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Participatory Contexts: The Voice of The
Child and Pedagogical Intentionality

Cristina Mesquita

cmmmgp@ipb.pt
Research Center in Basic Education

Instituto Politécnico de Braganga, Portugal

Abstract

This article aims to reflect on the importance of participatory contexts in the
education of children. Firstly, the origin and the grounds of participatory peda-
gogies are discussed, evidencing the contributions that emerged from the con-
structivist and social constructivist theories and the contextual perspectives,
in the ecological or sociocultural scope. These pedagogies are also transmit-
ted by approaches that are concerned with the rights of children, considering
their agencyin the learning process. Secondly, supported by some curricular
approaches such as the HighScope model and Pedagogy-in-Participation, the
characteristics of these contexts, in order to respect children and professionals,
thus enhancing their personal and social development, will be discussed. The
idea of participation as a right, which is assumed in this reflection, recognizes
as necessary the intentionality of a praxis that values not only the child's agency,
but also that of the adults who work with her, recognizing the importance of
(i) building interactive environments, where dialogue, questioning, negotiati-
on and support are the bases of adult-child interactions; and (ii) collaborative
environments, which involve parents, families and the community in the deve-
lopment of a democratic, inclusive and respectful of diversity education.
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Participatory Pedagogies: Origins and Foundations

Participatory pedagogies have emerged from the constructivist and social con-
structivist theories that receive the contributions of Piaget (1983; 1986), Vygotsky
(1991, 2007), Bruner (1997, 2000, 2010), Malaguzi (2008) and Dewey's progressi-
ve philosophy (1971, 2002). Examples of this pedagogical line are: the HighSco-
pe model (Homahnn & Weikart, 2007; Schweinhart & Weikart, 2010), the Ka-
mii-DeVries constructivist approach (DeVries & Kamii, 2001, 2011), the Reggio
Emilia approach (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 2008), the Portuguese Modern
School Movement (Niza, 2007; Folque, 2008) and the Pedagogy-in-Participation
of the Associagdo Crianga (Oliveira-Formosinho, 2001; Oliveira-Formosinho &
Formosinho, 2001, 2002, 2011; Formosinho & Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008). They
also receive the contributions of contextual theories' that, in the context of early
childhood education, recognize the interdependence and interactivity between
children and their contexts of life (Bruner, 2000; Rogoft, 2005). These theories
highlight the importance of building complex, physically and socially thoughtful
learning environments to respond to the plurality of actors, the diversity of lear-
ning experiences and the multiplicity of forms of expression. In these contexts,
the construction of knowledge must be seen as a collaborative and participatory
action (Malaguzzi, 2008).

This conceptualization has implications for the action of the educators, since
“a praxis pedagogica tem que se construir nessa ligacao indissociavel pessoa-con-
texto” [pedagogical praxis has to be built through an inseparable person-context
connection] (Oliveira-Formosinho, 2007¢, p. 29). In this sense, it does not only
matter to renew the context or to transform the practices of the educators, but
rather to “rebuild the activity in context” (p. 29).

Participatory pedagogies also relate with the conceptual lines that are concer-
ned with children’s participation rights, particularly as a constructor of knowled-
ge and agent in their learning process (MacNaughton, 2003; MacNaughton, Smith
& Lawrence, 2003; Mason, 2005; Blanchet-Cohen et al,, 2010), recognizing the
value of their perspectives and the need to integrate them into both educational
and research contexts (Christensen & James, 2000; Woodhead & Faulkner, 2000).

(1996), and the sociocultural, whose reference authors are Vygostky (1991, 2007), Bruner, (2000); Rogoft,
(2005) and Valsiner (1997).
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In this perspective, the aim is to guarantee the rights of participation expressed
in articles 12 and 13 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Mason, 2005;
Blanchet-Cohen et al., 2010), by developing a pedagogy that considers the princi-
ples of universal moral respect and equity, sensitive to the voice of the child and
available to recognize it as an equal being within difference.

However, it should be noted that the mere advocacy of children's rights does not
transform educators’ practices, nor does it guarantee pedagogical quality (Formo-
sinho, 2001; Oliveira-Formosinho & Formosinho, 2001, 2002, 2011; Formosinho &
Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008). To invoke the rights of children to participate in their
development and learning processes implies considering them ,,as social actors in
their own rights in contexts where, traditionally, they have been denied those rights of
participation and their voices remained unheard” (Christensen & James, 2000, p. 1)

The balance between respect for the child’s competence and the recognition
that she must be supported in the achievement of her rights is crucial for the
implementation of the participatory principles. Decisions on the best way to su-
pport the expression of children as social actors place new responsibilities on the
community of educators ,to structure the children’s environments, guide their
behaviour and enable their social participation in ways consistent with their un-
derstanding, interests and ways of communication, especially on the issues that
most directly affect their lives™ (Woodhead & Faulkner, 2000, p. 31).

The recognition of the interdependencies between children and adults is a new
challenge, because for the context in which the action takes place, participati-
on must be constituted as an area of freedom. It should be a space that accepts
the participation of all, which favours dialogue, negotiation and listening (Freire,
1997a Oliveira-Formosinho, 2007b, 2007¢), and that stimulates the reflexive ac-
tion and the construction of the critical thinking of the professionals to act with
ethical intentionality (Freire, 1996; Ponte & Ax, 2010).

In this sense, in participatory approaches, there is no place for didacticism,
since it is considered that the child learns by experiencing the world, reflecting on
it and creating meanings from these experiences. Intentionality then refers to the
way adults interact with children and establish authentic relationships based on
the construction of shared thinking (Epstein, 2007a).

As such, the children and the adults who work with them are conceptualized
as people with agency. According to Barnes (2000), to possess agency “means to
have “internal powers and capacities, which, through their exercise, make her an
active entity constantly intervening in the course of the events ongoing around
her” (p. 25). Children's agency is recognized when they are seen as active mem-
bers of the community, with rights and ability to express their opinion, to make
decisions and participate, and when they are seen as active constructors of their
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learning, as creators of knowledge (Philips, 2010). Educators have agency when
they develop the need to reflect on their own practice, investigating their work in
order to improve it, thus building praxiological knowledge (Oliveira-Formosinho
& Formosinho, 2008).

The participatory pedagogical line brings out the integrative vision of pedago-
gical praxis, invoking the complexity of contexts, where beliefs, knowledge, theory
and practice take place in multiple combinations. This way of doing pedagogy
values the activity and competence of the child, focusing the goals on the involve-
ment that stems from meaningful experiences. The construction of learning takes
place through continuous and interactive experiences, in a collaborative action
between the children and the educator, by thinking of the spaces and the times in
order to allow this interaction (Oliveira-Formosinho, 2007a).

In this sense, the interconnections between thought, experience and action are
recognized (Siraj-Blatchford & Sylva, 2004), considering the physical, personal, emo-
tional and social well-being of the children, as well as the cognitive aspects of their
learning. The links between children, their families and communities are valued, re-
cognizing learning as a social, collaborative and participatory activity. In this appro-
ach, the curriculum refers to all the interactions, experiences, activities and routines
(planned or not) that take place in the educational environment designed to favour
the learning and the development of the children (MacNaughton & Williams, 2008).

Characteristics Of Participatory Contexts

In compliance with the previous topic a necessary condition for constructing
a participatory practice is to form an active mode of resisting the causal link of
knowledge-power, assuming the socially constructed character of knowledge, ba-
sed on a dialogic and reflective activity in which children and the organization are
understood as developing agents (Pires, 2013). So, based on the analysis of some
pedagogical approaches, we intend to reflect on the characteristics of participato-
ry contexts, in which practices that respect children and educators are developed,
enhancing their personal and social development. As such, the educational con-
texts must be assumed as learning environments, considering all its dimensions
and all its actors, as described in the following points.

Promoters of learning environments: the contextual dimensions
In the context of early childhood education, a learning promoting enviro-

nment is defined as one that considers, in an interrelated way, (i) the political
conditions (regulatory norms, curricular options); (ii) organizational conditions
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(human resources and organizational dynamics, training); (iii) physical conditi-
ons (spaces, furniture and materials); and (iv) emotional conditions; social and
cultural factors that affect the actions of the different actors (children, educators
and auxiliaries, parents and community. In this sense, the learning promoting en-
vironments are complex environments where the different contextual dimensions
intersect and are taken into account.

According to Silva, Marques, Mata and Rosa (2016), the educational enviro-
nment should facilitate the “processo de desenvolvimento e aprendizagem de to-
das e cada uma das criangas, de desenvolvimento profissional e de relagdes entre
os diferentes intervenientes” [development and learning process of all and each
one of the children, the professional development and the relations between the
different actors] (p. 5).

We also consider that favouring environments are those where the children’s expe-
riences respond to their individual needs and interests, configured in a responsive
interaction between educators, parents and the organization. In this regard, Bruner
(2000) emphasizes that the development of children must take place in environments
of opportunity, where the interaction between agents and self-initiation are promoted.
For Bruner (2000, p. 114), self-initiation means enabling the child to control what
she intends to do. In this sense, it will be important to promote an enabling culture
that favours a ,,participative, proactive, communitarian, collaborative learning that
is more focused on the construction of meanings than on its reception” [“aprendiza-
gem participativa, proactiva, comunitaria, colaborativa e mais votada a construgdo
de significados do que a sua recepgao”] (p. 118). This means that educators, as expres-
sed in the HighScope approach, should consider the following aspects:

- the organization of spaces and materials, taking into account their abundance,
suitability for age and the possibility of having several uses. The appreciation
of this aspect is related to the Piagetian idea that learning takes place through
the direct action of the children with the materials (Piaget, 1983);

- the active manipulation of objects, taking into account that when the child
experiences the materials, the child has the opportunity to explore them with
all the senses, combining and transforming their original utility;

- the choice, allowing the child to decide what to do, because learning results
from the attempts that the child makes to defend their interests and pursue
their goals;

- the value of communication, language and thought of the child. Children
communicate their ideas, needs, feelings and discoveries through their emo-
tions, facial expression, sounds, gestures and words. Adults, by valuing and
encouraging these forms of expression, establish relationships of closeness and
security with children;
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- the adult as a scaffold, recognizes and encourages children’s intentions, acti-
ons, interactions, communication, exploration, problem-solving, and creativi-
ty (Lockhart, 2011).

It can thus be said that participatory environments play a fundamental role in
supporting the development and learning of children, also encouraging them to
play. In these environments play is understood as the natural activity of the child’s
initiative that reveals its holistic way of learning, as a rich and stimulating activity
that promotes development and learning and is characterized by the high involve-
ment shown through signs such as pleasure, concentration, persistence and com-
mitment (Silva et. al. pp. 10-11).

It is important to highlight that the intentional action of educators requires
sustained knowledge about how children grow and develop. As Epstein (2007a)
points out, educators must have in-depth scientific, technical and pedagogical
knowledge that allows them to know which and when to use a particular strate-
gy, taking into account the diversity of children and respect for their specificities
when they learn. According to the author, research has shown that sometimes or
for some knowledge children seem to learn better through self-initiated activities
(child-guided experience). This means that they construct knowledge through the
exploration that they perform autonomously on the materials and in the experi-
ences and interactions that they develop with their peers. But in another type of
learning, children seem to learn best when they are guided by the educator (adult-
-guided experience), that is, when adults introduce information, materials, and
experiences. In this regard, Epstein (2007a) refers that

“an effective early childhood program combines both child-guided and
adult-guided educational experiences. The terms “child-guided experien-
ce” and “adult-guided experience” do not refer to extremes (that is, they
are not highly child-controlled or adult-controlled). Rather, adults play in-
tentional roles in child-guided experience; and children have significant,
active roles in adult-guided experience. Each takes advantage of planned or
spontaneous, unexpected learning opportunities (p. 3)”.

Taking as a reference the Pedagogy-in-Participation (Formosinho & Oliveira-
-Formosinho, 2008) developed within the Associag¢do Crianga, a participatory con-
text is a complex pedagogical approach based on democracy, understood simulta-
neously as a means — expressed in the great educational purposes, and as an end
- brought to life in the participatory daily life by its actors. This pedagogical line
incorporates, in its mission, the promotion of equal opportunities for all and the
respect and inclusion of all diversities (Formosinho & Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008).
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As Oliveira-Formosinho & Formosinho (2011) point out, participatory con-
texts support “o envolvimento da crianga no continuum experiencial e a construgao
da aprendizagem interativa e continua dispondo a crianca tanto do direito a
participagdo como do direito ao apoio sensivel, autonomizante e estimulante por
parte da educadora” [the involvement of the child in the experiential continuum
and the construction of interactive and continuous learning, providing the child
with both the right to participate and the right to sensitive, autonomous and sti-
mulating support on the part of the educator] (p. 18).

Participation, as a right, appeals to the intentionality of a pedagogical praxis
that values the child’s agency, but also that of the adults who interact with them
In this perspective, competent educators will be those who understand the com-
petence of the children, because they see them as people with rights that must
be respected; which construct experiential, interactive and collaborative learning
environments, involving parents, families and the community in the development
of a democratic, inclusive and diversity respectful education. (Formosinho & Oli-
veira-Formosinho, 2008).

It is therefore of particular relevance to build a daily life that analyses praxis in
the light of the principles that should support both children and adult learning,
and also to envisage the development of organizations and research (Formosinho
& Oliveira-Formosinho, 2008). As Oliveira-Formosinho & Formosinho (2011) ar-
gue, this approach implies an isomorphic dynamism as an ethical proposal (p. 17),
which is based on the respect for all those involved in the educational process.

Both in the HighScope approach and in Pedagogy-in-participation, the pe-
dagogical dimensions are essential elements that can influence the quality of the
daily life and structure the organization of work, which needs, therefore, to be
intentioned so that they can support the construction of a pedagogy that listens
and value the action and thinking of the child.

Space and materials
The pedagogical space should be thought of in order to provide children the
co-construction of their learning. In this sense, it is defined by Oliveira-Formo-
sinho e Andrade (2011a) as
um lugar de bem-estar, alegria e prazer; um espago aberto as vivéncias e
interesses plurais das criangas e comunidades. Um espago pedagdgico
que se caracteriza pelo poder comunicativo da estética, pelo poder ético
do respeito por cada identidade pessoal e social, tornado porto seguro e
amigavel, abrindo-se ao lidico e ao cultural (p. 11). [a place of well-being,
joy and pleasure; a space open to the experiences and plural interests of
children and communities. A pedagogical space that is characterized by the
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communicative power of aesthetics, by the ethical power of respect for each
personal and social identity, made safe and friendly, opening to the playful
and cultural].

The pedagogical space needs to be organized in a coherent way, in order to be a
reflection of an intentional and complex pedagogical action. As Formosinho and
Oliveira-Formosinho (2008) point out, the space must be open and responsive to
personal, social and cultural identities in order to integrate and respect diversity;
to have a flexible organization that the child knows in order to develop their au-
tonomy and collaboration; to foster experiential learning and the different forms
of expression of children.

The pedagogical materials represent, in the words of Oliveira-Formosinho and
Formosinho (2011), the textbooks that allow the child to learn in a state of well-
-being. In this sense, the choice of materials is not neutral and must be carried
out in accordance with the principles of respect for the plurality of gender, race,
ethnicity, culture and social status. But they also represent a central element in
educator/child pedagogical mediation through which diverse learning experien-
ces are constructed, where the outlooks and the collaborative processes respect
the rhythms and the choices of each and every one.

Time

In early childhood education, the pedagogical time is the dimension that ex-
plains the daily routine. In participatory contexts, the temporal organization is ba-
sed on the respect for rhythms and the diversity of interactions that favour children’s
well-being. The daily routine is designed to value individual work times, in pairs, in
small or large groups. It must be a daily and weekly routine that favours diversified
learning experiences and multiple languages and where the interactions are inten-
tional. In this perspective it is recognized that “espago e o tempo vividos sdo relaci-
onais, isto é, a organizagao, a diversidade, a beleza e riqueza do espago, dos materiais
e do tempo ganham significado através das relagdes e interacdes que humanizam o
espago de vida e de aprendizagem” [“lived space and time are relational, that is, the
organization, diversity, beauty and richness of the space, materials and time take on
meaning through the relations and interactions that humanize the space of life and
learning] (Oliveira-Formosinho & Formosinho, 2011, p. 30).

As stated by Hohmann and Weikart (2007), “the daily routine provides a com-
mon framework to support children as they pursue their interests and engage in va-
rious problem-solving activities” (p. 224). Adhering to a routine provides the child
with the necessary security and control to develop her sense of responsibility and to
appreciate the opportunity to be independent (Schweinhart & Weikart, 2010).
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The consistency of the daily routine is particularly important as it functions
as an operational framework that defines and supports everyday events. It is con-
figured as a supportive educational and social organisation, alternative to rigid
structures or to random activities. The regular sequence defines in a flexible man-
ner the use of spaces and how children and adults interact while they are together.
In this sequential environment, content and process are also valued, reflecting the
educational philosophy that frames both active and participatory learning (Epste-
in, 2007b).

Relationships and interactions

Studies on adult-child interactions (Oliveira-Formosinho, 2002b, 2005; Novo,
2009) have revealed the importance of mediation as a condition to provide agency
to the child. In this sense, participatory environments support the professional
development of educators so that they can transform their experiences into tho-
ughts and reflections that lead to the interpretation of the actions they perform.
Participatory pedagogy requires the in-depth professional knowledge about chil-
dren and the understanding that both they and the adults are co-constructors of
knowledge. It is configured, as the experiential co-presence of the self, expressed
in Dewey’s togetherness, which translates the intimacy and complicity of this rela-
tionship (Oliveira-Formosinho, 2009; Gambda, 2011).

Observation, planning and evaluation

The conceptualisation of the child as a person with agency, who reads the wor-
1d to act on it, gives meaning to the partnership in the planning of the educational
action. According to Oliveira-Formosinho & Formosinho (2011), the processes
that promote participation are observation, listening and negotiation.

Observation and listening should be carried out by educators on an ongoing
basis, in everyday life, so that they can construct understandings about the chil-
dren, their actions, their interests and motivations. These processes are based on
the idea that the child has a voice and must be listened to in order to seriously con-
sider their meanings about the world. By engaging them in dialogues and conver-
sations and in democratic decision-making, negotiation processes and consensus
are established, founders of a participation that respect the aspirations of each one
and the sense of group. In this proposal, the planning is the creation of ways to
respond to documented listening (Oliveira-Formosinho, 2009e).

Activities and projects
In participatory contexts, activities and projects are developed in an experi-
ential dynamics (Oliveira-Formosinho & Formosinho, 2011). These experiences,
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supported by a social climate, allow children and adults to share knowledge. The
pleasure of research and the co-responsibility for the choice decentralize the ac-
tion of the educator‘s authority, participating it in a group in a reconstruction of
personal and social meanings, in a humanistic and socializing interaction (Gam-
bda, 2011, p. 63). Activities and projects, in a shared action of choices and decisi-
ons, negotiated and participated, are the authentic way to participatory democra-
cy (Gamboda, 2011).

Documentation

Documentation is understood, in participatory perspectives, as an essential
instrument for the construction of a reflexive and democratic practice, because it
allows the interpretation of meanings, leading educators to make intentional and
responsible pedagogical decisions, taking into account: i)the values and beliefs
that are based on respect for the rights of children, educators and their families;
ii)the sensitivity towards differentiated contexts and cultures and their interfaces
and interactions;iii) the focus on learning and monitoring the learning of children
and educators (Azevedo, 2009).

Therefore, it is understood that in these contexts the process of documenting in
collaboration is seen as a constituting task of the the professionalism of educators
(Oliveira-Formosinho & Formosinho, 2011, p. 35). The reflection motivated by the
use of documentation “enraiza e estabiliza as aprendizagens, descobre erros, mo-
tiva para os ultrapassar, identifica conquistas e celebra-as, identifica dificuldades
e compreende-as, motiva para uma dindmica de resolu¢do de problemas, promo-
ve relagdes e promove a metacognicao”. [roots and stabilizes learning, discovers
errors, motivates them to overcome them, identifies achievements and celebrates
them, identifies difficulties and understands them, motivates a problem-solving
dynamic, promotes relationships and promotes metacognition] (p. 35). As stated
by Azevedo (2009)

a documentacio das acdes e das interacdes favorece a narrativa individual e a
narrativa colaborada e permite criar mais formas de olhar para a experiéncia reco-
nhecendo as suas idiossincrasias e assumindo que essas idiossincrasias sdo formas de
viabilizar a experiéncia e de alargar a nossa consciéncia. Alargar a consciéncia requer
que se tenha em considera¢éo a natureza relacional dos individuos que colaboram
na transformagio da experiéncia. [the documentation of actions and interactions
favours individual and cooperative narrative and allows us to create more ways of
looking at an experience by recognizing their idiosyncrasies and assuming that these
idiosyncrasies are ways of making the experience possible and of widening our awa-
reness. Extending consciousness requires taking into account the relational nature of
individuals who collaborate in the transformation of the experience] (p. 205).
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In this sense, the documentation appears as a complex and transversal pro-
cess, because it integrates several alternatives and multiple understandings. In this
shared diversity the possibilities for thinking and acting differently extend the
choices of both children and educators.

Final Considerations

From this reflection results the consideration that the participatory contexts are
constituted as complex environments that must be thought both physically and soci-
ally, to respond to the plurality of actors, the diversity of learning experiences and the
multiplicity of forms of expression.

It is also important to develop a pedagogy that considers the principles of universal
moral respect and equity, sensitive to the voice of the child and available to recognize it
as an equal being in difference and, in this sense, environments must recognize these
principles, assuming them in all contextual dimensions and educational practices.

Contrarily, the balance between respect for the competence of the child and the
recognition that it should be supported in the accomplishment of her rights is essential
for the implementation of the participatory principles. Decisions on the best way to
support the expression of children as social actors place new responsibilities on the
community of educators, in order to structure the environment that guides the child
and allows its participation.

Participatory environments take into account the different contextual dimensions,
being concerned with the organization of spaces and materials, considering the direct
action of children with materials, the opportunity to explore them with all the sen-
ses, combining and transforming their initial utility; the choice, that values children’s
choices and decision-making, the support to communication and development of the
children’s thinking through the establishment of close and secure relationships; the
scaffolding role of the adult recognizes and encourages childrens intentions, actions,
interactions, communication, exploration, problem-solving and creativity.

As mentioned, a participatory context is a complex pedagogical approach that
must be based on the principles of democratic living, as a means of instituting ac-
tion and at the same time as an end that is embodied in the daily life of the group.
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