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Abstract 

The aim of this research is to study knowledge utilization and discursive patterns during pre-school 
planning meetings fronstage. The study is designed as a qualitative case study based on tape recordings 
of five planning meetings and three video documented activities. Three pre-school teachers and three 
researchers participated. In the analysis, Foucault’s work on discursive practices is used as theoretical 
framework. The study highlights knowledge used and cited in the local negotiations. The conclusions 
are that the knowledge used is based on both professional knowledge related to children’s learning and 
development, and local knowledge of children and their abilities, conditions and personalities. The pro-
fessional knowledge appears as rather implicit and it is primarily the local knowledge of children and 
their individual needs and circumstances that is most clearly expressed. Dominant discursive patterns are 
formulated as the staff make themselves responsible for making the pre-school activity not school-like for 
the maturing child. On the front stage arena the teachers’ tasks primarily appears as a desire to maintain 
the pre-school content in accordance with pre-school ideology that also controls how they see the chil-
dren’s learning in pre-school in another perspective than student learning in a school context. 
Key words: discourse, knowledge utilization, planning meetings, pre-school work.

Introduction

educational work in pre-school has, in sweden as well as in other countries, high stand-
ards of quality and content. translating such requirements into action is the pre-school teacher’s 
task. how this is done, i.e. how the pre-school work is carried out, shape and are shaped by 
dominant discursive patterns (foucault, 1980, 1882, 1993) concerning what pre-schoolteachers 
work is about. this article reports on a study of pre-school work, as it appears when the staffs 
discusses and plan the pre-school activity in co-operation with three researchers. it concerns 
the knowledge used in the conversation and what discourses operating in the talk. the discus-
sions during such planning meetings mean that the teachers through linguistic acts are “doing” 
pre-school, i.e. they participate in discursive practices in which pre-school and pre-school work 
is constituted.
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this study is completed in a time of increasing marketization of the public sector in 
sweden. such increased market adjustment of pre-school has meant that parents now have 
improved opportunities to choose which pre-school their children should be placed in, and to 
greater demand from the individual pre-school for better economic conditions in the local busi-
ness. This has led to increased demands for individual pre-school profiling and marketing. In 
addition, it has also resulted in a necessity to present an activity that is perceived as attractive 
and sought for by parents, and to deliver a requested service rather than to support their work 
in professional knowledge bases on how to best support children’s development and learning. 
these adjustments to both market and customers (i.e. children and parents) are important con-
ditions for the staff to take into account (see e.g. hjort, 2005; aili, ljung-djärf & tullgren, in 
press).

the study is also completed in a time of changing conditions of the swedish pre-school 
program which in recent years is given a clearer and partially changed mandate related to chil-
dren’s learning and development. the pre-school curriculum (ministry of education and sci-
ence, 1998) and its draft revision (swedish national agency for education, 2010) pointed out 
an increased focus on content issues and clearer teaching assignments. 

historically, pre-school has been awarded full value, where a path of development and 
education has often been included, but school preparatory learning rarely emphasized (brem-
beck, Johansson, & Kampmann, 2004; holmlund, 1996; persson, 1996). the trend towards an 
increased focus on learning and school preparation goals is challenging; as previously men-
tioned, this is a new tradition placing new demands on staff skills and competences. how-
ever, it has not been clear which skills will form the basis for the appointed change. fields of 
knowledge that may be relevant include different ways of perceiving; children (hultqvist, 1990, 
2000), children’s learning and development (e.g. dahlberg, moss & pence, 2002), pre-school 
work (e.g. ljung-djärf, 2004; tullgren, 2004), play as an educational tool (e.g. ljung-djärf 
& Tullgren, in press), as well as ways of defining quality work in pre-school (e.g. Sheridan 
& Pramling Samuelsson, 2009). Such, partly contradictory, field of knowledge, as described 
above, make different tasks and arguments appear as more or less important and relevant. such 
discursive changes, and the uncertainty about what knowledge is needed, have meant that what 
has traditionally been considered as the point of departure in pre-school activity has been chal-
lenged (dahlberg & lenz taguchi, 1994). one important question is how the staff of the pre-
school manages modern challenges and changing conditions during their pre-school work. this 
can be studied in different ways concerning e.g. both what happens when the staff actually work 
with the children but also, as in this study, when they are talking about their work. 

With partly a similar background and interest of knowledge two other planning meetings 
were analyzed in a pilot study1 (aili, ljung-djärf & tullgren, in press). the pilot study focused 
on what the pre-school staff consider themselves to be responsible for, what knowledge they 
use in managing the work and what they express as the direct object of their work. the empiri-
cal material consisted on tape recordings of two planning meetings with two separate teams. 
the survey showed that during the discussions no particular use of theoretical or abstract, so-
called professional knowledge (Abbot, 1988), such as scientific based knowledge of children 
and their development and learning, could be identified. Instead, the staff preferred to use so-
called local knowledge, based on their experiences with specified people and usually what 
works for everyone to be happy. to provide service to the parents appeared as an important goal 
for the educational work, although it may be contrary to the professional agenda, such as the 
educational work with children. 

            1 the pilot study was partly conducted with support from the swedish research council (ljung-djärf, 2007).
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by using Goffman’s theory of team performance to discuss this sort of accounting in 
professional settings, the staff participating in the pilot study is understood as doing and per-
forming back stage. this means that they are in a place or in a situation where alternative in-
terpretations and inconsistencies can be tested and negotiated in a form not intended to reach 
the society outside their own group. in the present study, the intention is to illuminate the area 
by presenting an analysis of the work of pre-school staff during planning meetings that may be 
considered as front stage (Goffman, 1959/1990). the aim is to study knowledge utilization and 
discursive patterns during pre-school planning meetings fronstage. the intention is to be able 
to say something about what pre-school teachers express as the object of their work when plan-
ning in co-operation with professionals outside their own professional group. 

pre-school planning meetings are organized as individual work but also as cooperation 
with all or part/s of the team. common planning time is used for meetings with various degrees 
of formality in the structure of pre-determined agendas. the choice of planning meetings as 
an arena for the study assumes that it is, during such meetings, offered both time and space to 
work with colleagues and put words into action. during the meetings, activities are organized, 
responsibilities are shared and the educational work is subject to interpretation and negotiation. 
the research questions are:

•	 	What knowledge does pre-school teacher use in the discussion during planning  
meetings?

•	 	What discursive patterns of pre-school work appear in these discussions?

Theoretical Optics

the analysis is based on a discourse analytical perspective found on foucault’s work and 
thinking concerning discourse and knowledge relations (foucault, 1982; 1993). in foucault’s 
sense, discourse is defined as “throughout the practise which produces a sense kind of opinion 
“the entire exercise that result in a certain kind of statement” (foucault 1993, p. 57). these dis-
courses are related to (scientific) knowledge production. It is the knowledge considered as true 
that would form the discourses, and it is through knowledge that power production is possible 
(foucault, 1980). When discourses arise they lead to mechanisms controlling individuals and 
make some ways of talking and acting correct, true and good, while other ways are considered 
as false, untrue and reprehensible (foucault, 1993). the perspective is chosen to illustrate the 
superior discourses, as well as underlying competing discourses, about children and pre-school 
work as expressed during planning meetings. the thoughts and acts of the pre-school staff are, 
in other words, grounded in the discourses and the teachers actions are related to them. With 
the support of the chosen approach, pre-school work is studied as a discursive practice, where 
different areas of knowledge are created and used.

Foucault as an Analytic Tool in Studies of Education and Educationists

foucault’s work has been used as an analytic tool in a number of studies in recent years. 
the perspective focuses on discursive practices, as shaped by and shaping the identity of its 
participants, and appears to be useful when concerning the professionals’ work in educational 
settings. for example, his work concerning disciplinary technologies has been used as a tool in 
studies of the discourse of education that has justified the construction of children legitimizing 
ongoing ways of regulating their lives through the institutions of education (cannella, 1999), 
to analyse pre-school teachers’ ways of governing the children while they are at play (tullgren, 
2004), or teachers’ ways of governing children’s behaviour in the classroom (permer & permer, 
2002). 
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ways of acting. Ailwood (2003), for example, shows that discourse of play serves as a signifi-
cant nodal point in the discursive relations of australian early childhood education. the con-
clusion of this study is that play even can be understood as a governmental technology in early 
childhood education settings. similar patterns are to be found in other countries, e.g. sweden 
(tullgren, 2004) and norway (dyblie nilsen, 2000). 

in the introduction, contemporary changes in relation to the swedish pre-school were de-
scribed from the aspirations towards professionalization of early childhood staff. such changes 
are described as ongoing in other countries such as australia (ailwood, 2003), the united King-
dom (huff sisson, 2009; lloyd & hallet, 2010) and denmark (hjort, 2005). lloyd and hallet 
(2010) contend that early childhood educationists can be characterized by their commitment to 
young children, and that political efforts in the direction of increased professionalization must 
take into account the pre-school staffs’ opinions of their professional identity, i.e. knowledge, 
skills and beliefs of their practitioners. 

Methodology of Research

Design and Empirical Data

The project is designed as a qualitative case study based on tape recordings of five 
planning meetings with three representatives of three different pre-school teams from one pre-
school and three researchers. the purpose of the meetings was to discuss, follow up and plan 
a common project concerning children’s understanding of the mathematic concepts more and 
most.2 the project as a whole involved all teachers in the three pre-school units. all the meet-
ings were video- and taperecorded and were carried out in a room at the pre-school. the meet-
ings were of three types: first, there were two joint planning meetings with the three teachers, 
one from each pre-school unit, and two researchers from the project. The meetings had no fixed 
agenda, but issues raised mainly involved evaluating and planning the on-going project, and 
they continued for 45 respectively 75 minutes. second, there were three sessions in which one 
teacher and three researchers from the project attended; each teacher attends once. in these 
meetings, video-documented interviews with children from their own pre-school program were 
watched and commented on. these meetings continued for about 30 minutes each. 

furthermore, three activities were video-recorded where pre-school children and their 
teachers discussed the same topic — more and most. in connection to these activities some 
planning discussions between the teacher and the researchers were taking place.

Data Analysis and the Researchers Role

the recordings were transcribed. the empirical material was scrutinised in a number of 
readings and re-readings. during this process of analysis, key categories, arguments and rea-
sons concerning knowledge utilization and dominant discursive patterns were sought. 

the researchers’ role during this process is to interpret and understand the research ques-
tion from a specific, theoretical, perspective. Each perspective is a tool to focus the issue in a 
certain way but leave others outside. the foucault perspective, as chosen in this study, is used 
to highlight the knowledge use and referred to in the planning meeting discussions. this per-
spective will not help to uncover hidden meanings but to create a meaningful context (potter, 
1996). 

           2 data is collected within a learning study project in pre-school. these results are published in holmqvist,
         tullgren (2009); holmqvist, brante, tullgren (2009); holmqvist, tullgren, brante (2010).
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the project has consistently been based on common ethical approaches and consid-
eration (swedish research council, 2010). this has resulted in the information and written 
consent from the participating teachers, the use of fictive name of the participants’ and a safe 
storage of the collected material.

Knowledge Utilization

the analysis has shown that the staff seems to be in a situation that requires taking both 
a professional knowledge base as well as a local knowledge base into account. the knowledge 
base referred to is in two areas: first, professional knowledge related to children’s learning and 
development, and second, local knowledge of the children and their abilities, conditions and 
personalities and what usually works in relation to these children. in the conversation during 
the meetings observed, however, the professional knowledge appears as rather implicit and it 
is primarily the local knowledge of children and their individual needs and circumstances that 
is most clearly expressed. 

Local Knowledge about the Children and What Usually Works With Them

When the teachers discuss the activities undertaken, local knowledge of children’s in-
dividual personalities, abilities and conditions stand out as factors used to explain the learning 
outcome. personality, for example, emerges in expressions referring to the children’s insecurity, 
as the content is new, videotaping is new, the approach is so new etc. the teachers believe that 
this creates uncertainty for the children. they are spoken about as “she is cautious about new 
things” or “he is not accustomed doing like this here as we don’t do such things very often”. the 
children are also talked about in terms of maturation”he is more mature” or”purely in terms of 
maturity she’s good”. conditions are mainly talked about in terms of language and the child’s 
family background”And then to be an immigrant, it may be difficult” or”She has a daddy from 
another country but she is fluent in Swedish”. The children’s ability is expressed in terms of 
concentration and cognitive ability, as for example ”he is a bit distracted” or ”he is our little 
professor”. 

the children are described on the basis of characteristics and abilities that belong to the 
individual child. this is about personality, abilities and conditions that are positioned outside of 
the responsibilities of the pre-school staff. these personal characteristics appear as limitations 
or conditions for the children’s ability to learn. the starting point is a child who very much need 
to be protected and whose learning is primarily dependent on properties linked to the individual 
child, and not related to the teaching or the pre-school environment.

Professional Knowledge Related to Children’s Learning and Development

to work with mathematical concepts and understanding occurs regularly in the pre-
school work studied. The staff has also undergone special training in the field and the children 
are described as “quite accustomed to this, therefore, in math, you’ll sit and reason and you 
.... we do this very often”. even if the staff do not describe themselves as rooted in an explicit 
learning or teaching theory, they nevertheless express some fundamental reasoning that is basic 
for organising and carrying through teaching in pre-school. When the teachers reason about 
their teaching, some discernible meaning-bearing starting points of particular importance ap-
pear when it comes to getting children to understand and develop knowledge around a particu-
lar content. such starting points are that the children (1) need to be challenged. teachers asking 
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they also (2) need time to reflect. the teachers express for example that ”they are sitting and 
thinking from something to something else, and of course they have no possibility to process 
their thoughts because instead they work on ‘it’s how we usually do it’”. it is also important not 
to hurry on and try to push too much content, or as one of the teacher say “it must not be stuff-
ing”. they also (3) need to move around and use their bodies. sitting still must be combined 
with moving around. this is not just a need to move the body, but also a need to experience and 
learn with their whole body as a tool. pedagogues also express that (4) the content must be at 
the right level. Here, it is sometimes difficult to meet all the children on the “right” level when 
there are large differences within a group. during planning the teachers also expressed that it is 
important that (5) the activities do not take too much time. “one can not hold on for a long time” 
because the risk is that the kids get tired and bored. to counter this, the time allocated between 
different elements is restricted. finally, the teachers also expressed (6) the importance and criti-
cal success of the teacher to capture and retain children’s attention and interest.

The starting points reported above have been interpreted as a reflection of the teachers’ 
professional knowledge related to children’s learning and development, as they express an idea 
of how learning and teaching in pre-schools should be implemented and what the base is. it is 
an expression of what teaching can be about in the swedish pre-school. it is a way of organizing 
a teaching situation that meets the child and offers challenges on the “right” level, while also 
considering the children’s “nature”, such as movement, and that is too much may be offered. 
there is also a form of teaching based on the child and its supposed needs, and where content 
is emphasized to a lesser extent.

Dominant Discursive Patterns 

the work of pre-school teachers during planning time means that they participate in dis-
cursive practices in which pre-school work is constituted. When arguing for their professional 
activities, ways of using certain knowledge appear to be central. Knowledge referred to and 
used during work, in this case when meeting other professionals, is shaped by and shapes the 
professional identity of education and educational work.

When the teachers are planning their work they, at the same time talk within and express 
the current discourses concerning pre-school and children. in this talk, two discursive patterns are 
found. The first is how a pre-school child could be more or less mature. The second concerns what 
pre-school stands for in relation to primary school and how those values are maintained. 

A Maturing Child

When talking about the children’s development and learning, the teachers seem to do 
what a psychological development discourse defines as the child develops in phases with in-
creasing age and maturity. during planning the teachers talk about adjusting the activity to the chil-
dren and their current developmental level. “What is hard is the uneven development [...] 
and it’s so hard to catch those who may be at the bottom.” the teachers stress the im-
portance of giving the children the right challenges “you can challenge them a bit to nudge 
those who are sitting thinking of something”. the teachers take the individual child 
as starting point and try to adjust the work according to what they perceive to be the 
child’s developmental level. here operates an individual discourse of a maturing child who 
is developing in stages and has to be addressed on its own level. 

When teachers later on evaluate the project and reflect on children’s learning, it is large-
ly the child’s maturity that is pointed out as crucial for what the child managed. a child could 
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not that, but i just do not believe there was interest and maturity, really”. in the same way, a 
child’s learning is explained with maturity. “he is also an accomplished, mature guy, he is. so 
i felt that he probably will cope with it.” this does not say anything about what and how the 
teachers decide on what maturity is but when the teachers try to explain why the child has or 
has not understood the content, they explain it as a matter of the individual child and his or her 
personality. they do not speak about the implementation of the pre-school activity or their own 
teaching as significant for the children’s learning.

Making it not Like School

When planning learning approaches the teachers assume that children in pre-school settings 
have to learn in another way than children at school. they claim the right for the children to be 
free to move around and avoid instructions which may be too hard for them. When planning 
activities, the teachers stress time as an important factor. “surely, we can not take too long / ... / 
but then you have to reduce it, we can not go on too long with the other two exercises. i feel that it 
is a little like stuffing them”. 

When the teachers talk about the content of the children’s learning, they debate how subjects, 
for example mathematics, are dealt with in pre-school. the teachers discuss maths and say that the 
subject is a regular feature of pre-school activities, but the name mathematics is not used. “Why can 
we not say mathematics when that’s what we mean” they wonder. one teacher points out an impor-
tant factor in keeping pre-school separated from school. as pre-school teachers are not supposed to 
teach traditional school, where you can find a right answer, it can cause confusion when the children 
want to know the right answer. When one of the teachers was conducting a lesson concerning more 
and most, she dealt with how she was supposed to handle the right answer among the children’s sug-
gestions. she was interrupting herself and asked the researcher: “shall i tell the correct answer? sara 
said, ‘it is most here.’ and that’s actually right, for most it’s the quantity, it’s how many?” sara was 
operating within a pre-school discourse where telling the right answer in a planned learning situa-
tion is not the right thing to do. in their discussion the teachers maintain the pre-school aspect in 
relation to what could be considered as more ”school-like” instruction situations suggested by 
the researchers. 

Discussion 

the aim is to study knowledge utilization and discursive patterns during pre-school 
planning work front stage, i.e., to examine what subjects become topics of discussion and how 
various practical and ethical dilemmas are handled by the practitioners involved. the work 
done by the practitioners during such planning sessions entails that they “do preschool” by 
linguistic means, i.e., that they participate in discursive practices wherein the pre-school and 
pre-school work are constituted. 

a previous pilot-study showed that during planning meetings back stage no particular 
use of professional knowledge appeared. instead, the staff preferred to use and refer to lo-
cal knowledge where satisfaction of children, parents and colleagues appeared as a dominant 
discursive frame. the study showed that satisfaction, in relation to parents, children as well as 
colleagues, was a dominant discourse forming the basis of staff discussion and debate (aili, 
ljung-djärf & tullgren, in press). this can be understood as an expression of the back stage 
meeting primarily being an opportunity where staff is engaged in confirming the common work, 
but also to test the boundaries of work and defining their own and others’ responsibilities — an 
opportunity to negotiate and agree on what is true and important. on the front stage arena, as 
described above, the task appears as somewhat different. 
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children’s learning and development, and on local knowledge of children and their abilities, 
conditions and personalities and what usually works in relation to these children. the profes-
sional knowledge appears as rather implicit, and expressions related to the implementation of 
the pre-school activity or their own teaching as significant for the children’s learning is rare. 
instead, it is primarily the local knowledge of children and their individual maturity, needs and 
circumstances that is most clearly expressed. how can that be understood?

in relation to another professional group than their own, the staff has to express and 
maintain what is specific about preschool. Dominant discursive patterns are formulated as the 
staff holds themselves responsible for making the pre-school activity “not like school” custom-
ized for the maturing child. in the front stage situation the teachers’ tasks primarily appear as a 
desire to maintain the pre-school content in accordance with pre-school tradition and ideology. 
this governs how the teachers perceive the children’s learning in pre-school as different in 
relation to student learning in a school context. this is a discourse dominated by a caring men-
tality and children’s play, where the children are allowed to be free and make the right choices 
by themselves (emilson, 2008; tullgren, 2004). the staff’s approach are to carrying out their 
work within the discourse of play and its connections to children’s learning and development in 
pre-school (ailwood, 2003; dyblie nilsen, 2000; ljung-djärf & tullgren, in press; tullgren, 
2004). 

Conclusion

analyzed from a foucault perspective doing pre-school on the front stage planning 
meeting arena means that the pre-school teachers express a pre-school discourse where the 
maturing child should be free, feel pleasure and be protected from repressive education. this 
seem to create a pre-school professional with a mission to maintain the tradition even if this is 
not fully in line with policy decisions in the direction of an increased focus on content issues 
and clearer teaching assignments.
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