my engagement. Again, 

here it was evident that my status was moving from legitimate peripheral 

participation to a more active role (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998).  

The emergent, thematic analysis using the constant comparison method 

(Glaser and Straus, 1967) identified the two main characteristics of listening 

which were present within coded interactions. The first attribute is that of 

active participant; the observations continue but the pedagogic mediator 

has a greater understanding of the context and can engage more directly in 

the activity of the setting. This involves the pedagogic mediator reflecting-on-

action (Schön, 1983) and becoming an active participant within the setting 

(Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Relationships were forming with 

both practitioners and children, and with these relationships came an 

understanding of the needs within the setting. This element is illustrated in 

the incident above where, through following the children’s interests, I 

engaged actively in a story session and this shaped the activities of that 

session for most of the children.  While my purpose became that of active 

participant the receipt of this active engagement varied between 

practitioners. There were sessions where I felt closed down as an active 

participant observer (Johnson and Christensen, 2012) by practitioners who 

redirected my activity and maintained their own authority over my 
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participation. This evidences the reciprocal nature of the relationships that 

develop over the period of mediation, the development of my role and 

relationships was dependent upon those around me.  

The second attribute of listening is that of proactive questioning and this is 

evident in the excerpts above which demonstrate the role of the pedagogic 

mediator engaging in pedagogic discussion and encouraging raised 

consciousness (Freire, 1996).  Proactive questions involved me drawing 

upon my previous experiences in education and asking questions to 

encourage deeper thinking around specific issues. It could be argued that 

the motivations for these questions were subjective, they were based upon 

my own training, education, and professional experience but these questions 

also allowed me to maintain integrity around my experience as a teacher 

and my previous post graduate study. Proactive questions enabled me to 

bring my own knowledge and experience to the settings whilst maintaining 

awareness of power and hierarchy. This proactive questioning typified the 

dialogue which is indicative of the mentoring relationship (Herman and 

Mandell, 2004) and here it was evident that my professional heritage 

provided a level of credibility within the field which supported the successful 

development of working relationships (Garvey, Stokes and Megginson, 

2009). This level of proactive questioning happened on an individual and 

group level, similar to that achieved in group mentoring (Hackman and 

Wageman, 2005) where there were no organisational constraints on the 

topics discussed.  
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7.3.3 Demonstrating suspending 

The core intention of suspending within pedagogic mediation is to provide 

time and space for the practitioner to change at their own pace and to resist 

taking a position of power in the change process moving towards 

transformative rather than transmissive model of CPD (Kennedy 2005, 

2014). Recognition of practitioners’ own motivations to shift practice, rather 

than a policy directive, are central here and supported by previous research 

(Ingleby and Hedges, 2012). This also enables a challenge to dominant 

discourse (Osgood, 2010) and provides time for practitioners to determine 

their own developmental pathways.  Lentitude (Formosinho, 2014) becomes 

a key element as the shift in attitude and praxis development cannot be 

rushed, this concept was explored previously in section 3.3.3. Suspending 

my own pedagogical beliefs proved challenging initially as my previous 

professional experiences in children’s centre leadership had required me to 

be solution focused and manage the practice of others (DfE, 2017). These 

suspension dilemmas are to be expected within pedagogic mediation 

(Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008) and were supported through 

the supervisory processes overseeing the research. Such dilemmas and 

tension were seen as vital in determining the success of CPD by Kennedy, 

in the revised CPD continuum which she proposed in 2014.  

Within interactions which demonstrated suspending there were two main 

attributes which were evident across all interactions: values and tension. 

These attributes will again be defined following the illustration of suspending.  
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Suspending  Attributes Research interactions  

 Values  Ri10, Ri13, Ri19, Ri35, 

Ri73, Ri106, Ri130, 

Ri152 

Tension  Ri10, Ri13, Ri19 Ri35 

Ri73, Ri106, Ri130, 

Ri152 

Table 6 Demonstrating suspending 

The following extracts exemplify instances where I felt unable to offer a 

detailed and honest pedagogical response without damaging the 

relationships which had been built thus far in the research process.  

‘after the session I reflected upon the circle time. It had been 

prolonged and many of the children were not involved or engaged in 

the discussion. During the session I found myself taking on a teacher 

role and encouraging the children sit nicely and to listen to the lead 

practitioners and the contribution of the other children.  Following the 

session, the practitioner was keen to discuss the day, and this was 

problematic when she specifically asked me about circle time. She 

explained that she had made every effort include all children in the 

session. Rather than discussing the session directly I asked about the 

purposes of circle time and its place within the setting routine. 

Reflecting on the session I felt an ethical tension between being 

honest and open regarding my thoughts on the session, against the 

potential damage to relationships that any judgemental comment 

might cause.’  
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    Beech preschool, Long circle time Ri10 

The extract demonstrates a real point of tension for me within the research. 

Initially I had felt dishonest with the practitioner, but I realised that complete 

honesty in my assessment of the session would have upset the practitioner 

and damaged relationships. In the spirit of the future co-development, 

suspending my own beliefs and pedagogical values enabled the circle time 

element to be reconsidered at a later interaction. Several weeks after this 

research interaction (Ri66) I was asked to lead a circle time by the same 

practitioner; I used this as an opportunity to demonstrate some of my own 

pedagogical beliefs. In the discussion which followed (Ri66) the practitioner 

was interested in how brief I kept the session; she noted that I had not 

listened to all of the children and had ‘allowed’ some children to not 

participate. Through the discussion I articulated that I had listened to their 

desire to not participate.  

As well as suspending pedagogical beliefs in discussions with practitioners 

there were also times during the research process when pedagogical beliefs 

were suspended in practice. The following two extracts demonstrate this:  

‘the children had moved to the outdoor area and began engaging with 

the outdoor resources immediately. The practitioners remained by the 

entrance to this area and started engaging in conversation about their 

weekends. I sat on the periphery of this conversation and was not 

invited to participate, neither were the children. I responded to the 

children who asked things of me in terms of help with coats and 

resources and I facilitated children who wished to play at the water 
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table. I could feel myself supressing a desire to lead practice; I had 

spent less time with these two practitioners than with others in the 

settings and felt that by overly engaging in practice with the children I 

would damage the developing relationship with the practitioners. My 

role at this time was to observe the practice that was unfolding in a 

view to better understand the context, not to take over the practice.’  

   Maple Day Nursery, Outsider outdoors Ri73 

‘the children sat around waiting for their food to be bought into the 

room; there appeared to be a delay, but this was not acknowledged to 

the children. They were required to wait quietly, and I could feel a 

palpable shift in the room; tensions were running high and the 

children became fractious. I was seated next to a child who presented 

with additional needs who asked me to read a section of a book; I 

started reading the story to the table but other children on nearby 

tables wanted stories too and this became a point of further tension. I 

waited along with the children, trying to encourage order as the staff 

bought the food along. Reflecting on the session later I could see that 

the routine did not work for all the children and felt the tension within 

the practitioners around this. As I left one practitioner commented 

thank goodness you were here today, that was a nightmare.’   

   Hazel Playgroup, Suspending snack time Ri130 

Whilst the above examples both show suspension of pedagogic values, they 

demonstrate different levels of practitioner awareness. In the first extract the 

practitioners demonstrated no obvious signs of critiquing their own practice 
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and suspension was required on my part to further build relationships. My 

own previous experience and professional heritage resulted in me making 

judgements about their practice; I understand the importance of quality 

interactions with children through sustained shared thinking (e.g., Sylva et 

al., 2003) and have previously supported practitioners in a variety of ways to 

improve their interactions with children. I was aware that sharing these 

observations would be seen as judgmental on my part and not facilitate the 

development of relationships. Pedagogic mediation provided the time to be 

able to revisit these observations at a later date. In the second example the 

practitioners were aware of the issues within the session and were already 

visibly tense; detailed analysis and discussion would have served only to 

heighten the tension. I knew the practitioners well enough by then to know 

that they would be reflecting on this issue and there would be discussion of 

this at a later opportunity.  

The two main attributes of suspending were common across all coded 

incidents and were directly linked to one another i.e., both were present, to 

some extent, in all suspending research interactions. The first attribute is 

that of values; these indicate times when observations were of practice 

which did not sit within my own pedagogic value base and thus presented as 

a conflict, this was exacerbated when practitioners directly asked me about 

sessions and sought my judgement. The second attribute of suspending was 

that of tension, usually felt on my part, as the session or discussion 

unfolded. This tension has two distinct facets. One facet of this tension was 

the impact that such practice could have on outcomes for children; ethically 

how could I observe practice which I perceived to be poor without 
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intervening. This tension is reflected in the pedagogy of being which is one 

of the central axes of pedagogy in participation (Oliveira-Formosinho, 2009, 

p.235) and recognises a basic commitment to the central needs of the child 

which is central to my own value base and axiology. The second facet of the 

tension was honesty; I pride myself in the honesty I keep and yet being 

completely honest would have damaged relationships. Relationships are 

central to successful professional development and Bleach’s (2014) study 

reported on the need for established and trusted relationships for successful 

programme outcomes. Both attributes within suspending, the tension and 

values consideration, left me feeling uncomfortable and this discomfort was 

reconciled through the supervision and reflection process. Discussion 

around ‘the inevitable dilemmas of context-based transformation’ 

(Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008, p.44) enabled planning for the 

longer term and provided discussions about how areas of tension might be 

tackled. The importance of supervision for the pedagogic mediator was most 

apparent during this least comfortable element of pedagogic mediation.  

Doctoral supervision sessions were not documented as research 

interactions and not initially considered as part of the mediation process. It 

was clear however, following my site visit to Portugal (see appendix 1) that 

the opportunity for reflective discussion, on the part of the mediator, was 

central. Reflection is seen as central for those undertaking effective CPD 

(Ang, 2011; Peleman et al., 2018) and times of suspension, which involved 

tension and dilemma, provided opportunity for the pedagogic mediator to 

undertake a purposeful cognitive process through which various possibilities 

were considered. This demonstrated the reflection which was being 
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prompted for both the practitioner and the pedagogic mediator throughout 

the process and is cognisant of Dewey’s original conception of reflective 

thought (1933). The reflective account of the research interaction itself, 

recorded in the research diary, was a first stage of reflection. As these 

reflections often passed unreconciled there remained a tension and 

dilemma. This is where the doctoral supervision process also facilitated 

enabling anonymised reflective consideration of the research interactions 

and support for the pedagogic mediator and researcher. Supervision of 

professional pedagogic mediators is built into the fabric of Pedagogy in 

Participation (Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008; Oliveira-

Formosinho and Formosinho, 2012a), as discussed in section 3.4.1. 

Doctoral supervision, which enabled the professional pedagogic experience 

of supervisors to provide additional support, was invaluable.  

7.3.4 Demonstrating Encountering  

This final element of pedagogic mediation, as defined by Formosinho (2014), 

is reached when the practitioners shift their own practice based on their own 

pedagogic awakening.  A pedagogy of consciousness (Freire, 1996) was 

visible in this element as practitioners actively sought the views of the 

children. The encountering opportunities demonstrate true dialogue (Freire, 

1996, p.65) and a dialogic approach to CPD which is reflective of the 

transformative end of Kennedy’s (2005, 2014) continuum and similar to the 

transformation Robinson (2009) documented through ethnographic research 

engagement. These interactions all took place after periods of openness and 

listening which represents the lentitude required (Formisinho, 2014), as 

discussed in section 3.3.3. Such a long term and context-based approach 
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has been seen to produce positive outcomes in previous analysis (Peleman, 

et al., 2018). During encountering research interactions specific attributes 

were present and these will again be illustrated following the exemplification 

of encountering.  

Encountering  Attributes  Research interactions 

 Consciousness  Ri98, Ri138, Ri145, 

Ri150, Ri152, Ri156, 

Ri165, Ri169 

Reciprocity  Ri145, Ri165 

Reflection Ri138, Ri145, Ri150, 

Ri152, Ri165, Ri169 

Table 7 Demonstrating encountering  

The extracts of the field diary which demonstrate elements of encountering 

are longer narratives with thick description (Geertz, 1973) to provide the 

depth of understanding which will illustrate the pedagogic awakening:   

‘the registration time had been busy and the children were all keen to 

share thoughts and stories with the lead practitioner; the registration 

period was part of the usual setting routine and, as part of that, the 

practitioner had asked the children about holidays. After lots of 

shouting and simultaneous chatter, the practitioner clapped her hands 

and told the children that she was not able to listen to them all at once 

and that they needed to work on taking turns and actually listening to 

one another. As the children then moved to independent play the 

practitioner looked directly at me and said that she did not want a 
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registration time like that again. We informally discussed her 

pedagogic desire to be able to listen to the contributions of all children 

and the difficulty of some children dominating the group. I asked 

about the layout; the children on the carpet and the practitioner at the 

board seemed a very traditional approach. The practitioner reflected 

that she had previously undertaken circle time but had let it slip form 

her current routine with the children… 

…towards the end of the session the practitioner asked the children to 

sit in a circle on the carpet. She explained that she was excited when 

they all wanted to share their ideas but that it was difficult to listen to 

them all at the same time. She produced a small teddy who was 

going to help the children to listen to everyone. She maintained the 

theme of holidays and, as the children passed the teddy round, they 

each had the opportunity to share information. After she modelled and 

offered guidelines to the children the bear was passed around the 

circle of children. Two of the more dominant children took the 

opportunity to ‘pass’ on their turn. In contrast two of the quieter 

children then contributed, albeit briefly, about their upcoming holiday 

plans. The practitioner and I later reflected that she had almost 

‘forgotten’ about circle time in the rush of the daily routine and that 

she was glad to revisit it. She ended our discussion by saying that the 

day had really made her consider how she gives time and space to 

the children; she reported that there should be time and space to 

listen to every child and that it was her job to make sure that 

opportunity was taken. I also reflected after this session, the gentle 
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discussion and space for reflection had really impacted on those 

children. The difference between the busy and almost frantic feel of 

the registration session compared with the calm and quiet of the circle 

time. I was pleased that all children had elected to join the circle time, 

even if it was to exercise their right to silence; I wondered what would 

happen if they did not want to participate? These thoughts will be 

discussed the next time I am in.’ 

    Maple day nursery, Circle time Ted Ri145  

The above encounter demonstrates the practitioner in a safe pedagogic 

space where she feels she can honestly reflect upon and refine her practice 

(Schön, 1983). This encounter also made me reflect on my personal 

pedagogic principles as the session unfolded; what would I have done with 

the children who did not want to participate? In that sense the provocation 

itself proved reciprocal.  

The transformation, which elements of encountering offered, were not 

always instantaneous and there is some evidence, through the extracts of 

mediation, that it took time for practitioners to realise a raised consciousness 

on certain issues. Here again, the lentitude of the process is highlighted 

(Formosinho, 2014) and the commitment to long term CPD interventions 

evidenced (Peleman et al., 2018). The extract below demonstrates 

encountering regarding one of the listening methods which was trialled. The 

staff and children had all agreed to support the use of the camera within the 

setting to document the children’s preferences and yet it became clear that 

this support had conditions attached:    
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‘as I sat reviewing the photographs, I became aware that among the 

many photographs that the children had taken over the last week 

there were very few depictions of the practitioners. I could find many 

photographs of myself at the start of the selection as I had introduced 

the camera to the group; images of me smiling in the garden, images 

of me sitting at the computer, images of me bending to put rubbish in 

the bin. There were then hundreds of images on the memory card of 

the children engaging in various activities. Very occasionally there 

were images of one of the practitioners; there were no images of the 

rest of the practitioners. This interested me and so I asked the 

practitioner what she thought. I pointed out that previous research 

had demonstrated that children favour documenting relationships, and 

it was really interesting that there were hardly any images of staff. 

She then told me that the staff had been reviewing the children’s 

images at the end of the day and deleting the ones they did not like. 

She added clarification that the practitioners did not feel that they 

looked their best in the images and so had deleted them so that they 

would not end up being used for any further purpose. This has been 

an unexpected turn of events and I felt strongly that this was unfair on 

the children. The staff had agreed to facilitate the cameras without 

caveat or exception and then they were removing some images 

without the children’s knowledge. I found a particularly unflattering 

image of myself on the camera and showed the practitioner and 

explained that whilst I hated the image personally, I was aware that it 
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had been taken for a reason, which I respected, despite my hair being 

a mess and my trousers looking ill-fitting.’  

    Maple day nursery, Photo challenge Ri152 

Following the above encounter, the practitioners reconsidered the use of the 

camera and stopped screening the images. This shift was evident the 

following week when I returned to the setting and a variety of images of 

practitioners was apparent. The children were then able to review these 

images which prompted discussions about the importance of relationships. 

This encounter highlighted the delicate ethical considerations which were 

required in mediating practice (Bertram et al., 2015) and specifically the 

complexities which exist around the ownership of digital images as 

intellectual property, which is not straightforward (Menter, et al. 2011).  

The next encounter outlines the isomorphic nature (Sousa and Formosinho, 

2014) of the encountering phase as it was the practitioner who pushed for 

change and to develop practice further. It was the practitioner who 

encountered my own preconceptions around the children’s capability to 

engage in the activity. This was a moment of challenge to my own 

assumptions and reflects the societal norms and expectations which can 

govern behaviour (James and Prout, 2015).  

‘the practitioner talked about the upcoming visit to the zoo with me. 

The children were excited and lots of animal book and small world 

had been introduced to the setting. I could see examples of children’s 

animal art on the easel. The practitioner said that she had been 

considering how they could best capture the children’s views after the 



241 
 

trip; as an evaluation. She wanted to know what ideas I had left in my 

‘bag of tricks’. I told her that there was one method I was aware of 

that we had not tried that was based on concentric circles. I explained 

that in the original research the concentric circles were used to 

explore relationships and closeness. I felt that the template of 

concentric circles could be applied to other scenarios enabling 

children to provide a graduated response. The practitioner was 

excited and enthused by this suggestion and she wanted to try it out 

after the event. I offered a note of caution; this would mean expecting 

quite a nuanced level of understanding from the children in terms of 

graduating their response. I questioned whether they would be 

capable of it but the practitioner dismissed my concerns and was 

keen that I helped her to try this method with the children; she said 

that some of the children had surprised us in the previous activities 

we had done and that she wanted to make sure we had tried 

everything….. reflecting on the session later I felt challenged; my 

assumptions about the children’s ability was rightly questioned and I 

checked myself against this experience.’  

     Maple day nursery, Zoo plan Ri165 

This episode demonstrated a key moment within the pedagogic relationship 

in which the practitioner challenged my own knowledge and sought further 

development; the reciprocal nature of the encountering relationship was 

evident at this stage. By this time the relationship, between this practitioner 

and myself, was established, we were working well together, and she 

expressed how comfortable she felt when I was joining her sessions. She 
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informed me that she was typically apprehensive and hated the thought of 

being observed; she had been ‘terrified’ about agreeing for me to observe 

her practice but reported that I had quickly put her at ease, and she found it 

easy to work with me (Ri149). This level of trust was evidenced previously 

by Bleach (2014) and is a key element of successful mentoring and 

coaching which impacts upon practice development (Megginson and 

Clutterbuck, 2009).    

Across all the journal diary entries classified as demonstrating encountering 

a systematic, emergent thematic analysis using the constant comparative 

method (Glaser and Straus, 1967) identified three main attributes of 

encountering which were common across coded incidents. The first is that of 

consciousness; in all encountering incidents practitioners made informed 

decisions regarding their own practice and shifted their pedagogy. This 

evidences Freire’s notion of epistemological curiosity (Freire, 1996) and 

demonstrates that true liberation from transmissive pedagogy can only come 

from within the practitioner.  This consciousness involved the second 

attribute of reflection; the practitioners often articulated their own reflections 

within the mediated relationship. Occasionally this was seeking reassurance 

that any changes to practice would be well received on both a setting and 

sector level and often the focus of this reassurance was around national 

quality assurance mechanisms. This is cognisant of Schon’s reflection on-

action and in-action which has been so influential in educational theory 

(Schon, 1983; 1987; 1991) and follows on from the seminal work of Dewey 

(1933).   
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The third attribute of encountering is that of reciprocity; the relationship 

between pedagogic mediator and practitioner is not hierarchical and the 

encountering is able to flow in both directions as the practitioner also 

questions and challenges the pedagogic mediator and drives the direction of 

the change process. The reciprocity is based on the relationships developed 

and again supports the need for attached CPD in which there is time for 

reflection (Peleman et al., 2018) and is a central part of Pedagogy-in-

Participation in which all stakeholders experience pedagogy of belonging 

(Oliveira-Formosinho, 2009, p.235) which has influenced this research. It is 

also indicative of Freirean research conducted by Rule (2013) in which a 

dialogic, mutually respectful, learning space enabled an enriched 

educational experience. 

This section has outlined the attributes of pedagogic mediation identified in 

the elements of openness, listening, suspending, and encountering. These 

attributes illustrate my own experiences and interactions with the 

practitioners and have been illustrated within the context of the three specific 

settings. Encountering was the most complex element of pedagogic 

mediation and further analysis, outlined in the next section, applies 

Bronfenbrenner’s [bio]ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 

1993) to support greater understanding.  

7.4 Analysis of pedagogic mediation findings through Bronfenbrenner’s 

bioecological systems theory.  

After analysing the raw data around the stages of pedagogic mediation, the 

data which equated to encountering was then reconsidered in light of the 

bioecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1993) to explore the depth of 
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the encountering that took place within the context element of the person-

process-context-time model (Bronfenbrenner, 1993). This latter model, with 

the inclusion of time, highlights the complexities of the context and how there 

are multiple influences on the experience of the individual child. Mapping 

pedagogic interactions over such a model demonstrates the range of topics 

which were covered by encountering opportunities from those relating to the 

individual, to those relating to broader educational philosophy; encountering 

opportunities took place considering micro-, meso-, exo- and macrosystemic 

elements of practice.  It also demonstrates that, whilst some of the 

encountering took place within individual practitioners teaching 

environments, it was also successful in the wider context of the cluster 

meetings enabling the group to challenge and support each other; this was 

typically at an exosystem level which provided a formal and informal support 

structure to the microsystem and mesosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 

1993). This is also evidence of the value of a team approach which has been 

seen in mentoring situations (Hackman and Wageman, 2005) and the value 

of a community of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991). Using the 

bioecological context model, the complex sphere of influence around an 

individuals’ practice is evidenced.  

Encountering opportunities were reciprocal and represent the views of the 

practitioner as well as my own (as evidenced in Ri165). This contrasts with 

moments of suspension which represent my own personal tension with the 

practice unfolding (as evidenced in Ri10 and Ri73 section 7.3.3). 

Furthermore, encountering opportunities represent moments of pedagogic 

shift, a goal of the research, and so warrant further exploration. This 
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exploration will enable a clear understanding of the opportunities for 

pedagogic mediation and situate it within the broadest context of educational 

ideology, striving for transformative practice which raises critical 

consciousness (Freire, 1996). It will also explore connected contexts, such 

as the cluster meetings, and the influence they have on practice 

demonstrating that pedagogic mediation can occur outside of the classroom 

context. For this a listening map was produced for each of the three settings 

outlining whether encountering  in this context was concerned with the 

microsystem, exosystem, mesosystem, and macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner 

1977, 1983, 1995); essentially looking to capture the depth of the pedagogic 

discussion and analysis between pedagogic mediator and practitioner. All 

interactions are noted below by their research interaction number and are 

then given an illustrative name which aims to capture the topic and serve as 

a mnemonic for the analysis. Those interactions which relate to specific 

listening methods e.g., free drawing will be analysed later in this section.  

Figure 5 A bioecological listening map of Beech Preschool: 
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Figure 6 A bioecological listening map of Hazel Playgroup: 

 

Figure 7 A bioecological listening map of Maple Day Nursery: 
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unsurprising given that the microsystem is concerned with the individual 

child and their preferences (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p.154) and is aligned to 

the principles of the EYFS which requires the unique child to be of central 

importance and promotes a framework which is driven by children’s interests 

(DfE, 2017; Early Education, 2012). This is illustrated by the following 

research interaction at Hazel Playgroup in which the practitioners were 

encouraged to follow children’s interests and to allow them to handle 

resources which otherwise they may not have done.  

Following a previous session in which practitioners had remarked 

about the children’s interests around dinosaurs, I had offered to share 

my own child’s fossil collection with the children to extend and 

develop their interests further. One of the popular books in the setting 

had images of fossils alongside illustrations of living dinosaurs and 

the children appeared fascinated by this. The practitioners were 

concerned about the children handling the fossils due to their fragile 

nature, but I assured them that if we demonstrated how, then I was 

sure the children would understand. The fossils were laid out on the 

floor and the practitioners asked the children who were interested to 

sit around in a large circle. Some of the children reached forward and 

were told not to touch by the practitioners who were concerned that 

they would break something. I facilitated the children handling the 

fossils and we discussed their age and origin. I tried to ask open 

questions about the different fossils and the children were able to 

recognise the ammonite from their own book. The practitioners 

increasingly joined the session and soon began supporting the 
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children in handling and exploring the artefacts. The exploration of the 

fossils lasted quite some time and the children elected to stay with 

this activity rather then moving onto something else in the setting. 

Following the session, the practitioners talked about how well the 

children had handled the, potentially fragile, fossils. They reflected 

that the children had handled them with care and consideration. We 

discussed the fact that the children valued the real artefacts over the 

images in the books or plastic or toy alternatives. One of the 

practitioners commented that we often provide children with safe and 

unbreakable options and she questioned whether this needed to be 

the case. She said that she would give some thought to what other 

real artefacts she could bring in for the children to explore.  

     Hazel Playgroup Fossils Ri169  

The above research encounter demonstrated the protectionist view held by 

practitioners (Jenks, 2005) and evidenced a pedagogical approach which 

saw children as ‘meaning makers’ (Clark, 2017, p.22) and experts in their 

own lives (Clark and Moss, 2011, p.10; Langsted, 1994). In observing 

interests and actively responding, the practitioners and I were taking 

children’s views seriously (Brooker, 2011) and responding appropriately.  

The frequency of opportunities to encounter within the context of the 

mesosystem was less for all three settings. The mesosystem comprises 

those systems which influence the child’s life (Bronfenbrenner, 1977) and 

typically the setting structures would fall within this category. Encountering at 

this level of the context required practitioners to be committed to change at a 
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broader level that would influence pedagogy and practices throughout the 

setting. This level of shift is often sought through CPD models and, in 

particular, the cascade model (Kennedy, 2005, 2014) supports setting wide 

change. The encountering activities at this level impacted setting wide and 

included participation with parents. This is illustrated by the following 

research interaction in Beech Preschool in which we discussed how they 

might better seek parental views of the children’s preferences and influences 

(also discussed in section 5.6.2.3 and 7.5.6). 

Following the session, I asked the practitioners how else they felt that 

they could listen to the children in the setting. The practitioners 

reflected on the success of the drawing task but felt that it was limited 

in the depth of information which could be gleaned around each child. 

One of the practitioners talked about gaining a different perspective 

and suggested that this could be gathered from parents. We talked 

about the opportunities which existed already for parents to 

contribute. The setting lead discussed the fact that induction 

information was gathered from parents which gave them the 

opportunity to share lots of key information. I shared the findings from 

my own MA research around parents having preferences about the 

information they’d like to share and receive. We all reflected on the 

emphasis on care elements of information sharing such as eating and 

toileting routine. The practitioners were all in agreement that the 

induction information was soon out of date and they began 

considering how else they could interact with parents. I talked about 

stay and play options or workshops, but the setting lead felt that their 
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limited room made these options difficult. I was able to share some of 

the work of Penn Green Research Base who had shared information 

regarding gathering family voice at a recent conference (Lawrence 

and Gallagher, 2015). It was decided that something similar would be 

trialled in which parents’ contributions would be sought and then 

valued within the setting. I offered to support practitioners in 

developing a family voice sheet which would seek contributions from 

families, and which could then be explored in the setting. The 

practitioners were keen to trial family voice and knew that some of the 

families would be keen to contribute.       

    Beech preschool Family Voice(i)  Ri150  

This research interaction demonstrated that the practitioners were open to 

listening to the children through a variety of mechanisms and that they could 

also see the potential for listening on a consultation basis (Bath , 2013). 

Parental partnership is a key element of practice within the EYFS (DfE, 

2017) and has formed an element of previous participatory research into 

children’s perspectives (e.g., Clark and Moss, 2005).    

Encountering within the exosystem required practitioners to consider the 

wider influences on their pedagogy as the exosystem operates through 

formal and informal structures which influence both the microsystem and the 

mesosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). These encounters typically sat around 

the development of the early years cluster as the settings sought to support 

one another. The research interaction numbers indicate that encountering 

started first within these cluster meetings (Ri5, Ri30, Ri53, Ri99) as the 
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purpose was to challenge and extend the cluster’s idea of best practice. At 

this level encountering was complex as so many practitioners were involved 

in each meeting.  

The cluster meetings typically saw two practitioners from each setting attend 

the meeting which was hosted at the infant school; these sessions were 

fraught with issues relating to power as the following extract illustrates:  

‘It was clear that the practitioners drew support from attending with 

colleagues and they expressed surprise when the headteacher of the 

infant school offered to make drinks for them all. Comments were 

made by two practitioners about the role of the headteacher within the 

meeting and they were surprised when he did not chair.’  

     Cluster meeting 1 Ri5  

The cluster meeting exemplified the exosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1995) in 

that decisions were made around collaboration and transitional activities for 

children between settings. The cluster meetings, being set in a different 

context, and providing over an hour of pedagogic discussions, demonstrated 

an alternative mode of pedagogic mediation which had the benefit of 

protected time for professional dialogue and engagement in research 

practices (Peleman et al., 2018). The discussions were infinitely more 

complicated as so many actors had a role to play. This resulted in meetings 

being coded against all four elements of pedagogic mediation (openness, 

listening, suspending and encountering). My reflections from cluster 

meetings began to recognise the suspending that was taking place by other 
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actors too as I would see sideways glances and observe whispers between 

practitioners (Ri5, Ri30, Ri53, Ri99).  

‘On the agenda at this meeting the school had suggested that local 

settings might gain from sharing ideas around transition documents. 

All had agreed at the previous meeting, but it was very quickly 

apparent that many of the practitioners arrived at the meeting empty 

handed. One setting bought along their documentation and shared 

how it was formatted and what information was included. Initially the 

practitioners seemed reticent to share their ideas and many cited data 

protection in not being able to bring along documentation.  As the first 

practitioner outlined the settings format other practitioners slowly 

began to contribute. It soon became apparent that there were more 

similarities than differences in the transitional documentation and the 

practitioner’s discussion became increasingly more interactive as the 

meeting progressed. Their reflections around transitional documents 

prompted discussions around a transitional activity which the children 

could participate in. The practitioners across the settings discussed a 

creative activity around summer which they could take to the infant 

school and staff could then make use of in the first weeks of the new 

school term. The school staff were receptive to this idea and agreed 

that children could find their creative work already on display when 

they then started school. The reception teacher also acknowledged 

that other children, not attending local early years settings, could also 

contribute. As the meeting came to an end one of the practitioners 

who had appeared more reticent than most at the start commented 
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that the meeting had been very positive, and she found it valuable to 

hear how everyone was working. She suggested that she has not 

bought documentation for fear that it was incorrect and stated that 

she sometimes worried about getting things wrong.  

    Cluster meeting 3, Ri53 

The cluster meeting offered the development of a community of practice 

(Lave and Wenger, 1991) and provided the opportunity for dedicated 

discussion time (Peleman, et al., 2018). The reflective discussions which 

took place were between all parties as practitioners from all settings 

contributed. The first meetings clearly demonstrated the reticence, poor self-

esteem and lack of confidence that had been evident in previous research 

(Bleach, 2014; Pilippou et al., 2015).   

Encountering opportunities within the macrosystem were the least frequent 

events and required practitioners to reconsider broader educational 

ideologies (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). Only one of the settings demonstrated 

encountering at this level. At Maple Day Nursery, I began to engage in 

deeper pedagogical discussion, and this led to interactions Ri98, Ri138 and 

Ri156 in which the practitioner(s) discussed the prevailing educational 

ideology and identified areas where this conflicted with their own values. 

Researching here, consistently with the same two practitioners, I was able to 

regularly engage in discussions in which we critiqued the current societal 

perception of early years and the lack of funding that it attracts (Ri156); the 

attempts to standardise quality assurance and whether that was possible in 

such a diverse sector (Ri138); as well as our worldview of childhood, during 
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which I was sharing the theoretical work of James, Jenks and Prout (1988). 

This resulted in the practitioner questioning some of the rules and routines of 

the setting and seeking to update overall setting policy; the happened in 

Ri98 where routines were reconsidered to further facilitate independence as 

illustrated below.  

Today we had an interesting discussion about the degree to which the 

environment fostered children’s independence. The children in this 

setting have access to two distinct spaces plus the outdoors. One of 

the spaces requires significant adult intervention to put out what is to 

be used. I asked the practitioner about how much time they spent 

setting the environment and we asked about the children’s choice. 

She felt that the environment could better enable the children’s 

independence and she began considering some small changes which 

could have bigger impacts. The discussion turned to the other spaces 

and how the children were able to access the different materials; low 

shelves, accessible cupboards and pegs/ hooks were used to support 

children’s independence. She also reflected on the way the children 

supported the routines of the setting, tidying up, serving snacks, and 

how they enjoyed these opportunities. Our discussion turned to the 

difference between the early years approach and formal schooling. 

We talked about the importance of independence in early years and 

how elements of this are removed when the children progress to 

school. I asked whether this was a tension for her. She was very 

reflective in her response and felt that compliant children would 

always get on better and those with a fierce independence might 
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struggle when they started school. She considered why this was the 

case and our discussion then turned to the cultural nature of 

education; I shared my own, somewhat political, view of the nature of 

the education system and the influence of the prevailing political view 

on policy and subsequent practice. She told me that she had never 

thought of education as a political act before and reflected that her 

own training had not taught her to question anything. She later told 

me that our discussions were really making her think about the 

education system as a whole and she was becoming more confident 

in her own educational ideas as a result.  

  Maple Day Nursery supporting independence Ri98.   

These encountering opportunities demonstrated a raised consciousness 

(Freire, 1996) in which the practitioners sought to explore the broadest 

influences on how children in the setting were listened to. These 

opportunities also covered much more than the initial research focus as 

practitioners felt able to reflect and challenge thinking on a wide variety of 

educational issues.  

The differences between the three listening maps illustrate the complex and 

different nature of the three settings. I worked alongside the greatest number 

of practitioners in Hazel Playgroup and so the number of individual research 

interactions with each practitioner was limited. In contrast to this I worked 

with the same two staff on most of my visits to Maple Day Nursery and so 

the relationships that developed had naturally received more time and 

attention.  
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The differences were not only as a result of the quantity of staff; different 

session structures allowed different levels of flexibility across the threes 

settings. Hazel Day Nursery, open the longest, offered the greatest flexibility 

in its daily rhythms. Sessional practice, within the context of this study, was 

more structured than the full day care setting. This provided both strengths 

and limitations to the pedagogic mediator’s role. Sessional practitioners 

always had the opportunity for reflective spaces at the close of the session 

whilst their full day care counterparts did not. Peeters et al. (2014) would 

argue that designated child-free time was essential for professional 

development, yet this research did not support that view as opportunities for 

reflection were found within the flexible full day approach. Perhaps this was 

due to the fact that the time limited nature of the sessional groups imposed a 

structure on practice and there were multiple horizontal transitions to 

navigate (Johansson, 2007). The more rigid structure afforded less 

opportunities for discussion during the natural flow of the sessional research 

interactions but did provide those important ‘child-free’ reflective 

opportunities (Peeters et al., 2014).  

This section has illustrated how the context of Bronfenbrenner’s 

bioecological systems theory (1977, 1993) provides a framework through 

which encountering can be considered. This level of analysis prompts 

reflections as differences and similarities are noted between settings. Such 

differences were also apparent in the focus on listening to children which 

was also developed situated within the context of the setting and 

practitioners.    
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7.5 Listening to children  

Pedagogic mediation provided the vehicle through which the listening 

strategies were explored and developed. In engaging as a pedagogic 

mediator, I was able to work alongside practitioners on the research focus of 

listening to children. This strand provides the second focus within this bifocal 

research project as illustrated previously in figure 4.  

7.5.1. RAMPS: An initial review of listening within each setting 

Before developing listening methods with each of the three settings it was 

first important to consider the practitioners current reflections on listening in 

order to ensure a participatory approach moving forwards (Pascal and 

Bertram, 2012; Sousa, Loizou and Fochi, 2019). Staff meetings were set up 

at all three settings to facilitate a discussion around RAMPS (Lancaster, 

2006). This reflective tool required settings to consider five principles for 

listening to children: Recognising many languages; Allocating 

communication spaces; Making time; Providing choice; and Subscribing to 

reflective practice, as was initially discussed in section 4.4. The key 

discussion points for each of the prompts is illustrated in tables 8-10 below. 

These semi-structured interviews were recorded through notetaking, to allow 

for more than a lexical level of understanding (Rapley, 2008). By notetaking 

key points practitioners were able to discuss ideas and themes before 

committing to a collective setting response and the practitioners were able to 

speak freely, without fear of judgement. The notes were then returned to 

practitioners for member checking (Robson, 2012) at the next research 

interaction and were verified as a true reflection of the discussion. These 
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semi-structured interviews happened after first making relationships through 

the openness element of pedagogic mediation, discussed in section 7.3.1 

but they add to the set fell broadly under the pedagogic mediation element of 

listening (Ri33, Ri42, Ri43) and enabled priorities to be set for the 

development of listening practices through the research period as a concept 

analysis was considered for each of the settings.  

A concept analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Rogers, 1989; Shipley, 2010) 

conducted with practitioners within their settings made use of the setting’s 

RAMPS reflections (Lancaster, 2006) along with other data gathered through 

the research diary over the period of openness. To add to their reflections, 

and in a drive to be participatory and egalitarian, I provided the practitioners 

with systematically selected definitions of listening from the academic 

literature (taken from section 4.2 in tabular form) and we discussed which 

they felt replicated their own understanding of listening. The resulting 

concept analysis was individualised for each setting and helped to direct the 

research towards which listening practices were to be developed.  The 

purpose and the scope of the listening was to be defined by the practitioners 

as the experts in their own setting using participatory methods with children. 

The three resulting concept analysis tables demonstrate the way in which 

practitioners contributed to the direction of the research, whilst maintaining a 

focus on listening to children.  
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Beech Preschool The setting describes itself as welcoming and 

friendly. Practitioners feel they work well as a 

team and all strive for the best outcomes for 

children.  

The staff value a child centred, play based 

approach.  

Selecting the 

concept of interest; 

why is this research 

taking place?  

The initial scope is defined by the researcher (see 

section 1.1.1).   

Setting staff are keen to take part in the research 

and provided the first point of contact for the 

researcher in this locality. It was this setting which 

suggested contacting others within the cluster, and 

they provided a mechanism for introductions.  

Defining the aims of 

the analysis; what 

do we hope to 

achieve by 

undertaking this 

analysis?  

To provide an overview of this setting’s 

understanding of listening and to plan some ways in 

which this research can support practice 

development for practitioners.  

The RAMPS analysis highlighted parental 

partnership and how staff listen during free flow play 

as potential areas for development during the 

research. The staff has been surprised at the lack of 

response from the children to the final RAMPS 

questions and this lack of response provided 

motivation for development.  

Identifying 

meanings of the 

concept from a 

specific search 

realm; which 

definitions exist 

already which can 

help us to shape 

our ideal?  

Coleyshaw et al. (2012 p.6) Listening as an ‘active 

process of communication consisting of hearing, 

interpreting and constructing meaning which is not 

limited to the spoken word.’  

The above definition was selected as the most 

aligned to the practitioners current understanding of 

listening within their setting. Practitioners felt it was 

important to focus on the process of actively listening 

and to include the non-verbal.  
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Determining 

defining attributes; 

which attributes are 

central and 

peripheral to our 

concept?  

Central – staff wanted this to focus on active 

listening 

Dialogue  

Providing a response or reaction  

Being on a level with the children 

Knowledge of the individual  

Staff evaluation (peripheral) 

Identification of 

antecedents and 

consequences; 

what needs to be in 

place before an 

attribute will be 

visible? What 

happens as a result 

of the attribute?  

Antecedents:  

Spaces within the environment e.g., book corner 

Opportunities for choice  

Designated time with staff – circle time, snack, craft 

etc. 

Parental involvement  

Opportunities for free play  

Consequences:  

Learning journeys will show individual voices 

Staff meetings and supervisions will document 

responses to group evaluation  

Parental voice will be evident in documentation, as 

well as the voice of children.   

Table 8 Concept analysis Beech Preschool 

Table 8 above demonstrates that the practitioners at Beech Preschool were 

focused on the active process of listening to their children. They expressed a 

preference to explore children’s voice through parental partnership and also 

to develop mechanisms through which they could use free play as an 

opportunity for listening in a variety of different contexts. They had been 

surprised when the children had experienced difficulty in responding to the 

RAMPS questions and felt that they could develop further opportunities to 

develop children’s participation in this way; could they be clearer in eliciting 

children’s responses about their own care and education?  
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Hazel Playgroup   The setting describes itself as providing a 

welcoming, calm and stimulating environment 

and belies that love and care are central to 

their vision. They believe that in encouraging 

friendship and early skills to enable children 

to grow and meet their potential.  

Selecting the 

concept of interest; 

why is this research 

taking place?  

This derives predominantly from the researcher 

(see section 1.1.1).   

Following an introduction via Beech Preschool, 

this setting is keen to contribute to the research. 

At the onset of the research this setting has an 

outstanding Ofsted rating and leadership and 

practitioners are secure in their practice. The 

setting believes that, through the research, they 

can share their knowledge and expertise.   

Defining the aims of 

the analysis; what 

do we hope to 

achieve by 

undertaking this 

analysis?  

To provide an overview of this setting’s 

understanding of listening and to explore how the 

setting can contribute to a wider cluster and 

sector understanding of listening.   

The RAMPS analysis highlighted the possibility of 

better enabling children to reflect upon their own 

learning and well-being; can this be embedded 

into a guided activity or free play?  

Identifying 

meanings of the 

concept from a 

specific search 

realm; which 

definitions exist 

already which can 

help us to shape 

our ideal?  

This setting preferred the definition of a listening 

climate put forward by Williams (NCB, 2009 p.1) 

as part of the NCB Listening as a way of life 

series. They preferred that these resources were 

written for practitioners. This definition includes 

several layers all of which appealed to the 

practitioners: 

• Listening as an active process of hearing 

and responding to communication using all 

senses 
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• Listening as necessary for the participation 

of children, parents and staff 

• A part of tuning in to children 

• Sometimes part of consultation on issues 

or events.  

The RAMPS reflections highlighted that 

practitioners were tuned into listening through all 

senses and to emotional needs, as well as 

learning needs. It also prompted staff to reflect 

upon the environment based on their observations 

of children. Could their recent observations in 

particular areas support rethinking the 

environment?    

Determining 

defining attributes; 

which attributes are 

central and 

peripheral to our 

concept?  

Central -  

Dialogue (often informal) 

Reading non-verbal cues 

Being accessible for parents and children 

Being on a level with children 

Being able to respond to individual needs  

Staff evaluation (peripheral) 

Peer evaluation (for staff and children) 

Identification of 

antecedents and 

consequences; 

what needs to be in 

place before an 

attribute will be 

visible? What 

happens as a result 

of the attribute?  

Antecedents:  

Access to spaces which fulfil different needs  

Opportunities for choice in both free play and 

guided tasks  

Staff tuned into children supported by flexible 

keyworker system 

Designated time with staff – circle time, snack, 

craft etc. 

Parental involvement  

Collaborative planning  

Consequences:  

All setting documentation includes children’s voice 
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Parental engagement is high 

Practitioners feel valued as professionals 

Table 9 Concept analysis Hazel Playgroup 

In undertaking concept analysis at Hazel Playgroup, it became clear that the 

practitioners were focused on a multisensory approach to listening. They 

were confident as experts within their own setting and used the RAMPS 

discussion as an opportunity to share their good practice (Lancaster, 2006). 

They understood the benefits of research informed practice and were keen 

to support this research. They decided, based on their RAMPS reflections, 

that they would use observations to reconsider the environment. 

Interestingly, the children at this setting had also made environmental 

suggestions at the end of the RAMPS discussion. They also expressed a 

willingness to try new ideas and were keen to actively engage in the 

research process.  

Maple Day Nursery  This setting describes itself as a home from 

home where children can feel safe and 

stimulate a love of learning through play. 

Partnership with parents is key in this setting 

and supported by strong community links.  

Selecting the 

concept of interest; 

why is this research 

taking place?  

This derives predominantly from the researcher 

(see section 1.1.1).   

This setting was the last to join the research but 

leadership were very keen to participate. 

Practitioners agreed but were clearly reticent 

initially, but as the second proactive phase 
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started the practitioners were keen to explore 

different ways to enhance a listening approach 

within their own practice.   

Defining the aims of 

the analysis; what 

do we hope to 

achieve by 

undertaking this 

analysis?  

To provide an overview of this setting’s 

understanding of listening and support staff in 

developing their own practice to further develop 

children’s voice.  

The RAMPS reflections prompted practitioners 

to consider how children contribute to the 

planning, delivery and evaluation process. The 

practitioners were excited about exploring 

mechanisms which would support them in 

embedding children’s voice into their daily 

routine and documentation.  

Identifying 

meanings of the 

concept from a 

specific search 

realm; which 

definitions exist 

already which can 

help us to shape our 

ideal?  

 Practitioners at this setting felt unable to select 

one definition that exemplified their 

understanding of listening. They felt that many of 

the definitions had something to offer. They 

appreciated Bath’s (2013) notion that it applied 

to everyone in the setting, not just the children. 

They could see the differences that Clark, 

McQuail and Moss (2003) discussed and were 

interested in exploring embedded listening for 

daily practice as well as listening as one-off 

consultation. They acknowledged the use of all 
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senses and listening to non-verbal cues as 

discussed by both Williams (2009) and 

Coleyshaw et al. (2012). They concluded that 

the definition might need to be flexible and 

should be able to change with their developing 

understanding.    

Determining 

defining attributes; 

which attributes are 

central and 

peripheral to our 

concept?  

Central  

Small group and 1:1 opportunities 

Communication channels with parents  

Different environmental prompts 

Genuine choices – food, activity, etc 

 Staff knowledge of individual’s needs and 

preferences  

Identification of 

antecedents and 

consequences; 

what needs to be in 

place before an 

attribute will be 

visible? What 

happens as a result 

of the attribute?  

Enabling home languages  

Teaching of skills through guided activity 

Praise and encouragement  

Mechanisms for home/ setting links e.g. 

weekend books and info sheets 

Opportunities for staff reflection – antecedent 

and consequence 

Table 10 Concept analysis Maple Day Nursery 

Maple day nursery, illustrated in table 10 above, had initially been more 

reticent to engage in the definitions provided in the academic literature but 
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this, after encouragement, resulted in a detailed discussion about each one 

in turn. Rather than selecting one best-fit definition, the practitioners 

discussed each and highlighted the parts that aligned with their own values. 

The practitioners asked lots of broader questions about the definitions and 

asked lots of questions about my own values and reflections. This research 

interaction (Ri43), more than the others, had seen the practitioners 

interpreting my role as expert as they looked to me for affirmation. It took lots 

of encouragement for the practitioners to share their views. The practitioners 

were keen to undertake any activities which would support them in better 

listening and wanted guidance in which activities they could try.    

Following this concept analysis and during subsequent encountering 

research interactions, the focus of pedagogic mediation was on developing 

and embedding better ways to listen to children. The following participatory 

listening methods were inspired by a breadth of literature on listening to 

children which was shared with the practitioners in settings both through the 

initial concept analysis and through later pedagogic discussions. During 

openness and listening encounters I was influenced by the environment, the 

children, the practitioners and specifically those pedagogic discussions 

which enabled me to learn from practitioners. This encouraged me to seek 

research in specific areas, e.g., around drawing methods, when the children 

and practitioners were utilising this opportunity in general practice. I felt a 

responsibility to the setting to be able to assist practitioners in extending 

their thinking in ways which news ways which were linked to current 

research, given my research student status, and also which supported 

effective pedagogy.   
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The listening methods which are outlined below were developed in the spirit 

of encouraging wise practice (Pascal and Bertram, 2012) rather than 

defining individual settings contributions. The data is presented against the 

listening method rather than specifically being used to define the journey of 

the individual setting. This research seeks to make meaning (Moss, 2019) in 

different contexts rather than to provide comparison across contexts. For 

each research method trialled there is consideration of how a mediated 

approach contributed. 

7.5.2 Free drawing 

Large rolls of paper and a range of drawing materials were used as a 

provocation and invitation to participate. This method was used with all three 

settings as all three had an area of the provision dedicated to independent 

art/ drawing such an easel or a drawing table. During the listening element I 

had observed the children electing to spend time on drawing activities both 

independently and alongside an adult.  Having explored the work of Anning 

and Ring (2004) and Einarsdottir, Dockett and Perry, (2009) it was clear that 

both the process and outcome of such activity could be an important way to 

listen to the children; annotations were made on the drawings following 

children’s instructions and research journal notes were made alongside and 

immediately after the interaction. During the drawing interactions, I modelled 

the language of listening, asking open questions of the children and allowing 

them time and space to respond. This method was used differently in each 

of the settings as it was set up in collaboration with practitioners and with the 

children who would be taking part:  
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Beech Pre-School – here the roll of paper and crayons/pencils were 

laid out across two desks leaving room for two children and the 

researcher to sit at the table at any one time. The practitioners at 

Beech were keen to explore the concept of listening to the drawing 

process and practitioner recalled research she had explored for her 

foundation degree (Clark and Moss, 2011). Following the first session 

with the roll of paper, the practitioners asked for the roll to remain with 

them to continue the activity and enable more children to participate. 

The roll of paper was used across a two-week period (between Ri132 

and Ri141) and was used in the outdoor space as well as the indoor 

space. All children in attendance participated during the free drawing 

sessions; moving the paper outdoors prompted different children to 

participate (Ri141).   

Hazel playgroup – here the roll of paper and crayons/pencils were laid 

out on the floor spanning in excess of five meters. The practitioners 

had been keen to explore drawing as a listening mechanism and felt 

that, on a smaller scale, they addressed this when discussing 

children’s work. The large roll of paper appeared inviting to the 

children and it was clear that they could participate however they 

wanted to. The children had been told that the roll of paper was to 

belong to all of them and would show all the things they liked about 

coming to pre-school; this was a prompt the children had not been 

given previously as the adult led sessions were often themed around 

festivals or topics of interest rather than the children’s direct 

experiences. Of the twenty children attending that session eighteen 
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engaged in the free drawing activity during the three-hour session and 

children specifically requested that it was kept out for the whole 

session, rather than being packed away as the environment shifted 

for snack time (Ri131).    

Maple day nursery - here the roll of paper and crayons/pencils were 

laid out across the table-top space leaving room for up to four children 

and the researcher (Ri61). Practitioners observed the children 

engaging in this activity and were surprised by their lack of confidence 

in drawing: ‘as XXXX observed I could see that she was surprised by 

the children’s lack of willingness to draw; they talked about activities 

and friends, but they claimed to be unable to draw the things they 

discussed. Here the drawing activity provided the safe space where 

children could engage in relaxed discussion about their preferences.’ 

(Ri61) 

The data from this listening method was gathered both during the process 

and as a result of the outcome of the image. The image below in figure 8 

(Ri131) demonstrates a fifteen-minute interaction with a child. During the 

drawing process the children explained how the puppet show was used 

within the setting; she explained that The Three Little Pigs was her favourite 

story to perform.  The child also discussed how important it was to make the 

other children sit nicely and listen to the show. She explained that she used 

a squeaky voice for the pigs and then she sounded mean when she was the 

wolf (and she demonstrated). The child asked me to annotate the illustration 

with ‘I like to play with the puppet show.’ Whilst this drawn response 

indicates a preference, an outcome, the discussion process revealed a rich 
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description about why the activity was preferential, highlighting the 

importance of dialoguing during the drawing process (Einarsdottir, Dockett 

and Perry, 2009).  

 

Figure 8 Ri131 image 1 

A second image below in figure 9 (also from Ri131) demonstrates an 

interaction of just under five minutes in which the child joined me during a 

quiet period. This child initially chose to ignore the prompt and start mark-

making with the black crayon; this was followed by a brief discussion about 

what the child enjoyed. They expressed how much they enjoyed playing at 

home with Mummy and Daddy and asked the researcher to annotate 

‘Mummy and Daddy are not at pre-school.’ This image again demonstrates 

the value process element of the free drawing activity which has been 

documented previously (Einarsdottir, Dockett and Perry, 2009).  
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Figure 9 Ri131 image 2 

The free drawing activity then prompted encountering discussion in all three 

settings as practitioners reviewed their own observations of the activity 

unfolding as well as the ‘finished articles.’ These informal discussions were 

noted in the research diary (Ri61, Ri141, Ri131). The practitioners across all 

settings noted the children’s enjoyment within the activity and recognised 

that the activity provided extended discussion space; some practitioners in 

two settings reflected that they do not always have the time and space for 

such extended discussions. The practitioners of the child represented by the 

second image reflected on the emotional content of the message conveyed 

and discussed reviewing the child’s home school transitions. The 

practitioners in all settings noted the children who dominated the activity (in 

one setting the child who participated for the whole session on a whole roll of 

paper) and equally those who had been reluctant to participate. In two 

settings the practitioners continued using the method in their own practice 

evidencing the isomorphic nature of the relationships that had developed 
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(Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008, p. 35; Formosinho and 

Formosinho, 2016).  

The role of the pedagogic mediator in this activity was to model, what I 

believed to be, wise practice (Pascal and Bertram, 2012) within the listening 

activity to both the children and practitioners; I ensured I used open 

questions and gave space for children to respond at their own pace. No 

children were required to participate. I clarified my understanding with 

children to ensure I was interpreting their intentions. I then prompted the 

practitioners to engage in interpretive and encountering discussions based 

on both the process and the outcomes of the drawings. We all spent time on 

this activity both during its active phase and then in later reflections.  

As a researcher, this method had provided greatest value for me during the 

process rather than specifically seeking an outcome image; although 

children in one setting were reticent to produce finished drawings, all were 

keen to engage in the process (Ri61). In developing pedagogy this method 

enabled the practitioners time and space to listen to the children recognising 

issues such as confidence and transitions as well as reporting preferences 

of activity and experience. In listening to the children, practitioners further 

raised their critical consciousness (Freire, 1996) and were engaging in 

reciprocal encountering discussions as a result.  

8.2.3 Drawing as part of map-making: 

The practitioners in Hazel playgroup were keen to explore a new topic of the 

local area and through an encountering opportunity (Ri135) it was discussed 

whether this topic would provide an opportunity to seek children’s views. 
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Previous cohorts of children had worked together under the guidance of 

practitioners to produce a map of the high street; I asked practitioners how 

this activity might be led by the children. I shared with practitioners Clark and 

Moss’ (2005) approach to map making whereby children produce a map of 

their setting, or a familiar area, which is then used to facilitate a tour. The 

pedagogic discussion that ensued resulted in inviting the children to draw 

their own maps of the spaces and places they enjoy playing.  The 

practitioners discussed the interests of some of the children in adventure 

and outdoor pursuits and considered map making an appropriate next step 

and felt the prompt should be a map of where children like to play. The staff 

team asked me to work alongside one particular practitioner within the pre-

school environment with one child each at a time. This provided a tension for 

me as I knew children could feel compelled to participate when invited by an 

adult, but the practitioners felt that time and attention needed to be given to 

each child systematically.  

The image below in figure 10 (from Ri136) demonstrates a drawing by a 

child who was answering the prompt ‘where do you like to play?’ This 

interaction lasted only 8 minutes; the child expressed their favourite place to 

play as the local playground, particularly the ‘monkey bars’. He articulated 

that he could show he was strong and hold on for a very long time. He 

approached the idea of making his own map with purpose and delight and 

wanted to make use of the map in his game once the drawing activity was 

finished.  
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Figure 10 Ri136 Map Making 

The maps that were made by the children in this research were explored 

thematically by the practitioners at the end of the session; many children had 

illustrated something outdoor, and most children’s discussions had been 

around adventures that they had experienced with friends. The practitioners 

could see the importance of the outdoor environment to the children, and 

this further justified planned activities which involved engaging in the wider 

community environment.  

The role of the pedagogic mediator in this activity was to encounter in the 

planning stage and enable the practitioners to reconsider activities which 

had been used previously, in light of a developing understanding of 

children’s voice. During the activity I used open questions and ensured that 

interpretations were accurate by checking with the children.  I engaged in 

post-activity discussions as practitioners considered what the maps 

conveyed. I was also able to engage in post -activity encountering 

discussion about the ‘one at a time’ nature of the activity which had left me 
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feeling uncomfortable. The practitioners justified their approach through 

evidencing the rich discussions that had taken place, which might not have 

happened with a less structured approach.  

As a research activity, the more defined purpose had supported some 

children in formulating a response; no children participating claimed to be 

unable to draw their map. All children in the setting participated 

demonstrating that the method was developmentally appropriate. The 

practitioners concluded that conducting this one a one-to-one basis enabled 

greater detail and when several children participated together it was more 

challenging to listen and support their ideas.  

In developing pedagogy this activity demonstrated practitioners 

reconsidering the use of pre-planned themes and prioritising activities which 

engaged the children’s interest directly. It also demonstrated to practitioners 

the preference for outdoor play and learning which is so often seen in 

research (e.g., Clark and Moss, 2005).  

7.5.4 Drawing within a graduated framework  

Drawing within a given framework offered the opportunity to ask the children 

for a graduated response. As with the map making above the prompt 

provided purpose and focus for the drawings. This model of concentric 

circles, based on the work of Elden (2012), was utilised to ask children to 

respond with their favourite element centrally and then moving out 

graduating their responses. The observation of this process and the dialogue 

which resulted was captured and formed part of the data. This 

exemplification has previously been discussed as Ri165 in section 7.3.4 in 
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which I was asked to seek further ways of eliciting children’s views by 

practitioners. This activity therefore demonstrates both pedagogic mediation 

and the development of listening methods through pedagogic research.  

In the illustrations below children were asked to consider their educational 

visit to a local zoo (Ri170). The children were given three concentric circles 

which provided four spaces for their preferences, including the outside of the 

diagram. I introduced the drawing activity the day after the educational visit 

and invited the children to participate if they wanted to. A table-top space for 

up to three children, plus the researcher, was set aside and the practitioner 

had requested that she observed the interactions and the process. The 

children were keen to participate as relationships with the researcher were 

already established.  

This illustration in figure 11, completed by a child who had only recently 

graduated to preschool, demonstrates their preferences on the trip. Their 

favourite part of the day was seeing the tiger and they enjoyed much of the 

day and so did not want to draw anything in the outside circle. This child 

discussed their day with the researcher for almost forty minutes as they 

articulated the experience of travelling with friends on the coach ‘with 

seatbelts that go click’; this had been their first experience of group coach 

travel. The child was very clear about their preferences and was happy to 

draw selected elements.  This child also took the opportunity to explain the 

process to the other children around the table and directed the researcher to 

label their diagram.  
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Interestingly, when naming the work on the reverse of the image was 

discussed, to support anonymity in the research, the child refused and wrote 

their name on the front explaining that she wanted everyone to know who it 

belonged to. This demonstrates the child’s confidence within their setting 

and the established relationships with both practitioner and researcher; the 

child’s agency was clear and yet the name has been obscured in line with 

ethical approval.  

 

Figure 11 Ri170 Graduated response 1 

This next illustration, figure 12, demonstrates the participation of a child who 

claimed to be unable to draw. They were happy to undertake the discussion 

with the researcher around their own preferences but were reluctant to draw 
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the elements discussed. What was striking about this discussion was the 

inclusion of an additional circle which was drawn by the child to demonstrate 

their preferences; ‘snack time was more fun than seeing the lion, but it was 

good too’. Equally this child had not enjoyed walking around the spaces 

within the zoo as there had been some steep hills and this was articulated 

using the outside spaces of the circles.  

 

Figure 12 Ri170 graduated response image 2 

The concentric circles were reviewed by the children, practitioners and 

parents. All of the children placed one favourite animal at the centre. Also, 

the children had all clearly enjoyed the social element of their trip to the zoo, 

whether this be the picnic lunch, snack time or sitting with their friend on the 

coach. The practitioner observing the session was able to feedback to 

setting leadership regarding the success of the event and this supported 

planning future opportunities for the children.  
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The role of the pedagogic mediator in this activity was to respond to an 

encounter and support the practitioner with previous research to enable 

them to consider further pedagogic developments. During the activity I 

modelled open questions and ensured that interpretations were accurate, 

allowing the children to define their own participation.  I engaged in post-

activity discussions as practitioners with practitioners and parents as 

consideration was given to planning future opportunities for the children.  

As a research technique this was successful as it demonstrated the ability of 

the children to provide nuanced preferences in a developmentally 

appropriate and accessible way. Again, the process of drawing was 

important as this provided the depth of information around the response 

(Geertz, 1973). With this specific research interaction, the practitioner 

recognised the level of detail in the discussion and used this as an 

opportunity to gain a detailed understanding of the child’s experience. The 

outcome of these concentric circles also provided an interesting product 

which prompted further discussion and consideration; the children were 

proud of their drawings and were keen to share with parents and guardians 

as they were collected.  

In developing pedagogy, the practitioners involved in this activity could see 

potential for future meaningful consultation with children. At the end of this 

research interaction one practitioner commented that the same technique 

might be used to consult with the children over the garden space which was 

scheduled for development. 
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7.5.5 Story making:  

 In one of the settings one of the practitioners was particularly confident with 

storytelling and often engaged the children through a story sack. The 

children clearly enjoyed these sessions and would often ask her for stories 

at other times. An encountering discussion (Ri143) with practitioners centred 

around whether storytelling or story making could provide a safe space for 

children to convey their ideas around a theme; Kara (2015) has discussed 

how culturally embedded story telling was and my own rhythmic 

observations has explored this in the setting daily. Through this interaction 

this idea evolved into an activity which would explore transition. I was asked 

to host the activity and support the children in formulating their ideas. 

Practitioners wanted the opportunity to observe the responses of the 

children. Following the prompt ‘What happens when someone new starts 

nursery?’ the following was written:  

 The story begins at the big, hard orange rock… 

Finley the giraffe and Fluff Fluff the dog were the best of friends and 

they loved to play together at school.  

One day a new boy called Kitty started school. He saw Finley and 

Fluff Fluff and thought that their games looked like fun… 

…but when he tried to join in Finley and Fluff Fluff wouldn’t let him 

play.  

Kitty felt very sad and went to tell the teacher. The teacher decided to 

talk to Finley and Fluff Fluff.  
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Finley and Fluff Fluff had hidden behind the big orange rock because 

they knew they had been unkind.   

When they finally came out the teacher told them to play nicely and to 

say sorry to Kitty.  

After saying sorry the three decided to play together and they all 

became the best of friends.  

The story was scribed and illustrated so that the children could revisit if they 

chose; this was a new addition to the typical story session at this setting. 

The children were largely excited by this new activity and keen to participate; 

less confident children struggled to be heard in the larger group (13 children 

elected to join this activity). The practitioners were interested to note the 

children’s imagination, despite the familiar setting of the story. They were 

interested in which children had steered the direction of the story and felt 

that it mirrored events which had happened in settings; this mirrors the work 

of Clough (2002) who found that stories provided a plausible narrative within 

which topics could be explored safely. The practitioners reflected that some 

time should be spent allowing children to create their own stories, rather 

than always relying on books. One practitioner specifically reflected that 

listening to children, paying particular attention to emotional listening, was 

just as important as seeking their interests.  

The traditional role of researcher and pedagogue shifted in this activity and 

the practitioners became the observers as I facilitated the activity; this was at 

their request and enabled them to reflect upon how story making might be 

utilised in future. As a research technique I would suggest small groups of 



282 
 

children as well as careful selection of the make-up of the group to ensure 

quieter and less confident children can be heard.     

7.5.6 Family Voice  

Utilising parent’s perspectives to better understand the preferences of the 

children was explored in one of the settings (Ri159, Ri161). Drawing upon 

research from Penn Green (Lawrence and Gallagher, 2015) and based on 

observations of the children’s desire to bring home/school transitional 

objects into the setting, family voice sheets were introduced. Through an 

encountering discussion with practitioners the pedagogic need to provide 

meaningful opportunities for parental consultation was discussed. The 

practitioners acknowledged that parental perceptions of children’s interests 

were sought during induction but not after that process and they were keen 

to explore how this could be further facilitated and then maintained. I 

supported staff in putting together a Family Voice prompt sheet. The wording 

at the top of the sheet was carefully selected so as to remain friendly and 

accessible to all parents ‘we’re interested in finding out a little more of what 

goes on outside of our setting. Please use this sheet for opportunities to let 

us know about key events, outings or new interests that your child develops. 

You can write, draw, add photographs or stick things on –it’s totally up to 

you. We’ll then use this as a talking point and we may decide to plan some 

activities which link to keep the interest going…’ I was asked to support staff 

in introducing the family voice sheets; this was done on an individual basis 

as parents arrive at the setting for drop off so that assurance could be 

provided about the informal nature of the request. Introducing the sheets 

verbally also ensured that parents who might struggle to read written English 
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would not feel unable to participate; there was the opportunity to ask 

questions.  

 

Figure 13 Ri161 Family Voice 

As a result of the sheets being provided to parents, the practitioners were 

able to make more precise use of parental feedback in upcoming planning; 

the sheet above came from a quiet child who did not always voice his 

interests. In this case the parent took the opportunity and practitioners were 

able to plan accordingly. Parents also took this sheet as an indicator of the 

settings interest and began to bring in other items to share. One 

grandmother bought in a book she had created with the children and stated 

that she knew they would be interested (Ri161). The practitioners reflected 

on the large pedagogic gains that could be achieved through partnership 

with parents and planned to continue this development into the following 

academic year; this mirrors previous Portuguese research which evidenced 

improved parental relationship as a result of long term, context-specific CPD 

(Oliveira-Formosinho and Araujo, 2011).  
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The role of the pedagogic mediator in this activity was to encounter in the 

planning stage and support practitioners in reconsidering setting policy 

which did not regularly seek extended connection with parents. The view 

held by Clark and Moss (2005) that parents could contribute an element of 

voice through their perspective thus adding to the ways in which children’s 

voice was sought. In supporting how this request was put to parents, I again 

engaged in wise practice (Pascal and Bertram, 2012) and the information 

gathered was subject to rich pedagogic discussions (Ri161).  

As a research method parental consultation is tried and tested (Clarke and 

Moss, 2005; Crowley and Wheeler, 2013; Lyndon, 2019a). This method 

required minimal input from a researcher perspective and yet the gains were 

detailed in terms of responses. In the first instance rate of return was poor, 

less than ten percent, but as children and parents could see that the 

information was being used more were returned.  

7.5.7 Photo-boards  

Inspired by the mosaic approach (Clark and Moss, 2011) and previous 

research (Lyndon, 2019a), and through discussion with practitioners and 

children, a digital camera was introduced to the setting (Ri149). The 

practitioners were keen to trial this method after observing some children 

struggle in free drawing to express their preferences.  The camera was the 

responsibility of the children and there was a collective decision, through a 

researcher led circle-time, that the camera would document what the 

children most enjoyed about their experiences. The camera was located for 

easy access and the practitioners facilitated by re-charging batteries each 

evening. There was an understanding that all of the photographs would 
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become the prompt for further discussion. It is the discussion that the 

photograph can elicit which supports children in forming their narratives as 

children demonstrate greater communicational competence when they are in 

control of the narrative (Formosinho and Araujo, 2006); the use of the 

camera meant that children were in control of the image and therefor the 

prompt for discussion. 

Photo elicitation proved popular amongst the children; in the first pilot week 

over one thousand images were taken by the group of sixteen children. The 

following week saw a reduction in the number of images being taken and an 

increase in the level of discernment applied; the children began using the 

camera for specific purposes and were aware that they could capture 

progress (e.g., the development of a piece of art) as well as ephemeral 

creations. In total over 1500 images were taken over a two-week period, see 

appendix 7.   

The children began to define a set of rules to accompany the camera which 

demonstrates their participation in the development of the research method. 

The following reported speech illustrates an interaction between one of the 

children and the researcher which resulted in the children reviewing the 

images on a laptop before they were printed out. It does not represent 

verbatim transcript but is based on detailed research notes:  

Researcher: Are you making use of the camera when I am not here?  

Child ‘We have to share and make sure everyone takes turns… we 

get (child’s name) to take the photos lots too, he likes it and he is 
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good at remembering….then you get pictures of yourself. I like 

pictures of me. When can we see them?’  

Researcher: I was going to take the camera away and print the 

photographs for you…   

Child: but we can look at them on a computer too, that’s what my dad 

does.  

Researcher: Would that be better, to have a look on a computer? I 

can bring a laptop along and you can see the photographs you have 

taken.  

Child: yes, then we say which ones were mistakes too… you don’t 

have to print out the mistakes. 

Once the children were presented with the images, they utilised these 

images in creating photo-boards, exemplified in appendix 7. The 

construction of these simple boards was participatory as the children 

decided how their board was created, if at all, and which photographs were 

used. This produced a collage for each child which depicted their 

experience; alongside this was a narrative which documented the 

corresponding discussion and enabled more detailed consideration of the 

children’s preferences. Research notes were written as soon as each 

interaction was complete; practitioners supported this activity ensuring every 

child had the opportunity to engage.  

Jessica spent almost fifteen minutes sorting through the photographs 

looking for those which she had taken or that she knew to be hers. It 
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has been seven days since the last pictures had been taken.  She 

selected twelve images to include in her photo-board. She then began 

by sticking an image of herself centrally explaining ‘that way you’ll 

know it’s mine’ to the researcher. She proceeded to add two images 

she had taken of the dolls in different positions. As she glued, she 

explained that playing with the dolls was ‘the best thing to do at 

nursery.’ There was a further image of the small world toys, Jessica 

explained ‘these are like playing with dolls.’ She added a picture of 

her feet wearing summer sandals ‘I took this; these are my feet.’ The 

researcher asked how she knew which photographs were hers and 

was informed ‘they are mine, I remember, and some I asked my 

friends to take so I could be on them, it’s all the things I like.’  

She then added two pictures which showed her painting and one 

picture of the final painting and asked the researcher to write down 

‘This is my painting. I am taking it home.’  

The remaining photographs were of children in the setting; once they 

were stuck down the researcher was instructed to write each child’s 

name by the picture and label them all friends.  

Jessica concluded the activity ‘it’s done, this is what I like best.’  

Postscript - As she was collected from the setting Jessica wanted to 

show her parent the board; their conversation focused on the images 

of her friends and how lucky she was to have such lovely friends at 

nursery. 
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Sixteen photo-boards were produced and analysed. First stage analysis was 

to review all photo-boards with the children and practitioners as a wider 

group and in doing so the practitioners offered to display these boards 

around the setting so that they could be shared (the images remain the 

property of the nursery). This ascertained whether the boards had correctly 

interpreted the children’s interests as the children talked about the images 

they had collated. This discussion enabled a second stage of analysis 

provided by the researcher. This included: coding activity-based images 

such as construction play, role play and art-based activity; coding for indoor 

or outdoor preference and sub-categories within this; social coding for adult 

and child relationships. This analysis demonstrated the children’s 

preferences for outdoor play and the importance of relationships which 

concurs with both practitioner observations and previous research (Clark 

and Moss, 2011). The practitioners were surprised to note that the photo-

boards appeared to evidence gendered play (thirteen of the photo-boards); 

the discussion with the children confirmed that certain activities within the 

nursery were the realm of either girls or boys.    

From a research perspective the children enjoyed the camera and were 

proficient at documenting their lived experience at nursery. They were able 

to recall the pictures they had taken after a period of time (in excess of ten 

days for some children) and were keen to participate in discussion based on 

these photographs. All children chose to participate in both the photography 

and the creation of the photo-boards. The quantity of images collected for a 

small cohort of children was extensive and once the images were printed it 

was not possible to support all children simultaneously in accessing those 
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images. There was also a significant difference in the quantity of images 

taken by different children as some children attended on a part-time basis 

whilst others were full-time. Many of the printed images were never ‘claimed’ 

and so there was no exploration of the images that were not included on the 

photo-boards.  

Pedagogically the inclusion of the camera in the setting was significant for 

the practitioners; the children quickly began documenting their own learning 

through single and multiple/ process images.  The practitioners quickly 

embraced the children’s desire to document their own learning and utilised 

this readily.  

The role of the pedagogic mediator in this activity was initially to support 

practitioners through the ethical considerations required when allowing 

children free access to the camera. I then supported through being attached 

and showing a continuing interest in how this element progressed. The 

children were keen to review images on a laptop and process their images 

onto a photo-board. During this second phase of the activity I joined 

practitioners in supporting children to make their boards. We worked 

collectively on the session to enable as many children to be able to access 

this as wanted. Pedagogic discussions were ongoing throughout the activity 

and then after when practitioners shared the boards with parents at the 

behest of children.  

Impacting on both pedagogy and research practices there were significant 

ethical considerations required throughout this activity. As detailed in Ri152 

the practitioners had been removing images of themselves from the camera 
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despite offering their initial consent; this reflects the need for ongoing assent 

throughout the research for all participants. This research interaction 

demonstrates the complexity of making use of digital images within both 

practice and research and the rights of those within images as well as the 

rights of the person taking the image.    

An additional ethical consideration related to the sheer quantity of images 

taken adding further to database of information held on children by settings 

(Roberts-Holmes and Bradbury, 2016).  This research kept the images 

within the realm of the setting which enabled practitioners to take 

responsibility, guided by setting policy, for their storage, its duration, and 

their further use.  

The implementation of all the above methods followed the participatory 

methodology in the reactive congruent phase of the research design, as 

outlined in section 5.4.2. These methods all supported the overall aim of 

better listening to children and all prompted encountering discussions in the 

settings as their relative successes and challenges were discussed in 

research interactions. Specifically, these methods were all implemented 

through the encountering element of pedagogic mediation and demonstrate 

the desire to shift practice and enable a better experience for the children 

attending the setting. The reflective discussions at cluster meetings (Ri30, 

Ri53, Ri99) enabled practitioners to share their methods beyond their own 

setting and these interactions also demonstrate the connected nature of the 

dual focus within this research; through pedagogic mediation, listening 

methods developed in settings. This connection is apparent as the research 

questions are addressed in the next section.   
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8.0 Discussion: Responding to the research questions  

This section will provide responses to the original research questions 

outlined initially in section 1.2.2 drawing on the data presented in section 7, 

critically utilising the range of literature presented in in sections 2, 3 and 4.  

8.1 What are the role, responsibilities, and attributes of a pedagogic 

mediator in the development process?  

In analysing the role, responsibilities, and attributes of the pedagogic 

mediator it became clear that pedagogic mediation provided both a research 

methodology and a mechanism for CPD. In this research experience those 

two functions were linked throughout and could not always be separated in 

how they influenced my role, responsibilities, and the attributes experienced. 

This dual functionality will be later outlined as one of the original 

contributions to knowledge.  

8.1.1  What is the role of the pedagogic mediator?  

Pedagogic mediation provided a successful lens through which the 

developing relationship between researcher and settings could be explored. 

All setting visits were coded as one of the four elements of pedagogic 

mediation (openness/ listening/ suspending and encountering) 

demonstrating that the four elements were indeed present and could define 

the scope of the interaction. The role of the pedagogic mediator is to operate 

within the elements of openness, listening suspending and encountering with 

practitioners on a journey of pedagogic development (Sousa and 

Formosinho, 2014). The purpose of the journey should be an 

epistemological curiosity and a transformed pedagogy which reflects the 

social and dialogic nature of learning (Freire, 1996).  
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My own interpretation of the role of the pedagogic mediator drew together 

elements of a CPD role which sought a transformative approach (Kennedy, 

2005; 2014) which was unique to the context of the setting and practitioners 

within. This context-based approach recognised the tensions that existed 

within a community of practice (Wenger, 1998) between individual goals and 

values and those on a setting and policy level. This personalised, context-

specific approach could be theoretically aligned with the support often found 

in mentoring (Aldred and Garvey, 2010) which ordinarily responds to the 

needs of the individual within their professional context.  

My interpretation of the active nature of the role was influenced by my 

positionality, as an early years teacher I knew that active engagement would 

be the only way I could ethically observe in settings over a long period and 

this was outlined in sections 1.1.1 and 6.0. This active role did not sit readily 

within the traditional insider – outsider dichotomy and certainly left room for 

the space between (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009). It also reflected my 

developing understanding of the isomorphic nature of learning (Formosinho 

and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008), which can be readily transferred from one 

mode to another i.e., between pedagogic mediator and practitioner and 

practitioner and child. This justified my research position in taking an active 

role with the three main settings. Through active participation I engaged in 

what I believed to be best practice, in so far as my student/ researcher role 

would allow i.e., I was largely directed by practitioners in where to place 

myself during sessions and which activities would be undertaken. I was 

aware that my presence and my own level of engagement with children 
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would influence practitioners through the Vygotskian principles of mediation 

discussed in section 3.3.1.   

My own role as a pedagogic mediator was also shaped by a focus on 

research; the understanding of an action research cycle (McNiff, 2013), the 

need for systematic research documentation (Kara, 2015), and a clear 

approach to ethics (Bertram et al, 2015). By keeping a reflective research 

diary (Ortlipp, 2008) I was able to document, consider and later review 

pedagogic incidents (research interactions) with practitioners. My researcher 

stance facilitated my role as pedagogic mediator.     

My own role sits within the context of a student of education researching 

voluntarily within settings who have voluntarily agreed to participate. This 

sits in direct contrast with the role of the pedagogic mediator within 

Pedagogy-in-Participation (Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008), 

discussed in section 3.3. In this contrasting setting mediators are employed 

by the Aga Khan foundation specifically to support the enhancement of 

pedagogic practice across settings. Compliance from the setting is a 

requirement; this makes their working remit clear and reduces the potential 

for ambiguity. It also provides a tension; with their role comes power, and a 

responsibility and accountability for quality in the setting. My own researcher 

role reduced this power and enabled setting to engage at their own pace. 

This is illustrated by the setting sort data (see appendix 5) which 

demonstrates how many encounters were largely categorised as openness. 

It took time to build the relationships that would later provoke pedagogic 

shift. It is also illustrated by the following research interaction which 
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exemplifies how many of the practitioners maintained their authority over my 

presence within the setting.  

‘I  joined one of the practitioners for the circle time session and tried 

to be helpful in supporting the session. This was the first time I had 

worked alongside this person in a more directed approach. I 

supported through encouraging good sitting and provided some 

support for one of the children struggling to listen. As the children left 

the session the practitioner asked a variety of maths (shape and 

space) questions. As the last child left, she smiled and asked me 

what I thought of the session. I felt a little on the spot as I maintained 

that I was not there to judge quality but answered honestly that I had 

enjoyed the session. I told her that she clearly knew the children 

really well and that she had a lovely manner with them. She pressed 

me further and asked me how I could tell,  I cited the questions that 

she had asked at the end. She smiled and told me that it was called 

differentiation! I very much felt like the student and could clearly see 

that she was confident in her knowledge and expertise within her 

context.’  

    Hazel Playgroup, Ri33.   

 8.1.2 What are the responsibilities of the pedagogic mediator?  

In considering my responsibilities in both research and CPD an ethical code 

of conduct was required at all times. My ethical stance, as articulated in 

section 6.0, was a primary driving force behind the research in the first 

instance and a central part of my positionality. Researching pedagogy 



295 
 

involves understanding the range of ethical considerations, upholding these 

in practice and reflecting on practice (Schon, 1984) . I maintained an ethical 

responsibility to the children in the setting, maintaining their anonymity, 

engaging in respectful discussion, involving them in decision making and 

listening to their preferences. I maintained an ethical responsibility to the 

practitioners in the settings (Bertram et al., 2015); as well as maintaining 

anonymity I maintained a confidentiality in the discussions that were held on 

a broader setting and cluster level (Musgrave, 2019); I worked alongside 

them respectfully and supportively; I involved them in decision making and 

discussion as we sought strategies to listen to the children; and I provided 

reciprocal advice and support engaging in discussions which were beyond 

the scope of my own enquiry. This part of the role represented the 

beneficence at the heart of the research (Punch and Oancea, 2014) and was 

aligned to EECERA ethical guidance (Bertram et al., 2015).  It was the 

researcher role that most directly informed and directed my ethical 

responsibilities within pedagogic mediation. The researcher role heightened 

my professional awareness of my ethical responsibilities.  

On a practical level it was also the responsibility of the pedagogic mediator 

to adhere to the policies of the setting and the wider sector taking due 

professional care around issues such as inclusion and safeguarding (DfE, 

2019b). The openness element allowed the time to observe such policy and, 

in following safer recruitment procedures (DfE, 2017), I was aware of 

policies and procedures early on, for example knowing the fire procedures 

and being aware of the designated person for safeguarding. As a teacher 

and practitioner, I was able to hold a level of professional responsibility 
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within the setting and in evidencing my status to settings for their single 

central record (Ofsted, 2019), they were assured of my professionalism and 

had a level of confidence in my presence.  

8.1.3 What are the attributes of pedagogic mediation?  

A period of openness sets the groundwork for later work and ensures the 

mediator’s understanding the context of the setting; this finding is in line with 

the original conceptualisation (Formosinho and Formosinho, 2008; 

Formosinho, 2014). Openness provides a personal approach as 

relationships are forged; this element has been found to be key to learning 

and is aligned with the social understanding of learning and development 

offered by Vygotsky (1978) in that higher mental functions are embedded in 

social processes. Emergent analysis provided four attributes within 

openness. The attribute of observation, both rhythmic and interactional, 

sits readily within early years pedagogy and broader ethos providing vital 

information for the pedagogic mediator. Observations have long been a 

central element of early years practice in England (Tickell, 2010; Nutbrown 

2012), are embedded in current policy and guidance (DfE, 2017), and are 

recognised as an effective qualitative research method (Malinowski, 1922; 

Hammersley, 2006; Robson, 2011). In this sense the dual roles of the 

pedagogic mediator in research and CPD are synchronistic.  Rhythmic 

observations require an unobtrusive presence as the pedagogic mediator is 

present in the setting and watches the session unfold, paying attention to the 

rhythms. I found it useful to ensure every opportunity was taken to observe 

different times within the daily life of the setting; children arriving, snack time, 
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outdoor-indoor transition, as well as during those times when the children 

may not be present. 

Interactional observations required a more obvious presence and this 

attribute required careful ethical consideration; having obtained consent to 

research listening within the setting did not give me license to listen-in to 

conversations. Such a caveat was discussed in the original mosaic approach 

(Clark and Moss, 2011) and required constant awareness of assent (Docket 

and Perry, 2011). As a researcher I always asked before joining a group and 

provided a commentary when any notes were taken during the session. This 

is illustrated most in early research interactions and I would use phrases 

such as ‘that is a great example, let me just note that down so I do not 

forget,’ (from Ri8).  Notes taken during the session were recorded in 

shortened form in an A5 research diary and then revisited once I had exited 

the session. The children and practitioners became familiar with the 

presence of the research diary and I ensured it never dominated. The 

research diary featured in some of the images taken in the photo elicitation 

in Hazel preschool which are discussed in section 7.5.7 (and can be seen in 

appendix 7). The children in Hazel preschool became used to the diary and 

would often ask me to share what I was writing down. In some research 

interactions the children suggested what should be written down (Ri34, 

Ri116 for example).    

A further attribute of openness was that of reactive questioning which 

demonstrates the need for the mediator to be open to those around them; 

this early openness forms the beginning of the working relationship which is 

what will facilitate a more transformative professional development 
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(Kennedy; 2005, 2014). This attribute of reactive questioning in the 

openness phase demonstrates an alignment with coaching and mentoring 

relationships that develop due to a person’s credibility within their field 

(Garvey, Stokes and Megginson, 2009); the practitioners questioned my 

previous experiences (e.g., Ri34), my professional heritage (e.g., Ri 18) and 

even my parenting (e.g., Ri 20) as they evaluated who exactly I was. This 

attribute demonstrates my ethical requirement of attached research and the 

rigor that such an attached commitment can provide (Formosinho and 

Oliveira-Formosinho, 2012). The attachment builds through openness and 

provides a lasting commitment to the setting.  

Uncertainty as an attribute of openness also demonstrates the early stages 

of the working relationship: the pedagogic mediator is uncertain about the 

practitioners, their pedagogy and the life of the setting; the practitioners are 

uncertain about the mediator and so questioned and sought further 

information. Uncertainty was not a stand-alone attribute; it always existed in 

the company of the other attributes of openness. It was a reduction in 

uncertainty which indicated a shift out of the openness phase and into the 

listening phase.   

Listening moves the pedagogic mediator towards a transformative model of 

CPD (Kennedy, 2005, 2014) and supports the practitioners themselves as 

the experts in their own settings, providing a Freirean approach of critical 

consciousness (Freire, 1996). Listening demonstrates a shift between the 

pedagogic mediator being reactive and becoming increasingly proactive; 

these distinctions were made clear in the phased approach to methodology 

as illustrated in section 5.4.2. There is understanding of the specific context 
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which will further facilitate developments, similar to the understanding that 

develops with increased involvement in a community of practice (Wenger, 

1998) which sees participants move from peripheral to full participation in the 

group. Questioning in this stage becomes more specific and proactive; at 

this stage I felt able to ask meaningful pedagogic questions and to seek 

deeper insight into practice (e.g., Ri43, Ri71, Ri21 in section 7.3.2). This 

questioning remained measured and was still mindful of the development of 

working relationships; I made every effort during the listening stage not to 

challenge practice or broader educational ideals. During listening research 

interactions, I was able to reflect upon a shift in my researcher status and 

began to feel like an insider to the settings rather than an informed outsider. 

At this time, it became increasing apparent that defining this status was 

particularly complex (Merriam, 2001; Dwyer and Buckle, 2009) and reliant on 

how others in the settings viewed me. Anecdotally I am aware that some 

practitioners welcomed me more readily than others but as data was 

gathered only on a setting level this is not a level of analysis which this 

thesis can offer. Hazel playgroup, which had the largest practitioner team, 

was where this was most apparent as working relationships took longer to 

develop with different individuals. This is evident in the setting sort data 

which demonstrates the time spent in openness and listening research 

interactions before opportunities for encountering presented themselves 

(see appendix 5).  

Suspending was an uncomfortable state to experience but it is the 

responsibility of the pedagogic mediator to accept that practitioners will 

change at their own pace, the requirement of lentitude (Formoshino, 2014) in 
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overall setting development remains an important consideration. In this 

research suspending largely occurred when my observations and 

discussions contradicted my own values; axiology has played a crucial role 

in this research from paradigm to dissemination and so compromise around 

my own values was problematic and required me to reconcile those 

differences. The attributes of tension, power and values always appeared 

together in moments of suspension. The tension, for me, is inevitable when 

observed practice does not sit within my value base. The decision to 

suspend was usually one of power; acknowledging that the practitioner is the 

expert in their own setting and that any transformation of practice must come 

through their own motivation. This element of pedagogic mediation sits in 

direct contrast to the typical transmissive training model (Kennedy, 2005, 

2014) which has been traditionally used for CPD in early childhood 

education (Fisher and Wood, 2012). Transmissive CPD ordinarily follows a 

deficit model and provides an expert to deliver the training to those who are 

considered to lack the required knowledge; this sits in direct contrast with 

pedagogic meditation as I sought to acknowledge the practitioner as expert 

within their own setting. In pedagogic mediation the power implication 

observed in traditional CPD (Kennedy, 2005, 2014) is inverted and the 

practitioners hold that power; they controlled how I was deployed when I 

was in setting as well as the activities which were undertaken.  In 

suspending and reflecting on such suspension through reflection on action 

(Schon, 1984), the researcher role provided comfort; reflecting upon these 

situations through the research diary provided some sense of action, albeit 
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to be deferred, and enabled some reconciliation with the tension that this 

element could bring.  

Encountering was infectious and enjoyable; relationships had developed in 

all three settings which enabled practitioners to work with me in developing 

listening methods. Kennedy’s model (2005, 2014) recognises that the most 

effective CPD is transformative through a flexible approach. The attributes of 

raised consciousness and reflection fit within this as the capacity to 

challenge and engage in deep pedagogic discussions was enabled as 

relationships developed. Practitioners were more aware of their pedagogic 

choices and were reflecting upon the impact of these on the setting as a 

whole. It was during these times that my perception of myself within the 

setting was firmly that of insider, practitioner researcher and the perception 

of the staff supported this with comments such as ‘you’re one of us now,’ 

(Ri158). The attribute of reciprocity suggests a balance of power in the 

relationships I had achieved with the practitioners; the hierarchy was 

flattened, and the encountering was flowing both ways. The product of 

encountering research interactions focused on strategies for listening to 

children; this is explored further in the next section (8.2) which considers: 

What participatory methods can be developed to better listen to children in 

early years through a mediated approach? 

In summary, the role of the pedagogic mediator exists as both a mechanism 

for CPD and a mechanism for research; this has not been previously 

documented within an English context. My own experience of pedagogic 

mediation has intertwined these two facets, and each has benefitted from 

the other in a reciprocal relationship. As a researcher, I benefitted from the 
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knowledge and experience of the sector, whilst research process itself, and 

the related ethical considerations, supported practitioner CPD processes 

within the three settings.     

8.2 What participatory methods can be developed to better listen to children 

in early years through a mediated approach? 

All listening methods were developed through a pedagogically mediated 

approach. They all stemmed from a participatory approach and had a core 

intention of listening to children. In all settings activities were implemented 

under the direction of practitioners; they were the experts in their own 

context and pedagogy. The methods were largely developed through 

encountering mediation (Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008), the 

voices and preferences of the children contributed to the activities which 

unfolded. Engaging in these listening activities required further interpretation 

by practitioners; the research needed to be purposeful and support the 

development of pedagogy. Each listening activity prompted further reflection 

and pedagogic discussion. At a final cluster meeting (Ri174) the settings 

shared listening methods with one another and provided their own critical 

commentary on the process; practitioners were interested in what each other 

had to share and took ideas back to their own settings for further 

dissemination, an ethical goal of purposeful research (Bertram et al, 2015). 

The drawing activities all produced a clear distinction between process and 

outcome data. Free drawing provided an open context for discussion within 

minimal prompt and, pedagogically, was more able to allow children’s 

interests and preferences to prevail. The drawing opportunities which 

provided a more purposeful prompt enabled children to demonstrate greater 
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confidence in their drawing and a clear outcome was available at the end of 

the process. Offering the children a graduated framework within which they 

could respond demonstrated that drawing is flexible and can capture 

sophisticated responses. As a pedagogic mediator there is scope to engage 

with the children and thus interpret views on an individual level and there is 

the opportunity to observe such practice peripherally. The role of the 

pedagogic mediator can afford either option as the learning mode is 

isomorphic, e.g., practitioners who watched the free drawing activity, listened 

to my questioning of the children, and then began to engage the children 

directly themselves.  

Whilst this method was largely successful, and most children participated, 

there was evidence across all permutations that some children find drawing 

challenging and have already developed a preconception that they cannot 

draw. Every setting had children who claimed that they could not draw. This 

was also evident in the practitioners and who were heard to report to 

children that they too were unable to draw (Ri141); this became the subject 

of an encountering discussion but failed to reach a conclusion.  

The story making activity, in this context, provided a different way of listening 

and recognised the importance of emotional well-being to practitioners within 

that setting. As a researcher I had no further engagement with this method, 

but practitioners reported that they developed child-led story making further 

over the following weeks. This one encounter with this method is insufficient 

to draw a broader conclusion but it was disseminated at a cluster meeting 

and well received. I believe there to be scope and potential with this method, 

but it requires a level of competence in supporting the children to craft the 
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narrative; listening to many voices at once was problematic and small 

groups or individual would be preferable.  

Family voice provided extensive and detailed information from a selection of 

parents; sheets remained in the entrance of the setting following the 

research so that parents and guardians could continue to engage. Through 

further encountering (Ri174) practitioners considered how to ensure all 

parents and guardians were able to engage in this process. The low initial 

response rate was a limitation until clear utility of the information encouraged 

others to follow. There is potentiality for this to be divisive as it could 

highlight difference in terms of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986) and 

opportunity outside of the setting. I believe that practitioners upholding the 

statutory framework (DfE, 2017) have the professional awareness to ensure 

this would not be the case. Offering a verbal explanation as written 

information is shared supports those who may struggle to read the 

document.  

Photographs produced a wealth of information around the children’s 

preferences and enabled further discussion and development through photo-

boards. In handling and manipulating the photographs children were given 

time for consideration of preferences. Having the option of annotating the 

boards provides support in interpreting the child’s voice.  This image-based 

research method offered the same process/ outcome distinction in its 

application; again, the process would yield far greater results than the 

outcome alone (Einarsdottir, Dockett and Perry, 2009). The biggest 

challenge with photographs exists around copyright and consent, as was 

illustrated in Ri152. Setting policy needs to be clear on ownership and 
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storage of images and children are receptive to understanding the protocols 

of taking photographs. Those consenting to involvement in image-based 

research need a full understanding of the implications (this is discussed later 

in section 9).   

The development of pedagogically mediated relationships enabled the 

establishment of the listening methods discussed above. The trialling of such 

methods sat within a broader context and the overall impact of pedagogic 

mediation spanned beyond these methods. The next section shall explore 

the benefits and impact of pedagogically mediated research using 

a praxeological approach.  

 

8.3  What are the benefits and impact of pedagogically mediated research 

using a praxeological approach on early years practice? 

In keeping with a praxeological approach (Pascal and Bertram, 2012), this 

research has been conducted through practice-led enquiry with ethics as a 

central consideration. Through a reflective approach in-action (Schön, 1983) 

and through a reflective research diary (Ortlipp, 2008) I have maintained a 

constant awareness of power relationships. Praxeology, aligned with my 

own axiological positioning (Guba and Lincoln, 2005), informed both the 

scope of the research, listening to children, as well as the primary data 

gathering approach, pedagogic mediation (Formosinho and Oliveira-

Formosinho, 2008).  

In this section I shall explore the overall impact of pedagogic mediation on 

early years practice within this study; to facilitate this discussion I shall return 

to Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological system theory (1977, 1993) as it seeks to 
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understand a perceived context or environment. The system recognises 

complexity and, by exploring this research through the nested structures of 

the context, I can explore the impact of pedagogic mediation at a 

microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem level.  The impact 

of the research shall be explored in these layers before then being explored 

beyond the settings.  

8.3.1. Microsystem  

It was an ethical decision not to gather data on an individual basis but rather 

to look at the children within the setting as they engaged in activities as part 

of developing pedagogic practice; all activities were delivered within the spirit 

of the EYFS (DfE, 2017) and Development Matters (Early Education, 2012). 

This level of analysis still enables me to interpret children’s perceptions of 

their engagement in activities, and the research process overall, through the 

setting observations which were taken. The children were very welcoming 

and engaged with me from first visits in all settings (Ri2, Ri3, Ri7). Early on 

in my setting visits I noted ‘during the session I was made to feel very 

welcome by the children; less so by the practitioners…’ (Ri13).  

As the research unfolded and I visited the settings on a weekly basis the 

children grew increasingly used to my presence and their expectations of me 

shifted; I was increasingly called upon to offer typical practitioner support  

e.g., providing care to upset children (Ri12), providing juice and snacks 

(Ri14) for example. As time passed the children expected my attendance in 

sessions and after missing a visit one week due to my own children’s ill 

health, I was reprimanded by one of the children, ‘you weren’t here last 

week. We noticed,’ (Ri141). In my informal interactions with individual 
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children, I sought to maintain the research focus and I actively sought 

opportunities to listen to the children and would model the importance of 

listening in such interactions. I reflected after one such research interaction 

(Ri41) that I was aware that I used the term ‘listen’ frequently. On one 

occasion I was fortunate to meet one of the nursery families unexpectedly, 

whilst out shopping with my own family. The child was excited to see me in 

this different situation and pointed telling his father ‘look daddy, it’s the lady 

that listens,’ (reported back to the setting at Ri151). Discussing this with 

practitioners enabled us all to reflect on how my focus on listening at 

informal level was impacting; the practitioners felt that this was due to the 

positive relationships I had forged with the children. The children wanted to 

talk to me and had learned that my listening often resulted in purpose or 

action (Ri151).  

Many of the listening methods trialled were at a microsystem level of context 

and sought to understand the children’s preferences. Through drawing and 

photography, the children expressed preferences for social activities and 

outdoor spaces; this information was listened to by practitioners and did 

impact upon further planning and provision.  

8.3.2 Mesosystem 

Throughout the research parents and guardians were aware of my presence 

and my purpose in the setting; I ensured I was available at the start and end 

of sessions at Beech Preschool and Hazel Playgroup and also talked readily 

to parents dropping off and collecting at various times at Maple Day Nursery. 

One parent sought me out and asked me specifically if I would focus my 

research on her son’s development (Ri157); unfortunately, this was close to 
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the end of the research period and I was preparing to exit the setting in line 

with the end of the academic year. In informal discussions with parents, I 

found them to be interested in the research focus. They would often take 

time to ask me how things were progressing and upon meeting some 

parents after completing the research I was asked if the write up was 

complete and they queried when they would be able to read the full research 

report. I am pleased to have been able to share news of my publications to 

date with the research cluster and have shared copies with some of the 

practitioners who remain connected to the cluster.   

Given the willingness of the parents to participate, the utility of the parent’s 

views to support the voice of the child was relatively limited in this research; 

all settings had been reluctant to push the boundaries of parental 

engagement. Pedagogic discussions did centre on parental engagement 

and in two of the settings there was a reluctance to try and develop this area 

of listening (Ri128, Ri146). Parental engagement was also discussed at 

some level in all cluster meetings and there was a rhetoric of support around 

wider parental involvement; this did not result in practitioner action in this 

research.  

Some of the activities did impact peripherally on parental engagement such 

as the photo-boards (Ri155) and the map making (Ri136) but this was 

incidental rather than planned engagement and it supports the original 

premise for providing greater opportunity for parental engagement which has 

been highlighted in the literature (Crowley and Wheeler, 2016). There were 

pedagogic discussions around transitional activities as part of a broader 

transitional process (Ri167); all settings within the cluster complete similar 
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transitional activities thus supporting the children through the broader 

mesosystem.  

8.3.3 Exosystem 

The cluster meeting exemplified pedagogic mediation at an exosystem level; 

they provided a formal structure which influenced all settings 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p.514). The impact of these cluster meetings was 

immediate, and they provided a forum for all elements of pedagogic 

mediation; openness, listening, suspending and encountering. The initial 

cluster meeting (Ri5) has been the first face-to-face opportunity for some of 

the practitioners to become acquainted whereas others had longstanding 

community relationships and knew one another as friends and neighbours. I 

remained acutely aware that these settings were in direct market competition 

with one another in a location with an aging population. This competition was 

evidenced at the fourth cluster meeting (Ri99); the school has suggested 

sharing practice of tracking and assessing children, only one of the settings 

was prepared to share their practice.  

In one setting practitioners and I engaged in pedagogic discussion which 

sought to critique and consider the formal assessment and planning 

structures which were suggested through national statutory documentation 

(DfE, 2017) and related guidance (Early Excellence, 2012). Reconsidering 

the environment (Ri100) one Saturday morning had prompted some initial 

discussions around the purpose of continuous provision. Practitioners had 

spent time cleaning and considering the environment and, through 

mediation, they considered what the children accessed and what they 

required of the environment. Resources were removed that children had 
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failed to engage with for some time and open shelving promoted further 

independence. This shift in the environment reduced the need for weekly 

planning as some aspects of learning were now covered by the continuous 

provision; practitioners continued to review planning and later discussed 

changing their current systems (Ri149) to better meet the needs of the 

children. The practitioners were reluctant to  maintain their own expertise in 

this discussion and they turned to me as ‘expert.’ Reflecting later in the 

discussion one practitioner reported ‘that you make us feel that we can 

justify what we are doing based on our children rather than doing what the 

advisor tells us without question’ (Ri149). A similar discussion occurred 

regarding assessment processes (Ri149) and practitioners began to unpick 

what best suited their setting in relation to national guidance.  

8.3.4 Macrosystem 

Some practitioners within this research, through the process of pedagogic 

mediation, were enabled to critically consider the wider macrosystem in 

terms of broader societal ideals (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). With two 

practitioners I was able to regularly engage in ideological educational 

discussions in which we critiqued the current societal perception of early 

years and the lack of funding that it attracts (Ri156); the attempts to 

standardise quality assurance and whether that was possible in such a 

diverse sector (Ri138); as well as our worldview of childhood, during which I 

was sharing the theoretical work of James, Jenks and Prout (1988).  This 

resulted in the practitioner reflecting upon the independence she was able to 

support in children (Ri98).  In demonstrating a critical view of broader 

educational systems in our discussions, the practitioner then demonstrated 
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her own criticality and sought to reconsider different elements of setting 

policy.  

The macrosystem level of interaction was the least evident in this study, as 

discussed above in section 7.4. Interactions at this level were evident in only 

one of the settings. This research cannot fully explain this difference as 

pedagogic mediation understands that all developments are context specific 

and would expect difference between the three settings. My own reflections 

on the lack of encountering research interactions that illustrated this 

systemic level relate to the nature of the macrosystem for early childhood 

education and link back to the overall context of the study outlined in section 

1.2.1. The statutory requirements for this sector (DfE, 2017a) and related 

quality assurance mechanisms (DfE, 2019) reduce the level of autonomy 

held by individual practitioners and setting leadership. I believe that 

practitioners, specifically those without graduate level qualifications, may not 

have the opportunity to engage in critical dialogue around systemic 

macrosystem policies and wider ideology. Many of the practitioners I 

researched alongside did not engage in broader educational discourse and 

there was very little evidence of a critical approach to policy through all 

research interactions. In this research the pedagogically mediated 

relationships enabled some practitioners to engage in such dialogue but in 

my view some practitioners lacked the level of professional confidence which 

Schön believed central to reflective practice (1983).  

The above impact on context for all settings occurred within a specific 

chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994) and relationships developed 

within a specific time and shifted as time progressed. The impact of time is 
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reflective of Bronfenbrenner’s own shift in thinking, his revision of the original 

ecological system theory moves from a focus on the complexities of 

environmental factors (Bronfenbrenner, 1977) to a focus on the processes 

that influence development and how they experienced over time in the 

bioecological system theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1995).  Initially discussed in 

section 2.2, Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994) outlined the complex 

relationships between person, process, context and time. This research has 

used the process of pedagogic mediation to explore the impact of the setting 

context over time. Time continues to impact upon the settings. Since the 

research visits to settings ended the NEF offer has increased (DfE, 2018) 

and there is new leadership in two of the settings. The school that hosted the 

cluster meetings is now part of a multi-academy trust and so their own 

priorities have also shifted. These most recent developments demonstrate 

the temporal nature of the research process, reinforced by the bioecological 

system theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1995), and highlight time and context when 

considering CPD.  

Overall, pedagogically mediated research has the potential to impact across 

all levels of the settings context ranging from considerations of the 

experience of the individual child to encouraging criticality and raising the 

consciousness of practitioners on an ideological level. With time and the 

development of interpersonal relationships this impact has the potential to 

increase in intensity. The challenge here is the context specific and temporal 

nature of such research; the role of the pedagogic mediator facilitates these 

situated complexities.   
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8.4 Broader research impact  

Undertaking this research project has demonstrated the importance of a 

flexible and transformative approach to CPD in developing pedagogy in early 

years, such as that suggested by Kennedy (2014). Engaging in an 

ethnographic, pedagogic relationship provided the support that some 

settings have lacked in recent times.  Pedagogic mediation revealed to me 

that practitioners can lack confidence in areas of practice that are governed 

by broader structures such as statutory requirements, national policy, and 

quality assurance standards; all are areas that are influenced by societal 

norms and broader educational ideology. There was a reluctance to engage 

in change on broader pedagogic levels and most settings found it easier to 

shift practice on a smaller scale. This element is evident in section 7.4 and 

discussed further in 8.3.4. In only one setting did research interactions 

demonstrate discussion around the macrosystem. By working in a 

participatory manner alongside practitioners I was able to support some in 

reconsidering their pedagogic notions (Lyndon, 2020). This dialogue was 

enriching for me too and in turn developed my own pedagogy; I enjoyed my 

time immensely in settings and developed effective listening mechanisms 

that are worthy of dissemination (Lyndon, et al. 2019) and have been well 

received by practitioners beyond the scope of this research.  

This research has also had a broader impact through dissemination to a 

wider academic audience. This progression of this research has been 

shared twice annually at national and international conference this has 

produced an additional layer of credibility through peer scrutiny (Guba, 1981) 

which is discussed in the final chapter as well as informing the research and 
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practice of others. The praxeological stance recognises the responsibility of 

those seeking new research to draw their own reflections and to take some 

responsibility for the knowledge that is then constructed (Formosinho and 

Oliveira-Formosinho, 2012).  This broader influence is further illustrated by 

two chapters which exemplify two strands of the research narrative; a 

chapter on pedagogic mediation (Lyndon, 2020) as a domain specific type of 

coaching and mentoring in early years and a chapter exploring drawing as a 

research method (Lyndon, 2019b) as well as a peer reviewed article which 

explores elements of the journey experienced in Maple Day Nursery through 

the research process (Lyndon, et al., 2019). In this article pedagogic 

mediation is presented as a flexible and innovative way of impacting upon 

practice at different contextual levels. Children and practitioners benefit from 

the focus on pedagogy as well as a participatory research approach.   

The final reflections for both pedagogic mediation and listening methods are 

outlined in later chapters and through these chapters the strengths and 

limitations of the individual methods are discussed. However, the greatest 

problem I encountered with the research design was a lack of exit strategy. 

Relationships developed through the research with children, staff and 

parents. The end of the academic year and a cohort moving to school 

provided a natural break in the research with the children, however the staff 

and settings remained, as did my invitation to cluster meetings which I 

continue to attend. This tension I felt reflects the struggle I have in defining 

myself as an outsider in this research (discussed in sections 5.3 and 7.5.1), 

as I felt part of the settings. I knew that my time in the settings had extended 

beyond my original research remit; all settings expressed sorrow that my 
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weekly visits would be coming to an end and all extended an open invite for 

future visits and research opportunities. It was indeed a ‘bittersweet’ time 

(Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p.60); I felt accomplished in the data that had 

been gathered and excitement in the analysis that lay ahead but sad to no 

longer be engaging on a regular basis with the children, parents, and 

practitioners.  

On reflection this emotional connection to the settings was inevitable when 

carrying out praxeological pedagogic research which values and develops 

relationships; a consideration for my own personal research in future and for 

those embarking upon praxeological research. Attached research is 

desirable and forms part of the ethical commitment to the setting 

(Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2012a). Pedagogic mediation proved 

to be a mechanism through which I could work ethically and respectfully with 

practitioners whilst maintaining professional integrity.  

The above section answers the research questions; the next section 

provides an overview of the whole thesis recognising the strengths and 

limitations of this context specific praxeological research. Contributions to 

the wider field will be addressed as well as areas for future research.  
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9.0 Thesis summary and contribution to knowledge 

This final chapter aims to provide succinct answers to the original research 

questions and support the claim for an original contribution to knowledge in 

the two fields of early years continuing professional development and 

research methodology referencing or highlighting earlier supporting 

passages in the text as indicative or supportive of my claims.  

How can pedagogic mediation develop better listening practices 

in early years settings?  

1. What is the role, the responsibilities, and the attributes of a 

'pedagogical mediator' in the development process? 

2. What participatory methods can be developed to better listen to 

children in early years through a mediated approach?  

3. What are the benefits and impact of pedagogically mediated 

research using a praxeological approach to early years practice? 

 

The introduction, section 1.1.2,  laid out the need to apply a reflective 

approach (Schön, 1983; Bourdieu, 1986; Freire 1996) and sought to offer an 

ethical and transparent approach to the research narrative so that it, and my 

positionality, might be better understood. In line with my chosen research 

paradigm and methodology, I acknowledge that the findings from this 

research are contextual and based on my own reflections and experiences; 

this recognises a multiplicity of realities and reflects the social construction of 

knowledge which I believe to be central to human existence (Vygotsky, 

1978; Bronfenbrenner, 1993) . This was not a quantitative study nor was it 
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universal. It sought to make visible interactions and processes, through thick 

description (Geertz, 1973), in a number of settings which created 

opportunities to explore issues that are significant to how we develop 

pedagogy (Stake, 1995). These explorations were subject to member 

checking (Robson, 2012) and peer reviewed in order to provide 

trustworthiness (Shenton, 2004) as outlined in section 5.8. 

 

9.1 Claims for original contribution  

The section that follows outlines six claims to original knowledge offered by 

this thesis. Each claim will be outlined in relation to previous research and 

will be linked back to the relevant sections of the thesis.  

9.1.1 Pedagogic mediation is an effective mechanism for CPD in an English 

context  

The findings from this research demonstrate an innovative approach to CPD 

that challenges the traditional, and populist (Boylan et al., 2018) rhetoric of 

CPD as a linear process (Clarke and Hollingsworth, 2002; Desimone, 2009) 

in which CPD informs practice that then impacts upon children, as discussed 

in section 3.0. Traditionalist approaches to education hold the practitioner as 

active and the child as a passive recipient of knowledge and do little to 

unpick the complex nature of relationships within educational settings 

(Freire, 1996). Research by Opfer and Pedder (2011) called for the need to 

better appreciate the complex nature of the CPD process; specifically, the 

complexities in context which can then provide wider application. This new, 

contextual model of CPD, pedagogic mediation, begins with the setting, and 
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the knowledge and understanding of its practitioners, rather than a 

preconceived knowledge base. 

 

Pedagogic mediation, as a process of CPD and a research methodology,  

was largely unexplored within the English early years context as it was 

developed under different cultural, economic and policy circumstances at 

Pedagogy-in-Participation in Portugal (Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 

2008; Oliveira-Formosinho and Formosinho, 2012a), see section 3.3. The 

findings from this research outlined in section 7 and 8 demonstrate the 

transferability of this approach to the English early years policy and practice 

context and represent a significant contribution to knowledge with the 

capacity to support wider practice development. The implementation of this 

approach in three distinct settings demonstrates the flexibility of pedagogic 

mediation and the potential for wider application. Statutory requirements for 

those working in early years in England are required to adhere to the 

following: 

‘Providers must put appropriate arrangements in place for the 

supervision of staff who have contact with children and families. 

Effective supervision provides support, coaching and training for the 

practitioner and promotes the interests of children. Supervision should 

foster a culture of mutual support, teamwork and continuous 

improvement, which encourages the confidential discussion of 

sensitive issues.’ (DfE, 2017, p. 21).  

This demonstrates a statutory requirement for settings to provide such 

development in line with children’s interests. It also highlights the lentitude 
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required through the terminology of continuous. Lentitude, explored in 

section 3.3.2, expresses the extended time invested in pedagogic 

developments (Oliveira-Formosinho, 2014) and links with Bronfenbrenner’s 

proximal processes (Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994). To become 

embedded and sustained, meaningful change requires time. Providing time 

within professional development equally provides an innovative approach 

and sets pedagogic mediation apart from more traditional methods (Clarke 

and Hollingsworth, 2002; Desimone, 2009). This requirement also reflects 

the diverse nature of work facilitated through early years settings; all of 

which I believe could be enhanced through a pedagogically mediated 

approach adding to the significance of this knowledge contribution. There is 

also some parity with the teaching standards in England (DfE, 2013) which 

state that teachers should ‘develop effective professional relationships with 

colleagues, knowing how and when to draw on advice and specialist 

support’ and ‘take responsibility for improving teaching through appropriate 

professional development, responding to advice and feedback from 

colleagues,’ (p.13). I would argue that pedagogic mediation can also serve 

this purpose for teachers across the spread of experience, from those who 

are beginning initial training to those with significant experience. Both 

standards require a collegiate approach and seek to embed continuous 

improvements for professionals; both are present in my interpretation of 

pedagogic mediation explored and presented systematically in this study.  

 

This research has afforded a thorough exploration of the pedagogic 

mediation through a praxeological lens; praxeology, as the mix of ‘phronesis, 



320 
 

praxis, ethics and power,’ (Pascal and Bertram 2012 p. 477) exemplified 

underpinning constructs of pedagogic mediation and so the paradigm and 

methodology are aligned. The detailed exploration of the four underpinning 

elements of openness, listening, suspending and encountering enabled the 

development of the following, peer reviewed, definitions which serve to 

support others in developing the approach for themselves:  

 

Openness provides the opportunity for exploration of the context and 

the relationships within; the pedagogic mediator should be willing to 

observe and learn from practitioners who are the experts within their 

own context.  

 

Listening increases the understanding that the pedagogical mediator 

has of the context; purposeful questions help to begin to raise 

consciousness and reinforce the practitioner as expert within their 

own context.  

 

Suspending occurs when the mediator defers pedagogic discussion 

to allow the practitioner time; the need to suspend often occurs when 

the mediator would pursue things differently or when their own values 

contrast with the priorities of the practitioner.  

 

Encountering provides a space within which the practitioner and 

mediator explore a breadth of pedagogical notions; practitioners shift 

their practice through their own intrinsic motivations.   
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These definitions equally resonate both with explorations of the Portuguese 

context (see appendix 1) and the wider definitions from academic literature 

(see appendix 2). In enabling others to consider the elements of pedagogic 

mediation the approach demonstrates sustainability and seeks to support 

practice development over time and within individual contexts. Specifically, 

this research has identified and outlined specific attributes in each of those 

four key elements, as explored in section 7 and summarised in figure 14 

below.  

 

 

Figure 14 Attributes of pedagogic mediation 

These attributes provide a guideline which, I believe, will support further 

exploration of pedagogic mediation. In considering such attributes the 

mediator is assured of their role within the setting and can see a pathway 

towards encountering thus supporting wider practice development. To 

further support increased clarity in the role of the pedagogic mediator this 

research has shown that the application of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological 
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system theory (Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994) can support this claim to 

knowledge.  

 

9.1.2 A bioecological view of pedagogic mediation is effective in pursuing 

change on a deeper level  

Pedagogic mediation is context based and so the application into the nested 

structures of the ‘context’ of Bronfenbrenner’s (1977, 1993) person, process, 

context and time system, enables the layers of the context to be explored 

and gives priority to the proximal processes which support development. The 

mapping exercise using this framework, illustrated in this research in section 

7.5,  demonstrated that the pedagogic processes supporting listening to the 

individual child were the easiest to tackle. The practitioners had a level of 

confidence in their approach to the child’s microsystem and so more easily 

embarked upon pedagogic shift. However, the research also revealed that 

shifts in pedagogic thinking within those broader contexts took longer to 

achieve and proved more challenging in certain settings. Proximal processes 

develop best within positive relationships and where time is spent 

(Bronfenbrenner and Evans, 2000). I believe that this analysis shows that 

the bioecological maps have wider transferability as the breadth of 

pedagogic influences could be explored with the map providing evidence of 

the developmental journey in other settings. By breaking down setting 

developments against micro-, macro-,  exo- and mesosystems 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1977) the setting demonstrates consideration of the 

broadest range of pedagogic influences. Whilst this research focused on 
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listening to children, the setting might make application of this contextual 

model to implement change across a variety of topics.  

 

9.1.3 The process of suspending is essential and does not follow a linear 

developmental pattern  

The above claims are in the outcome of pedagogic mediation. A further 

claim to my original contribution lies in the process of pedagogic mediation; 

the results of this research did not indicate a linear relationship through 

openness, listening and suspending to encountering (Sousa and 

Formosinho, 2014). In this study suspending occurred throughout and, I 

would suggest that in order to maintain professional and developmental 

relationships, suspending is an absolute requisite. For me, the complexities 

and multiple perspectives that comprise our pedagogic environments make 

this a requirement of measured and ethical CPD, regardless of the sector. 

The need to suspend represents a more dynamic approach to CPD and 

places a greater emphasis on the mediator’s judgement rather than a 

prescribed programme (as per Kennedy’s 2005, 2014 continuum of CPD). It 

highlights again the synthesis between pedagogic mediation and the 

bioecological model and the importance of time in developing proximal 

processes (Bronfenbrenner and Evans, 2000). Suspending requires time 

and a flexibility, facets not readily available in the current context of 

educational change, as outlined in the context of this research in section 

1.2.1.  
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9.1.4 Concentric circles provide a mechanism to seek nuanced and 

graduated responses from children 

The variety of methods explored when listening to children in this research 

was directed by the participatory nature of this study; practitioners and 

children influenced the listening methods selected as outlined in the 

research design in section 5.4. Overall, the methods selected could be 

viewed through process and outcome data (Einarsdottir, Dockett and Perry, 

2009) with drawing and photography providing valuable data during their 

creation. This data, evident in section 7, demonstrates the differences in 

both setting and practitioner approaches. As discussed in section 7 it is 

evident that the process of creating imagery provided opportunities for rich 

discussion between children and practitioners.  

 

The adaptation of Elden’s (2012) concentric circles to provide a generic 

graduated framework for children’s drawn response was an innovative 

suggestion which was driven predominantly by one of the practitioners in the 

setting: a real-life demonstration of how collaboration between researcher 

and practitioner can lead to innovative developments and evident in section 

7.5.4. The competency demonstrated by the children provided a 

sophisticated response to the research prompts which was further 

articulated through discussion. This represents a further claim to knowledge 

in the field of research methods when working with children. However, this 

development requires further exploration, and a more detailed consideration 

is required of the potential applications for this method. Dissemination of this 
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method has sparked particular interest in the wider field through conference 

and book chapter contributions (Lyndon, 2019b).   

 

9.1.5 A new model of concept analysis  

A further methodological innovation was the application of a new framework 

for concept analysis following the work of Rogers (1989) and Shipley (2010) 

who have used concept analysis within their field of nursing to support the 

professionalisation of the sector. Concept analysis is seen as core in theory 

development (McKenna 1997) and so the following framework provides 

potential to support conceptual developments in the field of education: 

Stages  Values and contextual information; 

setting and practitioner contribute 

to the analysis?  

Selecting the concept of interest; why is this 

research taking place?  

 

Defining the aims of the analysis; what do we 

hope to achieve by undertaking this analysis?  

 

Identifying meanings of the concept from a 

specific search realm; which definitions exist 

already which can help us to shape our ideal?  

 

Determining defining attributes; which 

attributes are central and peripheral to our 

concept?  

 

Identification of antecedents and 

consequences; what needs to be in place 

before an attribute will be visible? What 

happens as a result of the attribute?  

 

Table 11 A proposed model of Concept Analysis 

This model of concept analysis, illustrated in table 11,  does not include a 

model or ideal case and so does not define the solution to participants. 

Instead, it provides a framework which, when used with participants, 

provides a participatory approach to conceptual development. In this 

research the practitioners discussed their understanding of listening to 
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children and explored this in relation to the academic research put before 

them. This enabled practitioners within each of the settings to consider how 

they might shift their own practice to better develop such an approach.   

 

9.1.6 Pedagogic mediation is an effective research method 

The final claim to knowledge lies in the fact that this research is unique in 

using pedagogic mediation as a research method. The technique was 

developed specifically for use in practice, and I was fortunate enough to 

explore the work of pedagogic mediators at Olivais Sul in Lisbon, Portugal 

(see section 3.3). This research demonstrates the value of pedagogic 

mediation as a research tool; it supports an ethical approach to researching 

in settings and provides a framework recording and analysing data against 

pedagogic development. Though documenting the four elements (openness, 

listening, suspending and encountering) and systematically analysing my 

reflections, I was able to develop a detailed and thick description (Geertz, 

1973) of how the setting was listening to children. Such a method can be 

applied to practitioner research and could readily be used to support setting 

development through action research focusing on a range of pedagogic 

areas.  

 

How can pedagogic mediation develop better listening practices in 

early years settings?  

The key to pedagogic mediation is the flexibility that it offers for setting 

development; placing the practitioners as the experts in their own setting 

challenges the traditional approach to CPD and supports increased agency. 



327 
 

Pedagogic mediation can transform practice and encourage practitioners to 

consider broader philosophical issues. This thesis illustrates how pedagogic 

mediation provided a supportive  and participatory mechanism within which 

listening practices were reconsidered. All settings who participated in the full 

research made changes to their practice.  

 

9.2 Final reflections  

This section will provide final reflections on this research process from both 

a personal and research perspective; having provided my own personal lens 

in the introduction of this thesis in section 1.1, it is right to return to such 

reflections at the close maintaining the precondition of a reflective approach 

(Bourdieu, 1986). Initially I shall outline my reflections as this part of my 

research journey closes. The strengths and the limitations of this research 

will then be outlined, and recommendations made for future research and 

practice.  

9.2.1 Personal research reflections  

The personal and professional transformation that the PhD journey has 

prompted has been vast. This journey began with my identity as a teacher 

and has seen personal and professional development through my 

advancement within the higher education sector to end in a position of 

postgraduate course leadership.  

Imposter syndrome (Clance and Imes, 1978) has been my near constant 

companion through this journey as I have fought my own insecurities and 

worked hard within these new roles to understand a sector new to my 

professional experience. I have been fortunate to be guided through this by 
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excellent academics who have supported my professional development. 

Leaders and mentors within both CREC and University of Wolverhampton 

have provided support for both my professional development and my 

developing researcher role.  

A large part of the developing researcher role has been supported through 

research networks. On an informal basis the learning circle at CREC 

provides monthly research focused meetings. My own role within this group 

has moved from peripheral to central as my journey has progressed. This 

community of practice (Wenger, 1999) provides the opportunity for 

discussion, development and dissemination of research and has enabled me 

to share my research journey gaining valuable peer review feedback at 

several stages.  

Aside from the informal opportunity within learning circle there have been the 

annual opportunities for conference attendance. This has also provided 

valuable scholarly review to my unfolding research journey through the peer 

reviewed application process and symposium-based dissemination and was 

acknowledged as part of the methodology to support trustworthiness, 

discussed in section 5.8. Conference attendance has also supported the 

unfolding critical narrative of the thesis; hearing topical keynotes and 

engaging in subsequent discussion sharply focuses the scholarly mind. 

Engaging in such proceedings has not only demonstrated academic critique 

but has also enabled the thesis to be informed by the most up to date 

research and scholarly thinking.  
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The wider networks and opportunities that have developed as a result of this 

journey have also resulted in several publications with the research for this 

thesis contributing to four publications to date. The result of participatory 

methodology in Maple Day Nursery has reached the highest standard and 

been published in the European Early Childhood Research Journal which is 

indexed by the Institute for Scientific Information (Lyndon, et al. 2019). The 

drawing methods used have contributed a chapter within a research 

methods text book aimed at those researching specifically in early years 

(Lyndon, 2019). A chapter on pedagogic mediation has been included in a 

text exploring coaching and mentoring in the early years (Lyndon, 2020) and 

finally a more general chapter has been written on how listening to children 

can support well-being (Lyndon, 2021).   

Two further chapters have also been written during this time, one revisiting 

my master’s thesis which utilised  the mosaic approach (Clark and Moss, 

2005), this was again a research methods text.  A further chapter has been 

written collaboratively which explores my pedagogical roots in primary 

teaching (Ludlow and Lyndon, 2020). Whilst the subject matter in this final 

chapter is not linked directly to the thesis, it was only possible as a result of 

the network developed through this research experience.  

Writing for publication whilst writing for PhD has produced significant 

additional workload and added pressures that have undoubtedly extended 

the PhD process. However, writing for publication has provided further 

valuable peer review and training at this level. It also satisfies the ethical 

element of value and dissemination discussed in section 6.7 that outlines the 

ethical requirement which values knowledge and demands research be 
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worthwhile and have benefit across the sector (Bertram et al., 2015). I am a 

firm believer in grasping opportunities as they arise and believe without 

question that I have taken very opportunity this PhD has offered. Overall, the 

wider opportunities afforded through doctoral study have transformed my 

career and professional identity.  

9.2.2 Strengths and limitations of the research  

As outlined in the introduction to this thesis, the research journey has been 

one of personal exploration as well as research. This approach results in 

specific considerations around the strengths and potential limitations of this 

research.  

A primary strength of this research has been its dissemination to date. 

Having been discussed at national and international conferences, there has 

been an ongoing peer review and dissemination of work throughout the 

research journey. Furthermore, the opportunity to publish peer reviewed 

articles and scholarly text-book chapters, as outlined above, has resulted in 

elements of this research being widely shared within the early years 

community. The praxeological paradigm (Pascal and Bertram, 2012) 

supports practice-led enquiry and results in purposeful recommendations 

that can support others working across the sector.  

A further strength of the research is the consideration of ethics; an ethical 

precursor has guided this research and is the prevailing influence on the 

final narrative. In adopting a praxeological paradigm (Pascal and Bertram, 

2012) the core premise of an ethical approach has been upheld; the 

discovery of pedagogic mediation (Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 
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2008) enabled me to maintain a duty of ethical care in every interaction and 

subsequent interpretation. This was largely achieved through working with 

practitioners in a respectful and competent manner.  Working across three 

settings required diligence to the ‘cloak of anonymity,’ (Punch, 1998, p. 176) 

specifically as they were in close geographical proximity to one another. This 

required additional layers of coding to remove factors which may have 

identified settings to those within the research and also required some of the 

original research notes to be rewritten to remove identifying features e.g., 

revealing the position of the garden space or the day of the week the 

research interaction took place.  I am aware that withholding some data will 

be viewed by some as a limitation, but this was an ethical absolute.  

Whilst every effort was made to adopt a participatory approach it should be 

acknowledged that there were areas in which this was not possible; in 

seeking ethical approval for the research, parameters are drawn which 

invariably reduced the flexibility that can then be offered to participants in 

seeking their own way forward. In the case of this research, parents 

approached me to ask for further exploration of an individual child’s 

perspective, but approval had been sought only at a setting level. I know I 

would have enjoyed tracking individual children’s narratives through this 

thesis but in focusing on a setting level I was able to provide an inclusive 

approach.  

A further limitation of this research is the quantity of data it produced. Each 

setting visit equated to hundreds of words written in a research diary. There 

are layers of data that have not been included in final analysis; an analysis 

dictated by the research questions and the limitations of producing a 
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succinct and readable thesis. Those research interactions which were 

graded as not offering thick description warrant further exploration as does 

the detailed analysis made of the anonymised individual responses to the 

listening methods e.g., for each sustained interaction (e.g., Ri131, Ri135, 

Ri170, Ri134) an individual set of notes was made to support the visual 

image that would be taken. These notes, whilst useful for practitioners 

reviewing evidence, have not featured heavily in the narrative of this thesis.  

This limitation is indicative of qualitative research and has been noted in 

previous study (Murray, 2012).  

A further limitation of the research is the lack of data at an individual 

practitioner level; preliminary discussion revealed reticence in this approach 

to the research and my own affirmative stance (Cooperrider and Whitney, 

2008) was not to pass negative judgement. The extended ethnographic 

research period enabled strong relationships to develop and some of these 

would have provided an illuminative narrative for the thesis. I am however 

confident that in selecting a few practitioners to track I would have 

marginalised others and not enabled pedagogic mediation at a setting level. 

It is the setting level of the context (the mesosystem) where I believe there is 

scope to most impact on listening practices and this may have excluded this 

level of consideration.   

Whilst there are limitations overall, I believe a transparent research process 

supports trustworthiness (Guba and Lincoln, 1981; Shenton 2004) and the 

level of thick description (Geertz, 1973) supports transparency and prompts 

the reader to seek their own meaning within the thesis and relate this to their 

own context.  
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9.2.3 Recommendations  

As a result of undertaking this research project I offer the following 

recommendations:  

• On a practical level, pedagogic mediation should be developed further 

as a mechanism of CPD for those working in early years; there is 

scope for clusters to support one another in developing pedagogy and 

a mediator could support multiple settings simultaneously.  

• Contextual awareness and flexibility should be central elements of 

CPD programmes; time should be spent on programmes to maximise 

the potential for transformation and the expertise of practitioners 

within these should be valued. 

• Meaningful consultation with children should be embedded into the 

pedagogy of every setting; there are many ways to listen to children 

and practitioners should have the confidence to find the methods that 

fit into their own context.   

 

9.2.4 Areas of further research  

Many questions remain and this research represents an incomplete journey. 

Much as I struggled with exiting my settings, I also struggled with completing 

an ‘unfinished narrative’ in this thesis and so offer the following 

recommendations for further study:  

• There is scope for deeper exploration into the relationship between 

the pedagogic mediator and the practitioner, the reciprocity of the 

relationship and how these impact on the insider/ outsider dichotomy.  
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• There is also scope for exploration of pedagogic mediation beyond 

non-statutory schooling; specifically, I would like to see a mediated 

approach to NQT induction where the newly qualified teacher is the 

expert in their own classroom. This might go some way to supporting 

teacher retention. 

 

 

I am hopeful that this study whilst inevitably not perfect has made a 

significant and important contribution in the fields of early years in relation to 

meaningful CPD and for the development of listening approaches.  
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Appendix 1: Site visit notes Olivais Sul  

Monday 16th June 2014 – extracts  

Initial visit to Centro Infantil Olivais Sul      

Upon arriving at the Centro Infantil Olivais Sul the differences between this and my 

own broad experience of early years education in England were immediately 

apparent. The theoretical underpinnings of Pedagogy-in-Participation are clear and 

apparent in the entrance for everyone to see. Displayed are the pedagogical axes 

which underpin all work at the centre as well as reference to Paolo Freire as a key 

influence. Complimenting this is a clearly documented display of the work that each 

class has engaged in over the past month. I am not alone in reviewing this, parents 

stay and review the documentation and talk to their children about what is 

displayed. Clear messages can be translated from these images; parents are 

valued, welcome and central to the learning here at the centre. 

During my tour of the setting the key dimensions of pedagogy-in-participation were 

apparent in the daily reality.  The space is clear and uncluttered; the colours are 

natural tones and the classroom environments consistent with one another. This 

gives an impression of peacefulness and provides a calming influence. The 

environments are clearly the domain of the children who, in some rooms, are 

responsible for their own areas. Practitioners have the opportunity to evaluate the 

practicalities of their own environment and change it as appropriate.     

The theoretical support for pedagogy in participation is also apparent throughout 

the documentation; key theoretical ideas are the basis for the approach and these 

retain visibility. Dewey’s democracy in education, Pascal and Bertram’s 

participatory approach, Bourdieu’s habitus and Freire’s consciousness are quoted 

around the setting; the setting is clearly a learning environment for all who attend.  

One of my goals for today was to have a clear understanding of how the axes of 

Pedagogy-in-Participation manifested themselves in the reality of everyday early 

years practice. I have seen a clear focus in all classes on the development of 

identities. Self-identity is explored, as are group similarities and differences. The 

setting clearly welcomes families and has amazing parental participation which also 

develops this strong sense of identity for the children. Many of the classrooms have 

lots of images of the families which can be used as prompts, particularly for 

developing language in the youngest children. Parent participation does not rely 

simply on parents attending; it is afforded though electronic contact, sharing 

artefacts etc.  

This welcoming environment and valuing family contribution also develops the axis 

of belonging and participation. Respect for the family and the home environment is 

again apparent in the pedagogical documentation, one class is developing a book 

of animal stories and each family is able to contribute. The children enjoy and are 

engaged by the items which they bring from home. 

The third axis is of language and communication. The children are listened to and 

there is constant dialogue and reflection based on their experiences. This narrative 

forms part of the children’s portfolios which they also have access to in order to 
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reflect and discuss further. This narration leads to the forth axis which is the 

narration of learning journeys, the opportunity to make meaning.  

It is evident how all of these axis work together in creating the collaborative climate 

in which I saw excited,  engaged and respectful children enjoying their day at the 

setting.  

Reflecting upon today’s visit initially I draw upon the differences between this 

setting and those which I experience in England. The sheer size and workforce 

involved, many English settings struggle with financial sustainability due to their 

small size. Also the staff training and level of qualification; a teacher in each every 

room compared to no teacher at all; the opportunity for continuous professional 

development compared to access to statutory training only.  A further difference is 

the subtle and natural tones of the environment, the resources and the uncluttered 

spaces, this compares to bright primary colours, predominantly plastic materials 

and busy environments.  This uncluttered and simplistic design also applies to the 

pedagogical documentation which is displayed around the setting; this visual 

continuity really demonstrates the cohesive approach across the classrooms which, 

despite delivering very different child led activities, have the same ethos throughout. 

Interestingly in dialogue with practitioners the setting seeks to improve upon 

practice by reducing the quantity of pedagogical documentation developed around 

each individual child in an attempt to make what is produced more valuable to 

parents and future educators of these children. Also the range of ways and 

frequency in which parents contribute is very different from standard practice in 

England, although revisions to statutory guidelines seek to improve this.  

This desire to reduce paperwork to cover only the key moments for the child’s 

learning reminded me of the many similarities which I has seen today in comparison 

the English settings. The emphasis on positive relationships, afforded in England 

through the key person approach, the importance of experiential learning afforded 

in England by enabling environments and the recognition of the individuals identity, 

in England the emphasis on the unique child. Not forgetting the very nature of early 

years workers and their desire to do their best for the children in their care.  

It was also interesting to dialogue today around the lower professional status 

afforded to early years staff and how early years information is often received by 

teachers in the compulsory education system. There appear to be similar 

challenges which we all face.  

What I believe I have experienced today is a demonstration of how children can 

truly guide their own learning through participation and a democratic approach. 

These children have developed the ‘preschool skills’ of handwriting, number, 

collaboration, personal care, cultural and contextual awareness without constant 

assessment against predefined learning/developmental outcomes; my challenge 

now is where I take this lesson next! My researcher role within settings is not that of 

the expert, yet I struggle to not live out the habitus I have developed.  

Tuesday 17th July 2014 – extracts  
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Today I spent the day visiting an associated centre which was at the beginning of 

their journey with the childhood association (work started with crèche staff January 

and preschool in April).  The setting hosts children 0-6 years of age; those aged 0-3 

are in crèche and those 3-6 are in preschool. In Portugal crèche is covered by a 

‘social’ government department whilst preschool is covered by an ‘education’ 

department; despite this cross over settings take children from 0-6 years and 

combine the two systems. In this setting there has been an issue as, due to a 

legislative change, staff were being moved from preschool to crèche and vice 

versa; this had caused some upset. 

Again this was another large setting and our tour lasted most of the morning. On 

two levels, the crèche operated on the first floor with four separate rooms and a 

teacher in each whilst the preschool operates on the ground floor with children aged 

3-6 mixed across four large classes. Crèche and preschool are non-compulsory but 

uptake of places is high as these are heavily subsidised by these two governmental 

departments. Joana explained that families in Portugal are means tested to top up 

their nursery fees but this is not excessive. Those who are unemployed have free 

childcare 9-4pm five days per week. I explained about my own experiences in 

England with two children under five; to enable me to work three days per week our 

childcare bill was higher than our mortgage. Again the contrast between our two 

countries was evident. Joana expressed concern that in the current economic 

climate Portugal may not be able to sustain their current provision.  

It was apparent from the tour that Joana had been working with the crèche teachers 

longer than those in preschool. Initially they had all decided that the first step was to 

‘clean’. Joana had previously shown the staff pictures of the settings as a prompt 

for discussion and this had enabled them to question much of their practice. Who 

were they doing it for? Often the response was that it was their own interests they 

guided their practice. Joana showed me the babies space first which had minimal 

displayed materials and just a few interest centres around a largely uncluttered 

room. The practitioner had removed lots as a result of her own reflections. 

In the second room which was for young two year olds there were also changes to 

see. The space was uncluttered and displays had been moved around, they now 

included more children’s work. This practitioner had not removed some of the 

mobiles which she had created to hang in the room as she wanted them in her 

teaching environment; this was respected by the pedagogical mediator.  

The other crèche rooms showed evidence of ‘cleaning’; the spaces were 

uncluttered and the practitioners were creating role play areas. There was evidence 

that lots of display had been taken down. There were also new additions which 

included pictures of the children as well as their work with their voice written 

alongside. One practitioner had added the pedagogical intention to her new display.  

Following lunch Joana met with the crèche teachers to discuss how they were 

developing and to ensure that change didn’t lose momentum. Whilst this meeting 

took place in Portuguese it was fairly easy to follow the gist as Joana was using 

powerpoint to keep a setting portfolio. The meeting opened with Joana giving the 

setting a gift of several books; this opened the meeting very positively as well as 
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providing an opportunity to demonstrate the types of books that might be of value to 

the setting. I believe my mediation style is similar and I often use a ‘gift’ as an 

opener or a way into settings.  

The meeting lasted a little over three hours and at times was very heated as 

practitioners were clearly passionate about their work. They often spoke over one 

another and talked in smaller groups. The meeting became particularly heated 

when ‘fiches’ (literal translation is flashcard but means worksheet) were mentioned. 

The staff (who would be working in preschool following the legislative changes) felt 

strongly that worksheets should not form part of their developing pedagogy yet 

when preparing children for compulsory schooling they felt worksheets were 

essential. There was lots of discussion about their own maternal experiences with 

children in compulsory education and the number of worksheets that the children 

were expected to complete per day/ week. Despite this dialogue being in 

Portuguese I was able to understand the topic as well as the depth of feeling 

involved in this issue. Yet again a discrepancy between nursery and school was 

obvious and further validating the early years cluster I am investigating in England.  

Finally to close the meeting Joana asked practitioners to summarise how they had 

changed and what they were changing next for the documentation. Some 

practitioners said they were changing nothing until the close of the academic year 

and this was respected by all.  

Upon reflecting upon Joana’s mediation style I found it interesting to note the power 

relationships. She was an active participant in the meetings and although she 

allowed and encouraged all of them to contribute she did steer the meeting and the 

practitioners looked to her for advice and assistance. She was very much viewed as 

‘the expert’ in the room.  

Wednesday 18th June 2014 – extracts  

This afternoon I again observed pedagogic mediation in practice in a very different 

context. At the Olivais centre the teaching staff met with both Joana and Ines for 

inter-peer mediation. All practitioners bought along one child’s portfolio (learning 

journey) to share practice. Usually Joana and Ines would each meet with three 

teachers but today the groups came together to share wider practice. The 

documents shared were all created using powerpoint.  

What struck me overall in terms of the pedagogical documentation was how 

different each teachers approach was. No two portfolios were formatted the same; 

despite this they were all very similar as the practitioners all follow the same 

pedagogic framework. Most of the portfolios had similar key parts. Images of the 

child, their peers and their family were at the start, this was sometimes 

complimented by the child’s voice articulating the purpose of the image. Routine 

was shown in all portfolios through images which included the child. Then the 

significant learning points followed. The practitioners discussed what challenge it 

had been to select key moments; those who worked with babies felt there were too 

many to choose from. All practitioners agreed that making portfolios too long 

encouraged parents and others to flick through just looking at photographs.  
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For each significant development/ activity/ project the page often had a series of 

photographs demonstrating the process. This type of documentation had become 

an exemplar of good practice in England and it was a way in which I had previously 

worked. The pages also make the learning intention clear and had a section which 

articulated the children’s voice.  

The overall portfolios also included the parents’ contribution as made through 

formal consultation meetings or through other involvement in activities. It was clear 

that parental engagement was very high; one practitioner had 100% parental 

involvement in one of her projects.  

The staff all discussed how successful the portfolios had been this year, most had 

reduced the number of pages and generally felt they worked well. Practitioners 

made suggestions for one another as well as Joana and Ines also making 

suggestions. One preschool teacher (with 25 in her class) thanks everyone for 

suggestions and explained she’d make those changes next year as there wasn’t 

time this year; it was acceptable to decline or postpone the advice.  

The meeting concluded with practitioners congratulating one another on a job well 

executed.  

This was a very different meeting to the one I had experienced in the affiliated 

centre. It was calm, everyone contributed equally and there was deep theoretical 

discussion around practice based issues. I found it very interesting how different 

and yet similar the portfolios were; this definitely valued the teacher as the 

professional and the expert on their own teaching environment.  

email to Julia Formosinho on the evening of Wednesday 18th June –  

Re: Pedagogic mediation.  

 

Reflections on observations of pedagogic mediation:  

 

It was really interesting to see the affiliated centre at the start if it's journey with the CA. I was quietly 

comforted by the vast amount of work that would need to be done against the pedagogical axes as the 

settings I work with have similarities.  

I loved that both Joana and Ines are using photographs to provoke; I was planning this into my work in 

September. The meeting at the affiliated centre was interesting; passionate and chaotic I didn't need 

to speak Portuguese to hear how concerned these practitioners were about the imminent changes to 

their practice. Again it was comforting to find the pressure afforded by compulsory education rearing 

its head; I believe I am fortunate to have found my early years cluster, driven by the primary school, 

they aim to model integrated working.  

The meeting today at Olivais was amazing - it was a calm, focused meeting driven by pedagogic 

discussion. I was very lucky to be able to see all six teachers portfolios, all different yet giving a 

consistent pedagogical message. This meeting was clearly peer support as they all took notes about 

one another's portfolios and gave feedback about how they'd followed the process differently this 

year.  

 

I find the use of PowerPoint as a documentary tool very useful and interesting and something I might 

take forward to my own research.  

 

I had a very interesting discussion with Ines at the end of today about how we build relationships with 

these settings and how we provoke change without being the catalyst. As Ines said 'they need to feel 

it'.  
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Further thoughts - are there degrees or stages of mediation? What about integrated working in 

Portugal- is it common? Can CA influence others to better promote it? To what extent does the 

political climate impact on the work of the CA? (This is something I notice more in England.)  

Thursday 19th June 2014  

Today I met with Julia, Joana and Ines regarding the visit and any outstanding 

issues.  

Historical info on the CA: 

• In Julia’s opinion the best Childhood Association Centre is in the north of 

Portugal. Its director is not a member of the Childhood Association. The 

centres are all different and this shows how contextual pedagogy-in-

participation is.  

• There have been some historical issues with leadership, the Centre at 

Olivais Sul is now lead by a group rather than an individual and this 

works well.  

• Before arriving at Pedagogy in Participation many other pedagogical 

approaches were considered (for example Freinet – France, Reggio – 

Italy). Julia was asked to participate in Reggio but she declined. Reggio 

requires money; democracy also needs to count for what resources are 

available and should be afforded to everyone – PEDAGOGY IN 

PARTICIPATION IS BUILT ON FREEDOM AND SOLIDARITY.  

• Also roots in academia – see Joao’s PhD – Education for passivity under 

the Salazar Regime. This covered democracy and participation. Julia’s 

PhD was on identities in school, plural identities and self concept. This 

forms the basis of the axis to be/ to feel and the work on identity.  

• Also based on the work of Kolberg – a holistic approach used with the 

poorest communities- school was seen as a door to culture through 

learning.  

• Next came an awareness of cultural capital (Bourdieu). Social identity 

was the key.  

• Julia and Joao then examined the curriculum to deconstruct the 

transmissive pedagogy – this includes deconstructing the culture and 

politics too. Need to deconstruct what you are opposed to.  

• Concept Analysis was then used – start with a paradigm, then examine 

theories relevant. There must be congruence between the concept and 

the paradigm. Next stage is to look for and understand opposing 

approaches. Pedagogical is both theoretical and practical so there must 

be congruence in the concept analysis.  

• Julia and Joao went back to their epistemological roots to ‘find 

themselves’ before building new pedagogic identities. (Where there are 

innovative programmes they all come out of a strong pedagogic 

framework). 

• Developing own pedagogy takes time and requires daily 

experimentation.  
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• Julia and Joao then worked as a couple to deconstruct what existed 

already – Poper, Moran, Freire, Dewey.  

• Following deconstruction is reconstruction – then they started 

experimenting in schools. Others joined the CA and this became a 

collective process.  

• The depth of pedagogy is now clear at Olivais and this needs to be the 

case before progress can be made. The pedagogy covers research and 

teacher education as well as learning. The same approach is used for 

teachers as well as children hence the isomorphism. Staff development 

is context based.  

• Result in the CA is ‘dense pedagogical experienced knowledge’ (Julia).  

• Less than 10% of Europe has access to an alternative pedagogy 

therefore our role is to inspire!  

Responses to my queries: 

• What happens when a practitioner or setting resists change? Give time 

for opposition; allow people time to go by their own free will. It’s an 

important message to everyone to respect those who are resisting 

change; the larger group needs to respect an individual’s decision. 

Group rhythms are to be respected too.  

• How do I not assume the role of ‘expert’ or trainer? Provide everyone 

with the time to reflect on differences, standard or same isn’t always 

good – difference requires imagination. Cooperative learning is similar, 

we are all different.  Me as researcher, I am different to others in room – 

pleasure of difference. Suggested rhetoric ‘ I’ve had the chance to learn 

and now it is my pleasure to share that with you.’  Telling it is different to 

feeling it. Trainer is not a great English word the French word formateur 

is better.  

• Are there stages of mediation? Yes – as an absolute starting point I 

need to redefine myself initially as a pedagogical mediator; this should 

include a return to epistemology and be at least one chapter of the PhD. 

Need to be able to suspend knowledge (bracket it). Must have own 

values and experiences but must listen to others ‘ we want to hear your 

thoughts.’ The stages of mediation are highly situated and begin with 

opening up and creating relationships. This involves building empathy 

and confidence. Following openness is listening, suspending and then 

encountering. Suspension is not a hidden strategy it must be explicit this 

leads to a community of practice. A community of practice needs 

underpinning principles that transcend the mediator. It is not focused on 

ego but on the ideals we want to live up to and honesty. The balance of 

suspension and provocation is successful mediation. Provocation is 

afforded when an explicit pedagogy underpins the journey.  

• Would you recommend ‘a priori’ or emergent data analysis? They are 

not dichotomous and CA use both. Initially against pedagogical axis but 

also what emerges. They are also using privacy/openness and 

suspension/provocation to categorise data. Diagrams are also very good 

to demonstrate mediation (especially floor plans when demonstrating 
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change of environment). Written narrative observation, pictures, audio 

and video are all instruments of pedagogical observation. For content 

analysis need description, analysis and interpretation. CA are currently 

trialling use of NVIVO for content analysis. The approach and paradigm 

will inform the data framework.  

 

Appendix 2: Definitions of Openness, Listening, Suspending and 

Encountering  

 Oxford English Dictionary 
(OED.com) 

Education research complete – alternate 
educational definitions/ uses of key terms  

Openness 1. The quality or condition 
of being open.  

2. Absence of dissimulation, 
secrecy, or reserve; 
frankness, candour, 
sincerity 

A relatively well-known term in educational 
research outside of pedagogic mediation e.g.,  
The open educator (Nascimbeni and Burgos, 
2016) uses open approaches to remove barriers 
to learning through an open identity and 
collaboration. Openly shares ideas and plans 
through a transparent development process. 
Supports cocreation of knowledge.  
 
Openness as a continuum within education 
rather than binary in which transparency 
supports freedom to operate without restraint 
(Baker, 2017). Supports a core goal of 
democracy within education and can support a 
less rigid approach which views the learner as 
holistic.  
 

Listening  1. To hear attentively; to 
give ear to; to pay 
attention to.  

2. To give ear to; also in 
extended sense, to give 
heed to, allow oneself to 
be persuaded by.  

Also a well-known term in educational and 
early childhood research outside of pedagogic 
mediation e.g.,  
Listening is perceived as a unitary and holistic 
experience; interpersonal listening reflects the 
context in which there will be central features 
(Lipetz, Kluger and Bodie, 2020).  
 
Listening is part of the concept of voice (Wall et 
al, 2019) involving reciprocal communication 
and a relationship between the speaker and the 
listener.  
 
Listening can be an uncomfortable process 
(Lundy, 2007) as it can challenge the typical 
power dynamics.  

Suspending  1. To debar, postpone, 
defer, and related uses.  

2. To stop or check the 
action of something 
temporarily.  

This element can be tracked back to 
philosophy. Vlieghe (2011) tracks back through 
Foucault’s notion that suspending judgement is 
educational allowing for self-exploration. The 
lack of judgement allows for other ways of 
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3. To put off to a later time 
or occasion; to defer or 
postpone.  

thinking and removes the assertion of one’s 
own position or beliefs.  

Encountering  1. To meet as an adversary; 
to confront in battle, 
assail with reciprocal 
sense.  

2. To go counter to, oppose, 
thwart; to contest, 
dispute.  

3. To meet with, experience.  

Not a frequently used term in educational or 
early years research outside of pedagogic 
mediation.  
Exemplifications of encountering linked to 
clinical competence in the field of nursing 
education. Clinical competence defined by 
Lejonqvist, Eriksson and Meretoja (2016) as 
encountering, knowing, performing, maturing 
and developing.  
 
Where it was found in relation to early years, 
encountering was used in relation to the 
practice of ‘becoming worldly’ in tackling new 
educational contexts and policy. Giugni  
described becoming worldly as ‘An activist 
practice; an ethical practice; a manifesto for 
change; an openness to contradiction, struggle 
and difference; a critique of existing early 
childhood practices; and an opportunity for 
hope’ (2011, 26).  
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1.  commissioned by the military  

2.  commissioned under an EU security call  

3.  involve the acquisition of security clearances  

4.  concerns terrorist or extreme groups  

5.  not applicable  

 

8. Does your research involve the storage on a computer of any records, statements or other documents that can be 

interpreted as promoting or endorsing terrorist acts?  

1.  YES  

2.  NO   

 

9. Might your research involve the electronic transmission (eg as an email attachment) of any records or statements 

that can be interpreted as promoting or endorsing terrorist acts?  

1.  YES  

2.  NO   

 

10. Do you agree to store electronically on a secure University file store any records or statements that can be 

interpreted as promoting or endorsing terrorist acts. Do you also agree to scan and upload any paper documents 

with the same sort of content. Access to this file store will be protected by a password unique to you. Please confirm 

you understand and agree to these conditions?  

1.  YES I understand and agree to the conditions  

2.  NO (please explain below)  

3.  I do not understand the conditions   

   

 

11. You agree NOT to transmit electronically to any third party documents in the University secure document store?  

1.  YES I agree   

2.  NO I don't agree  

 

12. Will your research involve visits to websites that might be associated with extreme, or terrorist, organisations? 

(for definition of extreme or terrorist organisations see RPU webpages (www.wlv.ac.uk/rpu) and follow links to Ethical 

Guidance.  

1.  YES (Please outline which websites and why you consider this necessary)  

2.  NO   

   

 

13. You are advised that visits to websites that might be associated with extreme or terrorist organisations may be 

subject to surveillance by the police. Accessing those sites from university IP addresses might lead to police 

enquiries. Do you understand this risk?  

1.  YES I understand  

2.  NO I don't understand  

 

14. What is the title of your project?  

How is practice changed in early years settings when developing ‘open listening climates’ through pedagogical research?  

 

15. Briefly outline your project, stating the rationale, aims, research question / hypothesis, and expected outcomes. 

Max 300 words.  

This research will follow the development and progress of a newly formed early years cluster as it strives to improve early 

years provision within its community. It will initially explore the concept of an open listening climate, through concept analysis, 

and how progress towards this ideal will improve practice and therefore quality across at least four early years settings.  

The overall question is ‘how is practice changed in early years settings when developing ‘open listening climates’ through 

pedagogical research?’ 

With additional questions:  

1. What are the defining attributes of an 'open listening climate' and how might these be developed in an early years cluster? 

2. What is the role, responsibilities and actions of a 'pedagogical mediator' in the development process? 

3. What are the benefits and impact of pedagogically mediated research using a praxeological approach on early years 

practice? 
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There will be two main strands to the research process; the development of the concept of an open listening climate as a 

pedagogical tool in evaluating and improving early years practice; the second is the role of the pedagogical mediator in the 

transformation of practice in settings and its impact on practitioners continuing professional development. Both strands hold 

wider transferability to improve practice and therefor outcomes for children. Pedagogic mediation as an organisational change 

agent holds transferability into fields beyond education.   

16. How will your research be conducted?  

Describe the methods so that it can be easily understood by the ethics committee. Please ensure you clearly explain 

any acronyms and subject specific terminology. Max 300 words  

This research is qualitative and based in a sociocultural perspective; it is naturalistic. Its methods are participatory and it holds 

praxeological values* at its core; through involving practitioners as research partners settings will value the research process 

(following from Formosinho and Formosinho 2012 and Pascal and Bertram 2012).  

Ethnographic techniques will be applied to build a cluster case study including setting portfolios. Parents, practitioners and 

children would contribute to the setting portfolio which would include a variety of data such as background information, 

interview transcripts, co-constructed drawings, collaborative narratives (built with the children), digital images and responses to 

them(environmental not personal), observations against a framework, critical incident analysis, setting maps etc. The settings 

will be involved in how their portfolio develops and the data within it. The use of member checking with practitioners will help 

guard against researcher bias and maintain honest reporting of results. The setting portfolio would not require the use of 

children’s or practitioner’s personal information e.g. names/ dates of birth/ addresses/ levels of attainment etc. The data 

collected is to be generic and a measurement of the setting (which will be guaranteed anonymity).  

Trust** will form a large part of this research process and months of ‘voluntary work’ has been undertaken in these settings in 

order to build relationships with the practitioners and children who attend; the settings are briefed as to the nature of the study 

and have consented to participate.  

As well as four portfolios to describe the journey of the four settings participating there will also be additional analysis held 

within the case study such as content analysis of cluster meetings etc. The case study will ultimately provide thick description 

of how the settings operate and co-operate providing practitioners with points for reflection in order to evaluate their own 

practice.  

*praxeology offers a participatory paradigm through which practice based research can take place. At its core are reflection 

and action, similar to action research, but also central is an understanding of the politics/power which might influence the 

situation as well as a delicate understanding of the ethical considerations, particularly the values which may be influencing the 

action and reflection. Researching in this way provides transformation as practitioners have shared ownership of research and 

its outcomes.  

 

**Relationships form a central part of Early Years Foundation Stage Guidance and the keyworker principle (from statutory 

regulations) recognises the trust that familiar practitioners can develop with their group. The extensive voluntary work 

undertaken within the cluster has been with the express purpose of enabling the children to take part meaningfully in activities 

as they are familiar with the researcher within the setting and ‘trust’ their presence. The trust developed between the 

practitioners and the researcher is what will facilitate transformation of practice through the process of pedagogical mediation.  

 

17. Is ethical approval required by an external agency? (e.g. NHS, company, other university, etc)  

1.  NO  

2.  YES - but ethical approval has not yet been obtained  

3.  YES - see contact details below of person who can verify that ethical approval has been obtained)  

   

 

18. What in your view are the ethical considerations involved in this project? (e.g. confidentiality, consent, risk, 

physical or psychological harm, etc.) Please explain in full sentences. Do not simply list the issues. (Maximum 100) 

words)  

The cluster and individual settings will be guaranteed anonymity. Confidentiality will also be guaranteed regarding personal or 

identifying information.  

Written consent- see below. The children will be asked to ‘sign’ to join in the research activity demonstrating their consent (a 

cross, picture or their name) following verbal explanation and opportunity for discussion – setting staff will also monitor 

activities as they know the children best.   

As a qualified teacher, trained in safeguarding to senior level, this research will pose no risk of physical or psychological harm 

to the participants.  
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19. Have participants been/will participants be, fully informed of the risks and benefits of participating and of their 

right to refuse participation or withdraw from the research at any time?  

1.  YES (Outline your procedures for informing participants in the space below.   

2.  NO (Use the space below to explain why)  

3.  Not applicable - There are no participants in this study  

Consent – overall consent and permission of access will be requested in writing from the managers/ owners of all settings and 

consent sough to work alongside practitioners. All parents and children will be informed about the research through a leaflet 

which will explain the potential risks and benefits. It will also contain researcher contact in case of concern (wlv email address).  

Informal verbal consent will be sought for each element of the research and opting in/out will be individual choice. For some of 

the younger children who may not have a breadth of communication skills non-verbal cues will be used to inform consent i.e. 

smiling and happy to participate; any signs of the disengagement will the process will be noted and the child will not be 

‘required to participate’. Keyworkers knowledge of their groups will also facilitate this as they will help to identify where children 

may be reluctant to participate.  

 

20. Are participants in your study going to be recruited from a potentially vulnerable group? (See RPU website 

(www.wlv.ac.uk/rpu) and follow link to Ethical Guidance pages for definition of vulnerable groups )  

1.  YES (Describe below which groups and what measures you will take to respect their rights and safeguard them)  

2.  NO  

 The children will be aged 2-5 years. The research has children’s rights as a central theme so this will be explored in fine 

detail; methods of listening to children will explore innovative ways of demonstrating their voice. The aim is to work with 

practitioners to increase the level of participation experienced by children in the setting – the children’s participation in activities 

will be on a voluntary basis and it is the aim of the researcher (with the support of the setting practitioners) not to exclude any 

children who wish to participate (selecting some might marginalise others). The collective voice and participation of the 

children will be recorded rather than individual voices; this will safeguard the individual. The children will only be asked to 

participate in activities which link to their experience of the setting. Participation will be an extension of their normal routine 

aimed at best practice. The researcher has enhanced DSB clearance and will adhere to safeguarding requirements as 

stipulated by the Early Years Foundation Stage, Ofsted and the local safeguarding board (Staffordshire).  

 

21. How will you ensure that the identity of your participants is protected (See RPU website (www.wlv.ac.uk/rpu) and 

follow link to Ethical Guidance pages for guidance on anonymity)  

Confidentiality and anonymity – the personal details of practitioners, children and the settings will be protected. No personal 

details will be recorded through the research, it exists on a general practice rather than personal level, nor will I require access 

to any personalised records. The settings as a whole will become the focus rather than any individual practitioner, child or 

parent. The cluster exists within a climate of heightened sensitivity regarding confidentiality due to the rural and inter-related 

nature of the settings therefor during the research all practice based discussion will be anonymised by removing identifying 

features, whether it be exceptional practice or that which requires development.  

 

22. How will you ensure that data remains confidential ((See RPU website (www.wlv.ac.uk/rpu) and follow link to 

Ethical Guidance pages for definition of confidentiality) 

None of the files will be stored with ‘identifying features’ of the settings and code names will be used to distinguish between 

settings. Individual practitioners and children will not be identified.  

 

23. How will you store your data during and after the project? (See RPU website (www.wlv.ac.uk/rpu) and follow link 

to Ethical Guidance pages for definition of and guidance on data protection and storage).  

 Data will be stored on a password protected PC and backed up on a password protected external hard drive which will be 

securely stored in the researchers home. Following successful completion of the project the setting portfolios will be returned 

to the settings.  

 

Research using similar ethical standards -  

Opening Windows Programme (part of children crossing borders)  

Christine Pascal & Tony Bertram (2009) Listening to young citizens: the struggle 
to make real a participatory paradigm in research with young children, European Early Childhood 
Education Research Journal, 17:2, 249-262, DOI: 10.1080/13502930902951486 

Clarke, A. and Moss, P. (2011) The Mosaic Approach. London: NCB.  

This study describes using researchers known to the children and gaining consent through discussion and a leaflet:  
Johanna Einarsdottir (2014): Children's perspectives on the role 
of preschool teachers, European Early Childhood Education Research Journal, DOI: 
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10.1080/1350293X.2014.969087 

From: Duncan, Neil (Dr) [e-mail address redacted]  
Sent: 11 November 2014 19:51:17 
To: Lyndon, Helen; Cramp, Andrew; Dhillon, Jaswinder K. (Dr) 
Cc: Whitmarsh, Judith (Dr) 
Subject: FW: ethical approval 
  
Dear Helen 
Thank you for your resubmission to the ethics panel. I said in my initial feedback that the reviewers gave me 
explicit permission to take chair's action if I felt you had satisfied their queries. Reading your email, which I copy to 
them, and to Judy Whitmarsh as your Director of Studies, and reviewing your resubmitted electronic form, I am 
pleased to approve this project on their behalf. 
 
We wish you every success in what seems to be a very worthwhile and interesting piece of work. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
Neil Duncan, Lead Education Ethics 

Neil Duncan (Dr) 
Reader in Education for Social Justice 
Faculty of Education Health and Wellbeing 
University of Wolverhampton 

 

Appendix 4: Information for parents   
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Appendix 5: setting sort data   

 (full data withheld due to setting and practitioner anonymity):  

 

Appendix 6: exemplification of Research interaction notes and coding   

(elements have been withdrawn/ anonymised to support setting and practitioner 

anonymity).  

Openness/ Listening/ Suspending/ Encountering  

Ri 2 Struggling to study  
Both the manager and deputy were present plus an additional PT staff member.  
Children arrive and sit within semicircle of chairs; many bring a toy. Once all children have 
arrived there is some topic discussion around weather and snow. The Hello song is sung 
and children are counted. Some children then self-register – many embark upon free play 
immediately.  
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Some foam was out for sensory/mark making activity (to be like snow). Animals in tufftray 
and puzzles and matching game on table. Children also accessed home corner, dressing up 
and other activities from around the setting.  
Children were initially reticent of my presence and I sat observing for a while. I then played 
with the animals in the tray. Staff were curious about whether a particular child was 
speaking to me as she often doesn’t speak; she had already spoken to me on several 
occasions at this point. They asked for my reflections on her interactions and asked 
whether I had noticed her interacting with them.   
During the free play one practitioner sat with what appeared to be a guided activity that 
every child would do 1:1 at some point in the week.  
Some children painted whilst others engaged in a complex game in the home corner – 
there was no space available to directly observe this.  
Following snack time the children were engaged in directed activity (story telling) rather 
than outside play as the weather was poor. After all children had been collected the staff 
discussed their own development. [details withheld for anonymity] ; they find staff less 
supportive of part time students and feel uneasy about their final submissions and asked 
for advice. This ‘after the session time’ was great for building relationships and trust. I 
offered to loan books on topics that they were covering. ****** requested some 
information on brain development.  
 

Ri 19 ‘Is she still here?’  

Context of setting and practitioners removed from start to support anonymity.  

The practitioner who was in attendance was ‘waiting’ and hadn’t got any additional 

resources out. She explained that she had worked at the setting a long time and but was 

more used to the babies. I felt that she was uncomfortable in my presence so I did my best 

to try and put her at ease by sitting on the floor playing with the children, rather than 

focusing on her. One of the children moved to the sand pit, which was covered, so I 

removed the cover and moved the sandpit to make it more accessible to the children. All 

children came over to play.  

Once the lead practitioner arrived the dynamic of the room changed. The children sat 

together for a story and also the ball pit was bought out. The children seemed at ease with 

my presence and came to me to present toys and for juice. The children also enjoyed 

helping themselves to some of the toys around their room, the babies and pushchair, the 

basket of instruments and the blocks. I helped through snack time and tidied away 

alongside the children………… I helped the girls to compile a giant floor puzzle whilst she 

was able to complete the table-top activity with individual children. As the setting 

prepared for lunchtime the children waited with no focus for the lunch to arrive. I felt 

obliged to stay at this point as the staff were appeared to be struggling to get all of the 

children ready and seated. Whilst I was summarising a version of snow white for the 

children I could hear the manager whispering behind me ‘Is she still here?’ The practitioner 

nodded and stared down at where I was sitting on the floor. I felt very uncomfortable, 

completed the reading, thanked the staff member and left.  

Ri 25 Where have you been?  
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Upon arrival I immediately joined in on the mats with the older children (3-4 year olds). I 
was told by one ‘where have you been? It has been long time since you came.’ I explained 
that on my previous visit I had spent all of my time with the younger children as the older 
ones had been visiting their new schools. Six of the children came straight over to sit with 
me and engaged me immediately in play; they were comfortable to include me in their 
play.  
This was the first sunny morning that I had visited the playgroup and I was aware that the 
younger children were accessing the outdoor provision as I could hear them. I remained 
with the older children throughout this session as there were two members of staff missing 
and I could see (despite cover staff) that this is where I would be most useful.  
Following their set routine, the older children broke into two key groups for circle time at 
ten o clock again looking at the weather and giving out key jobs to children. The letter was 
‘u’ and following circle time the children had their sheet to complete. I was asked to sit 
with one table, but ended up monitoring two, as the children completed this task. All 
children were expected to at least try and write their name on the reverse of the sheets as 
well as colouring in an umbrella and forming the letter U several times.  
The children know that once they have finished this they can play again and ask for specific 
toy boxes to be bought from storage. Once the children had these resources down the play 
became intermingled as the train track was built to go to and from Peppa Pig world. During 
this free play session some of the children were withdrawn in very small groups (3/4) for 
work on Letters and Sounds phase 1.  
Also during this time, ***** and myself discussed her research and her study; for which 
she says she is not receiving much support. I offered to look over her questionnaires at the 
end of the session.  
As she watched the children play she again expressed regret that due to the pack away set 
up of the playgroup the children were unable to leave items out or come back to them 
later and we discussed possible solutions to this and considered whether the children 
understood the restrictions.  
Before snack the children are toileted and others read whilst they are waiting. Following 
the snack time (where staff really go out of their way to accommodate children’s requests) 
the children swapped rooms. I followed the older children into the smaller room; the 
children were disappointed at not being able to go outside. It had begun to rain heavily.  
The children instead began playing with the lego and building track. Dressing up was again 
accessed by many of the children.  
Prior to collection the children were given their ‘work’ from the morning so that parents 
could see what they had been doing.  
Following the session, I supported staff with close of day routine. The deputy manager and 
I then looked at the data which she had gathered regarding transition and I was able to 
offer some advice as to how this may be analysed.  
 

Appendix 7: ethnography through children’s images  

Photo elicitation data following pilot week at Maple day nursery:  

What do you like at nursery? What would you like to document?  

Total number of pictures taken : 753 counted of over 1500+ taken  

Percentages rounded to nearest whole number.  

Friends or siblings  278 37 

Me  17 2 
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Practitioners  59 9 

Mark making  38 5 

books  8 1 

Role play  33 4 

Environment -7 board 47 7 

Bikes  16 2 

Sand water   16 2 

Tech   12 1 

Small world  19 2 

Art   27 4 

Cars transport  28 4 

Outdoor views beyond nursery  16 2 

Cant tell  36 5 

Feet 32 4 

Blocks  8 1 

Play dough    

Day trip  44 6 

Tabletop puzzles  10 1 

Mess  9 1 
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The imagery used by the children was then utilised for photo boards:  

 

Ri155 Photo boards (summary)  

Today we had the busiest of sessions. All practitioners working with the pre-schoolers 

supported the photoboard task and it really provided the opportunity for discussion with 

children about their choices. The photographs had been cut out and spread across the 

table. The children were all keen to engage and knew which images were theirs. We 

adults were all surprised at the memories of the children in retaining which images were 

theirs and their motivation for taking. Several of the children worked independently in 

selecting images but mostly the children wanted the discussion around their images. The 

children knew that the adults were there to scribe and listen and despite their being little 

dialogue between the adults, there was a shared understanding of the goal of the activity. 

Notes were taken around each child’s response to the prompt – what do you like about 

coming to nursery? Lunchtime was delayed due to the engagement of everyone in the 

photoboards and the adults were as proud as the children of the results. The staff decided 

to display the photoboards and share the results with the parents through a visual display 

and in end of day discussions.   

 

 

 


