'It's me, it's you, it's all of us at nursery' : Pedagogical documentation as a tool for supporting participation, belonging and well-being in the early years.

Rachel Hunter
This piece of practitioner research centres on the potential of pedagogical documentation as an under-used tool for supporting children's wellbeing in Early Years settings. The research ran for 6 months in an enquiry-based maintained nursery school which works closely with the pedagogical ideas of Reggio Emilia and included documentary analysis, colleague questionnaires and a wider online survey of practitioners from different settings. The intention was to make the familiar strange (Coffey, 1999), looking again at the practice of pedagogical documentation, not just for documenting learning but also for supporting individual and group identity and wellbeing.

This last year has had a marked impact on child and staff wellbeing within early years settings due to closures, changes to structure and organisation, and ongoing uncertainty and anxiety. The effects of this disruption on early education will not be fully known for some time, however emerging research suggests some potential implications for children and educators. One area consistently highlighted as being negatively impacted is young children's social and emotional development (Ofsted,  2020; Album et al, 2021) with children needing more support to interact positively with others, share resources, take turns and listen. 

Recent research (Hardy et al, 2021; Album et al; 2021) has also highlighted the impact on practitioners' wellbeing during the Covid-19  pandemic. Child wellbeing and adult wellbeing in settings are inextricably linked due to the effects of secondary stress (Bomber, 2011) when adults deal with difficult situations and likewise, children's intuitive ability to pick up on adults' unhappiness (Mainstone-Cotton, 2017). As social and emotional wellbeing is the foundation for lifelong health (NICE, 2017), it is of paramount importance to look at ways of supporting child and practitioner wellbeing in early years settings. 

The rationale for this research stemmed from a 'critical incident' (Tripp, 1993) which I encountered and reflected upon in December 2020;

It is nearly home time and quieter in the building. I invite two girls to come and view a video of themselves from earlier in the day when they had been playing together in the garden with a large butterfly decoration, taking it in turns to 'whoosh' the butterfly up into the air and make each other laugh. This was a beautiful experience of co-operation and friendliness between two children, who at other times had a rather fraught relationship.

As I filmed and noted the words and gestures of the girls watching their video documentation, I became aware that something very significant had taken place that afternoon. They shared eye contact and smiles, mirrored each other's words and gestures as they delighted in seeing themselves on film. They wanted to re-watch it many times over. Immediately after this they worked together on a drawing activity, co-operating in a way I had not seen before. I wondered what had allowed this shift? Was it being able to take an external perspective on their own behaviour, watching themselves as an outsider might? I was intrigued by the potential power of pedagogical documentation as a transformational tool linked to self-identity and relationships. 

Many events which are later categorised as 'critical' become so when described and analysed closely, when teachers attribute significance and meaning to them through their own reflection and deeper thinking (Angelides, 2001). Tripp (1993) suggests that they can also be a pertinent way of finding a focus for classroom research which is how this incident came to define my research.
A useful definition for the term 'pedagogical documentation' can be found in Dahlberg (2015) who writes that;


Pedagogical documentation is a process for making pedagogical (or other) work 
visible, and subject to dialogue, interpretation, contestation, and transformation 


(pp. 225-226).
On an immediate level, pedagogical documentation is a way of listening to young children (Rinaldi, 2015). It is a close attunement to children's ways of being in the world, verbal or non-verbal which helps educators to develop deeper understanding. It also has the power to 'make the familiar seem unfamiliar' (Edwards, 2015, pg, 229), shining a spotlight on the everyday moments that we share with young children, potentially uncovering hidden possibilities in them. Sharing documentation with children allows involvement in the process of designing the curriculum as well as offering the opportunity to revisit their ideas with others (Edwards, 2015). It provides co-operative opportunities as children reflect on their learning together (Bjervas and Rosendahl, 2017) thereby creating many possibilities to further develop group enquiry. 
There has been limited attention paid to linking pedagogical documentation with children's wellbeing and the development of relationships, however Aras (2019) suggests it can support children's motivation, participation and self-awareness. Further research in this area is needed. Previous research in the UK, e.g Bath's (2012) study, tellingly entitled 'I can't read it, I don't know', highlighted that children are not always actively involved with their own documentation. Bath (2012) noted the failure of the Tickell Review to make clear the importance of children's role in creating and reflecting on pedagogical documentation.
The main method of data collection in this research involved documentary analysis of existing observations of children interacting with pedagogical documentation from February-March 2021. This included transcriptions of children's words, photographs and videos. Specific permission was sought from parents for use of their child's existing documentation. In total, over 200 utterances were tagged and assigned to provisional categories through an inductive process (Braun and Clarke, 2017). Categories were re-defined through increasing familiarity with the data and some were merged together or separated. Through this process, three main themes emerged; identity, memories and provocation. Finally theme descriptions were written to ensure that the themes were broad enough to cover the meaning of all utterances in them but also specific enough to be distinctive from one another.
Findings

Quantitative analysis was carried out for illustrative purposes only as the graphic display of data from qualitative methods can help to reduce it down to a summarizable form (Miles and Huberman, 1984). In this case, the quantitative analysis below allows us to see the proportions of children’s utterances in each category so that we may make some conclusions about which were most frequent and what this might reveal about the role of pedagogical documentation.
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The chart below shows the provisional categories identified through the analysis of children's utterances. The two largest sections are 'recalling memories nursery' and 'finding self or not'. It was noticeable from documentary analysis that children's first action was very often to try and find themselves 'Where is me again?' 'Where my name?' and to show delight when identifying themselves 'There is me again!' 'It's all the me's in the computer!'. However they quickly moved to searching for their friends and this is reflected in the data above as the third largest category, asking questions such as 'Where's you? Can't find you...' and statements like 'There's you and there's me'. Looking at their documentation also allowed children an important opportunity to recall memories, providing both individual and  group reflection; 'that's me at the first time at nursery' and 'it's me, it's you, it's all of us at nursery!' 
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The figure above demonstrates that the majority of children's utterances were categorised under the theme of 'identity', closely followed by 'memories', indicating a potential link between pedagogical documentation and these aspects. Emerging self identity plays an important role in children’s behaviour (Tassoni, 2018) as they develop a ‘robust but flexible identity’ which ‘involves internalising a wide range of qualities and dispositions’ (Eaude, 2020, pg 71). Positive self-identity is also critical for the development of healthy relationships which, when successful, build self-esteem (Clausen and Robson, 2019).

Language helps to construct identity because it provides a structure for children to articulate their sense of self (Eaude, 2020). It could be observed that interacting with and commenting on pedagogical documentation frequently, allows children the chance to continuously construct and reconstruct their identities through ‘small ordinary actions and interactions’ (Eaude, 2020, pg 71). The visual nature of this documentation could also allow the child to see 'a coherent self - a self that is somehow integrated as one' (Eaude, 2020, pg 85), similar to a baby seeing themselves in the mirror for the first time.

The recalling of individual and group memories not only strengthens the child's sense of identity but reflecting on emotions can also help to develop emotional literacy (Mainstone-Cotton, 2017) as children recognise and label emotions in themselves and others (Branagan and Cross, 2020). Daily interactions and conversations should not be overlooked as a rich source of opportunities to practice communication and socio-emotional skills (Branagan and Cross, 2020). The development of emotional literacy is linked to empathy which further supports the creation of healthy relationships leading to increased self-esteem.  

Descriptive feedback from the colleague questionnaire supports the above findings, with educators remarking that documentation 'helps children to see their value as an individual and as part of a group', that it 'has a positive effect on their self-esteem', it helps children to 'find their place' and that 'it can ignite debate and critical reflection' as well as being a 'reminder of shared joy'. All educators scored pedagogical documentation as having a highly positive effect on children's wellbeing. 

So far, the data suggests pedagogical documentation could be a powerful tool to support communication, self-esteem, reflection and belonging. Other observations which are best described qualitatively point to its potential for also supporting transition, another key element to a child's wellbeing (O'Connor, 2012).  
Arriving late and being dropped unceremoniously at the door on her first day due to Covid-19 regulations, A is unsure and tearful. I capture her a few moments later next to another child doing a jigsaw and take a photograph. I show A the photograph straight away and she stares, fascinated at her own image on the screen. She says 'that me' and gestures to herself, then 'that her' and gestures to the other child, then announces 'me at nursery'. After this brief interaction, she appears to settle. 

Documentation in this instance appeared to support transition, possibly by giving a sense of belonging and allowing A to feel that she mattered (Eaude, 2020). It was also apparent how often children would choose to access documentation in times of transition, such as first thing in the morning, often finding themselves wordlessly in the photographs and pointing to their image and then themselves. As Deleuze writes, 'underneath the large noisy events lie the small events of silence' (1999, pg 163) and as educators we should be attuned to these small events and the significance they hold. With, or without an educator present we can use documentation to provide a time of ‘unrushing and stillness’ (Mainstone-Cotton, 2017, pg 53) to ease transition and remind children that they can belong both in the world of home and the world of school.

As a setting, this research has suggested that we re-think our strategies for supporting children who are struggling with transition. For many years we have asked parents to provide us with photographs of what they will be doing while their child is at nursery so that we can talk about it and count down the jobs until they return. In light of what this research has uncovered, the suggestion would be to use pedagogical documentation to show the child that they also belong in nursery, to remind them that they have a place with us amongst their friends, and to stimulate discussion of previous positive memories within the setting.

A wider online survey gathered the views of 25 practitioners from a variety of early years settings. All practitioners reported that they used documentation to record children's learning with photographs being the most used method. The two main stated purposes for this documentation were to track children's progress and to share with families. 96% of respondents stated that sharing documentation with children had a very positive or positive effect, however the majority of children only accessed their documentation once a week or less with 16% only looking at it once a term. Only 8% of children were interacting with their documentation on a daily basis.

Through this piece of research, pedagogical documentation revealed itself as a provocation with numerous benefits for children's well-being, through the supporting of self-identity, emotional literacy, shared memory and participation but also transition. Although a small study, the online data suggests that there is an under-utilising of documentation for these purposes, which if harnessed thoughtfully and consistently could help support our children, and maybe ourselves, through these challenging times. 
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