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Introduction

Planned, organised preschool education differs substantially among various 
countries and socio-cultural environments (Pomembni podatki... 2014). Therefore, 
how the process is conducted and its purposes and goals differ. Since the first 
Slovenian preschools were established in the 19th century, organised preschool 
education has been intended to serve as care for children from underprivileged 
socio-economic environments (Pavlič 2006). However, in addition to children care, 
we have always had planned education, which according to the 1884 statement of 
the Austro-Hungarian Imperial-Royal Ministry of Farming, it “greatly benefited 
children’s future behaviour” (ibid., p. 382). One-year training for future preschool 
teachers was organised and provided at teacher training colleges starting in 1883 
(ibid.). The tradition of responsibility for preschool childcare in Slovenia was not 
broken during the First World War or afterwards. After the Second World War, 
preschool education became ‘a recognizable part of social, health and educational 
childcare’ (Marjanovič Umek, Fekonja Peklaj, Hočevar, and Lepičnik Vodopivec 
2011). The first national preschool programme, The Educational Programme on 
the Education of Preschool Children (1979), specified the tasks of “educational and 
caring activities” (ibid., p. 5) as well as the content to be planned by the preschool 
teacher for children. The second national programme for preschool education, the 
Preschool Curriculum (1999), deliberately avoided the formulation “for children”. 
Thus, children became the central subject of educational activity in the programme. 
Despite the fundamental shift in the teacher’s and children’s roles, which occurred 
gradually and originated in the notion that children are always actively learning 
and that this activity leads to new knowledge, which constructivists (like Piaget) 
and social constructivists (like Vygotsky) have advocated, the conceptions of chil-
dren’s role in the educational process have not been sufficiently reflected upon. 
Children’s role in the pedagogical process does not originate merely in the goals 
and principles defined by preschool programmes, but primarily in our image of 
the child. According to Malaguzzi (1994), this directs us as we begin to relate to 
children and defines how we act in our relationships with children, including how 
we speak to, listen to and observe children. As Woods (1995, p. 1) stated: “Our 
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images of children-as-learners are reflected, inevitably, in our definition of what 
it means to teach.”

It is clear that education has never denied children an active role in learning, 
even though the teacher has been responsible for the organisation of the process 
and adults involved in the educational process always hold the power. They cannot 
renounce this power, because it relates inextricably to children’s biological power-
lessness to independently regulate their lives, which simultaneously implies the 
teachers’ responsibility. It is the absence of reflection and denial of this fact that 
may disable the emancipatory role of the educational process. It is in this role that 
power should be redistributed, which is defined by Arnstein (1969) as a precondition 
for true social participation. In order to fulfil this condition, we should reconceptu-
alise the concept of the child and childhood. Children are significant agents of the 
construction and determination of their own social lives (Prout and James 1990) 
and, consequently, active agents of their own learning in relationships with their 
peers and adults. Adults’ role in the educational process should not be to determine 
what is best for children, but, when encountering children, to move away from 
pre-existing expectations and enter a dialogue when agreeing on the emergent cur-
riculum and, emergent meaning making, enabling, in the words of Deborah Osberg 
and Gert Biesta (2008, p. 326), “the opening and closing of subjectivity”. In the 
emergent curriculum, which encourages the emergence of different meanings and 
individual conceptions, including those that are unforeseen and unpredetermined, 
the educator’s “educational responsibility must therefore be understood in a double 
sense”: the teacher’s presence indicates ‘closure’ in the pedagogical process of 
learning and meaning making—anything else would be a neglect of learners rather 
than education—as well as ‘opening’, which in the emergent curriculum no longer 
encourages any predetermined or planned enculturation but the development of 
an individual (ibid.). Although the authors question the predetermination of the 
curriculum, arguing that the educator’s main responsibility is not promotion of 
predetermined and specifically defined meanings, but promotion of the singularity 
and uniqueness of each individual student, they also believe that the educational 
process without ‘closure’ by teachers in the emergent curriculum forces learners to 
discover what has already been discovered; in other words, learners find themselves 
“having to ‘reinvent the wheel’” (ibid., p. 316).

In this paper, we argue that a dialogic relationship—in which continual 
opportunities arise for mutual listening, power sharing, risk taking, standpoint 
adoption and committed contribution by individuals to their own development 
and that of the learning community during learning and shared everyday life—is 
a characteristic of children’s participation that exceeds the loose formulation of 
children’s active learning in the educational process. Therefore, our research study, 
which included preschool teachers and preschool teacher assistants in Slovenian 
public preschools, problematised the frequency of various degrees and forms of 
children’s participation and non-participation (manipulation) in education. Study 
of the frequency and forms of children’s non-participation (manipulation) is key 
for learning about and becoming aware of the existing practices of the study par-
ticipants and relevant experts. It is the lack of awareness about manipulation of 
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children that prevents their emancipation in the process of education. The study is 
meant to encourage reconsideration of the ways of planning and including children 
in activities and of the degree of the influence that children have on the activities 
in the educational process.

From children’s rights to the implementation of children’s 
participation in education

In the past, the conceptions of childhood and children’s role in society were 
related mainly to the expectation that in the process of cultural transmission, 
children would be successfully socialised and motivated to participate in adulthood 
– in the existing society and in existing relationships (Nigel 2010). Conceptions of 
childhood define not only the mission and goals of education but also the principles 
of the pedagogical process. Therefore, it is challenging to align the stipulations of 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989)—especially Articles 12 and 13, 
which state that children have the right to freely express their views in all matters 
affecting them—with traditional views about the mission and goals of education, 
which originated in the socially and culturally constructed and contextualised 
image of the child. This created an opportunity to re-evaluate and reconceptualise 
the image of the child, children’s role in education and, consequently, the mission 
and goals of preschool education.

The sensible assertion that it is important to define what children’s participa-
tion means did not come from the world of education, but from the field of children’s 
social participation, which revealed major differences among different forms of 
children’s participation (Hart 1992). The main subject of problematisation was the 
activities that children participated in, but it would be hard to say that children’s 
contribution to them led to individuals’ or groups’ emancipatory subjectification. In 
fact, the opposite occurred; children and adolescents were frequently manipulated 
in projects and activities to achieve goals and purposes with which they were not 
familiar. Those in power and possessing information predominantly benefited from 
the activities. In other words, an activity in which children are active and coopera-
tive does not in itself indicate that children are participating in their education.

Practices that can be described as non-participatory and manipulative were 
first described by Arnstein (1969) and Hart (1992). Arnstein (1969) suggests that 
these practices can be classified as (1) manipulation or (2) therapy. Neither aims to 
enable individuals to participate or have any actual influence on the programme; 
they enable those in power to ‘educate’ or ‘cure’ participants in order to change 
their perspective rather than changing the social conditions that lead to the pa-
thology (Arnstein 1969). In other words, therapeutic attempts may be made to alter 
the behaviour of children whose behaviour may be the consequence of inadequate 
living conditions, poverty or unsuitable pedagogical practice and approaches in 
their preschool group.

When defining non-participatory practice, Hart (1992) refers to situations that 
occur frequently in broader society and the educational environment, including the 
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preschool period: (1) manipulation, (2) decoration and (3) tokenism. Manipulation 
in the preschool period occurs in activities in which children participate but have no 
understanding of their own actions. Decoration occurs when children participate in 
activities simply for the sake of variety, and tokenism occurs when children have no 
choice about the subject or style of participation (i.e. their voice is only superficial) 
(Hart 1992).

The least frequently examined and reflected form of practice is so-called par-
ticipation by proxy (Rutar 2006, 2015), which is best defined as an intermediary 
stage between non-participatory and participatory practice. The activities that fit 
this definition typically profess to be part of a child-centred curriculum, which Katz 
(1992 in Bredekamp and Rosegrant 1993) defines as ‘child sensitive’. Its goal is “to 
help children achieve optimum developmental potential so as to be fully prepared 
to participate as citizens of a democracy” (Bredekamp and Rosegrant 1993, p. 36). 
However, participation by proxy is not explicit about children’s direct influence on 
decision-making; rather, it accentuates planning and organising activities ‘with 
children in mind’, employing adults’ expertise and curricular decisions that may, 
indeed, be wholly developmentally justified and culturally appropriate. Participa-
tion by proxy can be problematic for the development of children’s autonomy and 
responsibility because, although children are active in their education and the ac-
tivities can be very interesting (and developmentally and culturally appropriate), 
decisions regarding the purpose, goals, content and process of education are made by 
power-holding adults. Children have no direct voice in planning, implementing and 
evaluating such activities, and thereby the opportunity for children’s self-expression, 
reflection on the suitability of their ideas, decisions, actions and acceptance of re-
sponsibility is lost.

To define practices characterised by children’s participation in the pedagogical 
process, we employ three different degrees of participation, as proposed by Lansdown 
(2005). She ranks them, from lowest to highest, as follows: (1) consultative processes, 
which take place when adults consult children after recognising that children have 
views and experiences related to the matters that affect them; (2) participatory 
processes, in which children are actively involved in the planning, implementation, 
assessment and evaluation of projects, programmes or research activities, and (3) 
self-initiated processes, in which children themselves identify issues of concern and 
take action and then adults help realise the actions (Lansdown 2005).

It is especially crucial in the educational process to ensure children’s participa-
tion in educational programmes and curriculums and the organisation of shared life 
at the level of preschool groups and the broader community. Indeed, research shows 
that schools/preschools in which children participate in decision-making to improve 
educational opportunities and conditions feature better relationships between adults 
and children and more effective learning environments (Davies and Kirkpatrick 
2000). Participation empowers children to learn, make choices, express ideas and 
views, develop a positive self-image (Sommer, Pramling Samuelsson, and Hundeide 
2013), present their perspectives and make sense of the world. Kangas, Ojala, and 
Venninen (2015) assert that activities involving discussion, negotiation and sugges-
tions in interaction with others are essential for children’s self-regulatory learning.



 
How children are manipulated and how they participate: Preschool teachers’ ...�  151

The empirical research study of preschool teachers and preschool 
teacher assistants

The research problem

We will present our study, which examined:
–– how frequently preschool children participated in planning, implementation 

and evaluation of the pedagogical process, according to the preschool teachers 
and preschool teacher assistants;

–– how frequently preschool children participated in structural organisation of 
education and cooperated with the environment, according to the preschool 
teachers and preschool teacher assistants;

–– how frequently non-participatory practice occurred during planning, implemen-
tation and evaluation of the pedagogical process, according to the preschool 
teachers and preschool teacher assistants and

–– whether there were any differences in preschool teachers’ and preschool teacher 
assistants’ assessments of the frequency of participation and non-participation.

Methodology

In our study a descriptive and non-experimental method of pedagogical  
research was employed (Sagadin 1993).

The sample

The study was based on a convenience sample of 199 respondents, including 
151 (75.9%) preschool teachers and 48 (24.1%) preschool teacher assistants 
employed in Slovenian public preschools. For inferential statistics, the studied 
sample is a simple random sample from a hypothetical population (Čagran 2004;  
Sagadin 2009). On average, the respondents had worked in education for 14.05 years  
(M = 14.05, SD = 12.73).

Procedure 

We collected data using a questionnaire consisting of three sections. The 
first section consisted of two questions about demographics (workplace, length of 
service). The second section comprised seven statements about participatory and 
non-participatory practices related to planning, implementing and evaluating the 
pedagogical process of preschool education. The respondents used a scale from 1 
(never) to 5 (very often) to assess the frequency of the practices. The last section 
included five statements related to participatory practices at the level of structural 
organisation and cooperation with the environment. Here, too, the respondents 
used a scale from 1 to 5 to assess the frequency of the practices. The validity of the 
questionnaire was tested with factor analysis, which demonstrated that the first 
of the three obtained factors explained 36.44% of the variance, which is above the 
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20.0% and thus indicates that the construct validity of the scale is appropriate. The 
reliability of the questionnaire was tested with the method of internal consistency. 
Cronbach’s coefficient alpha (α = 0.760) revealed that the reliability was satisfac-
tory. The objectivity of the instrument was ensured with the use of the five-point 
numerical evaluation scale. Further on, objectivity was assured during data collec-
tion by providing unified, unambiguous and clear instructions on how to complete 
the questionnaire as well as by giving respondents the opportunity to complete the 
questionnaire individually. 

Data analysis

The data was processed with descriptive and inferential statistics. Basic de-
scriptive statistics was used for each of the statements (f, f%), and we employed the 
non-parametric Mann–Whitney test to establish whether there were any significant 
differences in the preschool teachers’ and preschool teacher assistants’ assessments 
of the frequencies of individual (non)participatory practices.

Results and interpretation

First, we would like to present the findings of the basic descriptive statistics 
relating to individual practices, including:

–– children’s participation in planning, implementation and evaluation of the 
process;

–– children’s participation in the structural organisation of the process and coop-
eration with the environment; and

–– non-participatory practices in the educational process at the level of planning, 
implementing and evaluating processes.

Below are the findings that describe differences in the frequency assessments 
provided by the preschool teachers and preschool teacher assistants.

Assessments of the frequency of children’s participation at the level of planning, 
implementing and evaluating processes

The statements, together with descriptions of participatory practice, provided 
in the questionnaire ranged from the least to most structured expectations of pro-
cesses for children’s participation. The first statement offered the least structured 
process of involving children in planning, the second and third statements defined 
the process in which an agreed plan (second statement), evaluation and reflection 
(third statement) became evident, as recorded by the teacher with the children, 
thereby allowing children to return to the statement by themselves, together with 
other children and with teachers to speak again about the plans, initiatives and 
reflections. The fourth statement defined the highest possible form of participation. 
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This form assumes that educators will listen to children’s initiatives, which typi-
cally cannot be realised by children themselves for a number of different reasons 
(developmental limitations, knowledge, experience, etc.) but can be more easily 
realised in the pedagogical process together with adults. In such a situation, educa-
tors share power with children in the emergent curriculum. Through such actions, 
stimuli and learning experiences in the zone of proximal development, according to 
Vygotsky’s theory (1986), educators contribute to faster child development.

Statement Never Rarely Sometimes Often Very often Total

f f% f f% f f% f f% f f% f f%

1. Children participate in planning 
events and activities.

4 2.0 14 7.1 45 22.7 81 40.9 54 27.3 198 100.0

2. Children participate in planning, 
and the plans are recorded 
together with children so they are 
visible afterwards (posters, etc.).

3 1.5 33 16.6 56 28.1 59 29.7 48 24.1 199 100.0

3. Children participate in 
evaluation and reflection, which 
are recorded together with children 
so they are visible afterwards 
(posters, books, etc.).

5 2.5 41 20.6 58 29.2 59 29.6 36 18.1 199 100.0

4. Children participate in planning 
and implementation of content 
suggested by children that they 
cannot realise on their own due 
to a lack of knowledge, power or 
information (projects, etc.). 

5 2.5 34 17.1 79 39.7 59 29.6 22 11.1 199 100.0

Table 1: The frequency (f) and percentage (f%) of participatory practices at the level of planning, imple-
menting and evaluating processes, as assessed by preschool teachers and preschool teacher assistants

As Table 1 shows, the preschool teachers and preschool teacher assistants 
mostly stated that children often (40.9%) or very often (27.3%) participated in plan-
ning events and activities. Some (22.7%) said that children sometimes participated 
in planning activities, and a smaller share reported that children rarely (7.1%) or 
never (2.0%) participated in planning preschool activities. Compared to participation 
in planning, children less frequently participated in recording the plans to make 
them visible afterwards. In total, 29.7% of respondents reported that children were 
included recording and 28.1% reported that children were included sometimes. 
Smaller shares replied that records of planning were prepared very often (24.1%), 
rarely (16.6%) and never (1.5%).

Regarding participation in evaluation, reflection and recording, the same share 
of preschool teachers and preschool teacher assistants said the practice sometimes 
(29.2%) or often (29.6%) took place. Some educators reported that children rarely 
(20.6%) participated in evaluation and reflection, and a similar share reported 
that children participated very often (18.1%). Only 2.5% of respondents said that 
children never participated in such activities.
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Most respondents (39.7%) asserted that children sometimes participated in 
planning and implementing content suggested by children that they cannot re-
alise on their own due to a lack of knowledge, power, information and so on. Some 
reported that this occurred often (29.6%), and some stated that children’s ideas 
were rarely taken into account (17.1%). Significantly fewer respondents said this 
practice took place very often (11.1%) or not at all (2.5%).

We assume that children often participate in planning, but the assessed fre-
quency of joint evaluation and reflection—a shared record to enable children and 
educators to gain metacognitive awareness, make planning changes and learn—is 
significantly lower. The respondents’ assessments suggest that pedagogical prac-
tice is still dominated by the participatory processes of children’s active involve-
ment in the development, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of projects, 
programmes or research activities, in line with Lansdown (2005). Self-initiated 
processes in which children themselves identify issues of concern, take action and 
call upon adults to help them realise these actions are less frequent.

Assessments of the frequency of children’s participation in the structural 
organisation of the process and cooperation with the environment

Starting from the assumption that, in the educational process, it is important 
to ensure children’s participation in the programme and curriculum as well as 
the organisation of shared life, we examined how frequently children were able 
to influence changes at the level of the preschool group, preschool and broader 
environment. The first three statements concerned the possibility of influencing 
changes at the level of the preschool group, the fourth concerned the possibility of 
influencing changes at the level of the preschool and the fifth concerned the pos-
sibility of influencing changes in the local environment.

Statement

Children can influence changes:

Never Rarely Sometimes Often Very often Total

f f% f f% f f% f f% f f% f f%

1. in the preschool group, 
regarding routine

6 3.0 46 23.1 66 33.2 59 29.6 22 11.1 199 100.0

2. in the preschool group, 
regarding space organisation

5 2.6 28 14.1 83 41.9 48 24.2 34 17.2 198 100.0

3. in the preschool group, 
regarding cooperation with 
families and the local environment

11 5.6 59 30.1 79 40.3 34 17.4 13 6.6 196 100.0

4. at the preschool level, regarding 
playground arrangement and 
organisational changes 

48 24.2 73 36.9 52 26.3 16 8.1 9 4.5 198 100.0

5. in the local environment 102 51.8 64 32.5 26 13.2 5 2.5 0 0 197 100.0

Table 2: The frequency (f) and percentage (f%) of participatory practices at the level of the structural 
organisation of the process and cooperation with the environment, as assessed by the preschool teachers 
and preschool teacher assistants
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The results presented in Table 2 demonstrate the areas in which children were 
most likely to be able to influence changes. The preschool teachers and preschool 
teacher assistants stated that children were most able to influence changes related 
to the organisation of space in the preschool group: 41.9% said that children some-
times had this possibility, 24.2% said it often happened and 17.2% stated that the 
practice occurred very often. Children were thought to be somewhat less likely to 
be able to influence changes to daily routine: 23.1% of the participants said it was 
a rare practice, 33.2% reported that it happened sometimes, 29.6% said it happened 
often and 11.1% said it occurred very often. Subsequently, we found that children 
have less ability to influence cooperation with families and the local environment; 
according to 30.1% of the respondents in our study, this only rarely occurred, 40.3% 
said it happened sometimes and 17.4% said that children often had such influence.

Children had even less chance to influence changes at the level of the pre-
school (playground, organisation) and the local environment. As many as 24.2% 
of respondents assessed that children never had the ability to influence changes 
at the level of the preschool, 36.9% reported that they rarely had this opportunity 
and 26.3% believed that it occurred only sometimes.

As expected, children had the least possibility of influencing changes in the 
local environment. More than half of the respondents (51.8%) reported that chil-
dren did not have this possibility at all, 32.5% stated it happened rarely and 13.2% 
said it sometimes occurred. Interestingly, none of the respondents said the practice 
occurred very often.

The findings suggest that children in preschool institutions were preschool 
teachers and preschool teacher assistants participated in our study, had the most 
chance of influencing changes to the structural organisation of the process in the 
areas and issues for which the preschool teachers and teacher assistants are re-
sponsible, that is, at the level of the preschool group. It seems that they also had 
a degree of influence on preschool-level changes, but they had almost no impact 
on changes in the broader environment. We assume that educators can guarantee 
children’s participation at the structural, organisational level as part of their re-
sponsibilities for the preschool group. However, it remains unexplained why children 
have no influence on changes that go beyond the preschool group level, that is, the 
teacher’s direct responsibilities.

Assessments of the frequency of non-participatory practices in the educational 
process at the level of planning, implementing and evaluating processes

The statements that defined non-participatory practices described children’s 
participation in activities in which they served as decoration, in which they were 
present but did not know what the goals or purposes of their actions were (manipu-
lation) and in which they participated by proxy. These three forms of children’s 
participation are not often reflected upon, an assumption that was confirmed in 
informal contact with the respondents after the study. They said that the state-
ments they read and thought about were an opportunity for them to learn and 
reflect on their own practice.
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Statement Never Rarely Sometimes Often Very often Total

f f% f f% f f% f f% f f% f f%

1. Children serve the function of 
decoration.

57 28.6 64 32.2 57 28.6 19 9.5 2 1.0 199 100.0

2. Children are manipulated. 
They are present at events and 
asked about their opinion, but 
they do not know what the aim 
of the action is or why they are 
participating.

51 25.8 67 33.8 57 28.8 21 10.6 2 1.0 198 100.0

3. Plans are developed without 
asking children about their views 
or ideas. Plans are worked out 
‘with children in mind’, taking into 
account children’s development 
and interests.

9 4.5 38 19.2 73 36.9 54 27.3 24 12.1 198 100.0

Table 3: The frequency (f) and percentage (f%) of non-participatory practices at the level of planning, 
implementing and evaluating the process, as assessed by the preschool teachers and preschool teacher 
assistants

As shown in Table 3, similar shares of respondents believed children rarely 
(32.2%), sometimes (28.6%) and never (28.6%) served as decoration. Far fewer 
thought that children often (9.5%) or very often (1.0%) served as decoration.

Likewise, similar shares of preschool teachers and preschool teacher assis-
tants assessed that children were manipulated rarely (33.8%), sometimes (28.8%) 
and never (25.8%), while 10.6% of the respondents stated that children were often 
manipulated and 1.0% said it happened very often.

Most preschool teachers and preschool teacher assistants reported that plans 
were worked out without asking about children’s opinions but ‘with children in 
mind’ sometimes (36.9%), with fewer saying it occurred often (27.3%) or rarely 
(19.2%). Fewer said the practice happened very often (12.1%) or that it did not 
happen at all (4.5%).

Our research findings imply that the most extreme forms of non-participatory 
practice only rarely occur. However, the respondents assessed that non-participatory 
practices that may appear to be participatory, such as participation by proxy, often 
take place (i.e. ‘Plans are developed without asking children about their views or 
ideas’ and ‘Plans are worked out “with children in mind”, taking into account 
children’s development and interests’). The latter form of non-participatory 
practice is hardly ever reflected upon as planned activities can usually be justified 
by developmental appropriateness and consideration of children’s interests. The 
domineering educator’s perspective regarding the suitability of a practice or activity 
for children can only be relativised through a complete shift in how the process is 
planned to actively include children in planning; listen to, take into account and 
integrate into decisions their suggestions, views and opinions; and relate this to 
curricular goals and content. Adequate reflection on this form of non-participatory 
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practice may be prevented by the fact that children, when taking part in activities 
planned in this way (i.e. with children in mind and consideration of their inter-
ests), are very active. The activities are likely to be interesting, but they are not 
the consequence of children’s direct engagement; the activities do not reflect their 
views or attempts at realising their own or others’ ideas, which may prevent them 
from developing and taking on responsibility. In activities planned ‘with children 
in mind’ (i.e. participation by proxy), children remain dependent on the conceptual 
and content leadership of adults, who appear to know what is meaningful and good 
for children and their learning and development.

Differences between preschool teachers’ and preschool teacher assistants’ 
assessments of the frequency of participatory and non-participatory practices1

Preschool teachers are directly responsible for the quality of processes in the 
preschool group, although preschool teacher assistants are present and participate 
in the planning, implementation and evaluation of the programme. We assumed 
the assessments provided by the preschool teachers and preschool teacher assis-
tants regarding the frequency and degree of participative practices would differ. 
Therefore, we identified any possible differences.

Statement Position n U 2P

Children participate in planning and implementation of 
content suggested by children that they cannot realise 
on their own due to a lack of knowledge, power or 
information (projects, etc.). 

Preschool teacher 151 104.36 2721.00 0.013

Preschool teacher 
assistant

48 81.89

Children participate in planning events and activities. Preschool teacher 150 104.84 2799.00 0.014

Preschool teacher 
assistant

48 82.81

Children in the preschool group can influence the 
organisation of space.

Preschool teacher 150 102.77 2866.00 0.048

Preschool teacher 
assistant

48 84.98

Table 4: The results of the Mann–Whitney test of differences in assessments by the preschool teachers 
and preschool teacher assistants regarding the frequency of participatory practices

The results of the Mann–Whitney tests reveal that there were statistically 
significant differences between the preschool teachers and preschool teacher as-
sistants in their assessments of the frequency of (1) including children in planning 
and implementation of the content suggested by children that they cannot realise 
on their own due to a lack of knowledge, power or information (U = 2721.00,  
2P = 0.013); (2) including children in planning events and activities (U = 2799.000, 
2P = 0.014) and (3) enabling children to influence the organisation of space in the 

1	 Only results for which the Mann–Whitney test showed statistically significant differences between 
the assessments given by the preschool teachers and those by the preschool teacher assistants are shown 
here.
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preschool group (U = 2866.000, 2P = 0.048). For all three statements, the pre-
school teacher assistants—compared to the preschool teachers—provided statisti-
cally significantly lower assessments of the frequency of the listed participatory 
practices. They were most critical about the highest degree of participation, where 
children themselves identify issues of concern, take action and call upon adults to 
help them realise processes. As seen in Table 1, all the respondents stated that the 
highest degree of participation was rare. However, the preschool teacher assistants 
reported an even lower frequency of this practice than the preschool teachers.  
We conclude that preschool teacher assistants have more opportunities to stand 
back and be more critical of existing practices. Although preschool teachers are 
directly responsible for the quality of processes, their continual and direct partici-
pation in preschool group activities may prevent them from providing more critical 
reflection or assessment.

Statement Position n U 2P

Children serve the function of decoration. Preschool teacher 151 95.25 2907.00 0.031

Preschool teacher assistant 48 114.94

Table 5: The results of the Mann–Whitney test of differences in the assessments of preschool teachers 
and preschool teacher assistants regarding the frequency of non-participatory practices

The results of the Mann–Whitney test (U = 2907.000, 2P = 0.031) show that 
preschool teacher assistants’ assessments of the frequency of the practices in which 
children served as decoration were statistically significantly higher ( = 114.94) than 
those of preschool teachers’ ( = 95.25).

Again, it is worth pointing out that the preschool teacher assistants were more 
critical of existing practices than the teachers. This indicates that, when assessing 
the state of affairs, more perspectives and insights should be taken into account. 
In particular, the views and attitudes of representatives with different perspectives 
should be confronted and justified.

Conclusions

The purpose of our research study was to examine and problematise the oc-
currence of different degrees of participatory and non-participatory (manipulative) 
practices and content in children’s education. We investigated the practice of Slo-
venian preschools, studying assessments given by preschool teachers and preschool 
teacher assistants regarding the frequency of different degrees of participation and 
the possibility for children to influence structural organisational changes at the 
levels of the preschool group, preschool as a whole and environment. In addition, 
we studied the preschool teachers’ and preschool teacher assistants’ assessments 
of the frequency of non-participatory, manipulative practices.

The respondents stated that participatory practices are most frequent at the 
level of planning activities and events, which were the least-defined structured 
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processes in the provided statements. Plans, joint evaluations and reflections 
recorded together with children, which require more planned and structured par-
ticipation, are less frequent. Making records with children, which may be returned 
to them later, enables children to discuss issues (plans, evaluations, reflections) 
with other children, adults and perhaps parents. Processes with the highest de-
gree of participation, that is, those in which children themselves identify issues 
of concern, take action and call upon adults to help them realise processes, are  
rare.

The assessments demonstrate that, compared to planning activities and events, 
children have less influence on changes to routine and space organisation. In the 
latter two, their influence is greater at the level of the preschool group than at the 
level of the entire preschool or local environment.

It remains to be seen why children have such little influence on changes 
at the level of the preschool and local environment and whether educators are 
sensitive enough (Čotar Konrad and Kukanja Gabrijelčič 2014) to identify and 
encourage solutions that ensure children’s influence at the level of the preschool 
group, preschool and local environment. However, this information is crucial if we 
are to ensure the ethos of inclusive practice (Skubic Ermenc 2015; Ridge 2008) in 
areas children cannot access alone or for which they do not have enough power, 
information, knowledge or experience to realise their initiatives. When looking 
for solutions, we should be aware that individuals may be able to make choices, 
“but from a repertoire which is more or less limited by our social positioning and 
experience” (Nigel 2010, p. 35).

We presume that extreme non-participatory practice in Slovenian preschools 
does not occur frequently. Participation by proxy is more frequent, but it is the 
most difficult to identify. It can only be uncovered by reflection on the process of 
planning, implementation and evaluation, and it requires identification of elements 
suggested by children and the impact of their suggestions, initiatives and views on 
the educational process.

Future reflections intended to facilitate the transformation of pedagogical 
practice will need to include all participants in the educational process at the level 
of the preschool group, preschool and parents since the assessments of preschool 
teacher assistants in our research study were more critical than those of the 
preschool teachers. Confronting various perspectives and jointly developing the 
meaning of participatory education is likely to increase the frequency of activities 
with the highest participation, in which children identify issues of concern, take 
action and call upon adults to help them realise processes controlled by children. 
This would establish the most authentic form of the socio-cultural paradigm of chil-
dren’s and educators’ joint learning in the zone of proximal development (Vygotsky 
1986). However, we should be careful because, as Jordan (2006, p. 32) states, ‘In 
most scaffolding research, the adult had a specific end in mind, towards which the 
child was supported by an adult or by a more experienced peer’. When striving for 
the highest degree of participation, we should aim to facilitate dialogue about the 
emergent curriculum, joint learning by children and adults (regarding curricular 
expectations and children’s initiatives) and joint co-construction of meaning that 
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is not entirely predetermined and expected and arises in interaction with the en-
vironment and among all learners.

Children take on different roles and manners of being present in the educational 
process: passive presence, passive activity, decoration, manipulation, participation 
by proxy and meaningful participation. However, children’s capability to participate 
in all of these forms may obscure the fact that, in some of the practices, ‘governing 
the soul’ is expected (Rose 1999). This means that individuals are expected to self-
regulate their own actions and efforts to reproduce the content, norms and values 
of existing society. That is why any emancipatory and participatory educational 
process predominantly requires all educators to withdraw with dignity from rigid, 
predetermined notions of what constitutes adequate practice and content and to 
listen to children. This indicates the beginning of redistribution of power.
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