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Chapter 5
Conflict Analyses: A Methodology 
for Exploring Children’s Cultural 
Formation in Early Childhood Education

Liv Torunn Grindheim

5.1  Introduction

In our contemporary society, education is often presented in a uniform and universal 
way to solve contemporary problems (Biesta, 2015). Through early interventions, 
early childhood educational (ECE) institutions are supposed to neutralise class dif-
ferences (NOU, 2009), provide school readiness for bilingual children (Drange & 
Telle, 2011; NOU, 2011; Stortingsmelding, 2003–2004) and prevent behavioural 
problems and school dropouts (Webster-Stratton, 1999). Behavioural problems are 
often connected to children’s inability to solve conflicts and to children’s resistance 
towards planned activities and ways to behave. There seems to be a common aim to 
curb conflicts and resistance (Grindheim, 2013, 2017).

To obtain these aims, reforms, which can be interpreted as a political panic reac-
tion to a more open and rapidly shifting society and globalisation, are to be imple-
mented (Trippestad, 2017). These reforms, attempting to engineer a social utopia 
through education, are often implemented by equipping the individual child with 
previously defined competences; the earlier, the better. These reforms often refer to 
single-dimensional, causal research. Hedegaard (2009) and her fellow psycholo-
gists criticise research approaches that study child development from such a func-
tional, one-dimensional perspective. She argues that ‘demands for a scientific 
approach have led to several one-dimensional conceptions of development, where 
the focus has been on the development of different psychological functions and 
competencies’ (p. 64). In line with sociologists and anthropologists (Corsaro, 1997; 
James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998; Rogoff, 2003), she emphasises the need to study chil-
dren’s social activities localised in time and space. To obtain an understanding of 
what to challenge and improve in the everyday practices of ECE, consideration 
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must be given to the perspectives of both the involved actors—the teachers and the 
children—the specific activity that is to be performed and the conditions for acting. 
In this article, I see nature as a part of the context and as a part of the culture. I 
therefore relate to the conflict in the often-presented dichotomous concepts of nature 
and culture, as well as conflicts between values and motives versus conditions and 
demands, from four contextual perspectives: conflicts in the activity, institutional 
conflicts, cultural conflicts and conflicts in how nature is positioned in the activity, 
in the institution and in Norwegian culture.

Building on Dahlberg, Moss, and Pence (2007), quality is understood as accom-
modating diversity, subjectivity and multiple perspectives in temporal and spatial 
contexts (p. 103). Accommodating for plurality and variety can form a milieu for 
children from different classes, genders and ethnicities to develop, learn and achieve 
their cultural formation. To depict the multifactorial relations that work together to 
obtain better quality in ECE, there is, on the one hand, a need for rich material for 
analysis that emphasises both the context and the way in which individuals act. On 
the other hand, there is a challenge to analyse this material in a systematic and trans-
parent manner that also includes the investigative and imaginative elements of activ-
ities such as explorative play. To find a way to meet these challenges, this chapter is 
structured around the question: How can we analyse explorative play? The aim is to 
illustrate a multifactorial, analytical method for analysis that is coherent and trans-
parent, emphasising both the active participants and their context by starting with an 
everyday activity. Through the presentation of this method, we can see how a situ-
ated activity is closely connected to the larger context. The activity, institutional 
factors, cultural conditions and the construction of nature are woven into the present 
activity and are therefore dimensions that should be taken into consideration to 
improve pedagogical practices in ECE. It also indicates that research and methods 
for analysis should be constantly evolving. The basic ideas in dialectic approaches 
make space for challenging theories and methodology from experiences attained 
when doing research.

5.2  Constructing Theoretical Dialectical Knowledge

Any method for analysis is closely connected to an understanding of knowledge and 
how knowledge is constructed. Hedegaard (2008) outlines how conceptual knowl-
edge is the core of scientific knowledge and points to two different epistemological 
approaches for knowledge construction: empirical knowledge and theoretical dia-
lectical knowledge. I place my discussion of how to analyse explorative play under 
the construction of theoretical dialectical knowledge, understood as an approach 
whereby research material from everyday activities is inferred by theoretical con-
cepts. At the same time, looking closely into the activities also calls for additional 
or new concepts to challenge what has been taken for granted in theoretical con-
cepts. Several researchers point to the importance of more transparency when ana-
lysing experiences from observing or participating in the everyday activities in ECE 
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institutions (Nordenbo & Moser, 2009; Ødegaard, 2015). There have been some 
valuable studies, and I will point to those that have inspired my contribution to ways 
of analysing. All of them concern the activities, the cultural contexts in which the 
activities take place and the researcher’s knowledge construction.

5.2.1  Constructing Knowledge by Emphasising Conflicts

Rogoff’s (2003) analyses emphasise culturally embedded transitions. She outlines 
how ‘cultural practices often bring individual development explicitly into relation 
with social and cultural expectations’ (p. 152). These transitions, such as an infant’s 
first laugh in the Navajo culture, starting school, losing a first tooth, getting married, 
parenthood and so on, form central shifts for a human as well as influence develop-
ment. By pointing to transitions, she reveals how the expectations for what a child 
can manage are closely connected to the culture in which the children live their lives 
and thereby challenge the causality between age and normal development that is 
presented in individual psychological theories about children’s development accord-
ing to age. Rogoff (2003) argues that ‘Instead of assuming that age transitions are 
inherent to children’s biological maturation, independent of circumstances, it is rea-
sonable to ask how children in a particular community become responsible enough 
to take care of themselves in the ways expected and supported in that community. 
The impressive changes that come with biological maturation are accompanied by 
powerful changes in communitywide expectations and opportunities for children’s 
participation in the activities in the community’ (p. 171). Thus, social and cultural 
perspectives are brought forward as important conditions for children’s develop-
ment, although her analysis does not offer tools to conceptualise the involved chil-
dren’s intentions in the analysed activities.

In line with Rogoff, Hedegaard (2009) illustrates how transitions from institu-
tions such as home to early childhood education, or from early childhood education 
to school, represent a shift in what is expected from the children, and that the shift 
from—or among—different institutions condition children’s experiences and devel-
opment. Hedegaard (2014) outlines a model for analysis that illustrates four contex-
tual perspectives that also are interrelated: the people, the activity setting, the 
institutional perspective and the cultural perspective (p. 192). At the same time, her 
model, in contrast to Rogoff’s, describes children as intentional actors who influ-
ence their own, their peers’ and their institutions’ everyday life and development. 
According to Hedegaard (2008), ‘The easiest way to understand a child’s intentions 
is to note when there is a conflict where the child cannot do what he or she wants to 
do and cannot realise the projects in which the child is engaged, and the intention 
the child shows through his or her actions’ (p. 19). In contrast to the goal of curbing 
conflicts, the tensions or conflicts between children’s intentions and what is expected 
in the institutions they are attending are perceived as something that provides room 
for development. Contextual conditions can be depicted by tracing the conflicts that 
occur between children’s values and motives versus the conditions and demands 
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from personal, institutional and societal/cultural perspectives. In this chapter, the 
way the involved children deal with these conflicts through play are understood as 
ways of exploring something that is important to them. Although there are many 
reasons for children’s exploration in play, conflict is the central concept for explora-
tion in my illustration of how to analyse explorative play.

Tensions or conflicts—labelled as dilemmas between ideologies as formulated in 
framework plans and ideologies underlying popular culture when it comes to vio-
lence and gender—are also forthcoming in Ødegaard’s (2015) careful and transpar-
ent illustration of an analysis process. The dilemmas referred to are embedded both 
in the didactical practice in which the activities are performed and in what is of 
interest for the researcher. She illustrates how epistemological reflexivity on the 
making of knowledge from empirical data can be transparent through creating more 
distance to the activities by using analytic schemes that are expanded by theoretical 
concepts and perspectives. Thus, what at first glance was obvious is challenged by 
new concepts. In addition, a closer awareness of what was actually said and done, 
and how the involved child used artefacts (the telescope), gives new insight. Each 
step is explained and illustrates the importance of researchers rereading and reflect-
ing to challenge what, at first, seems to be important.

I perceive the way Ødegaard (2015) constructs knowledge in her dialogue with 
research material and theory as theoretical dialectical knowledge construction. 
Hedegaard (2008) illustrates how researchers in this approach construct knowledge 
by explicit categories or the theoretical consideration, distance themselves from the 
specific situation, trace the specific research situation so that more general relations 
can be formulated, and build and use conceptual frames in order to create and 
understand the material in relation to the research aim. In line with Ødegaard, 
Hedegaard (2008) points to the analysis as an intentional orientation of the 
researcher. Therefore, the ways in which the participants interact, the conflicts 
between the various participants’ intentions and the projects in the activity, and the 
competences and motives that can be seen in the participants’ interaction in their 
social situations are to be conceptualized. In my outline of how to analyse explor-
ative play, a videotaped situated activity is at the core, and interactions are empha-
sised by tracing conflicts between values and motives versus conditions and demands 
from several contextual perspectives. I also aim to make my analysis transparent, 
explaining my method and my aims—knowing that the researcher is an intention- 
oriented person and the constructor of knowledge.

5.2.2  Analysis from a Thematic Perspective

Hedegaard (2008) also refers to interpretation on a thematic level that makes it pos-
sible to formulate new conceptual relations within a problem area. The involved 
children in the material that forms the examples for how to analyse children’s 
explorative play are engaged in imaginative role-playing. Role-play is also referred 
to as pretend play, fantasy play, imaginative play, free-flow play, dramatic play or 
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socio-dramatic play (Bruce, 1991; Fleer, 2010; Sadownik, 2017). In these kinds of 
play, the manifested imaginary situation gives a latent and implicit predomination 
of what roles the children might take; the children act out their performance attuned 
to the imaginary situation (Winther-Lindqvist, 2009).

The illustrating analysis theme (children playing dragons) is based on Vygotsky’s 
(2016) texts about play, referred to as imaginative role-play  (Grindheim, 2018). 
According to Vygotsky (2004, 2016), knowledge, imagination and creativity in col-
laborative play are the leading line of development in the preschool years, the sources 
of development and the zone of proximal development that determines the domain of 
transitions to which the child has access. Play, according to Vygotsky, has three com-
ponents: In play, children create an imaginary situation; they take on and act out roles; 
and they follow a set of rules determined by specific roles (Bodrova, 2008; Vygotsky, 
2016). Vygotsky (2016) states that all imaginative situations contain rules in a con-
cealed form. He writes that there is ‘no such thing as play without rules and the child’s 
particular attitude towards them’. Thus, understanding play as free and spontaneous is 
challenged. In role-play, children are balancing the paradox that play, on the one hand, 
allows them to achieve unrealisable desires in an imaginary situation. On the other 
hand, children in play regulate their behaviour within the rules of the play. The contra-
dictions and relations between the imaginative and reality are met in children’s imagi-
native play (Vygotsky, 2004). Even though play cannot be performed without 
experiences from reality, the imagination also affects reality and children’s intellectual 
development. Reality and imagination are interwoven. Therefore, conflicts between 
the theme of the play and children’s intentions can also be revealed.

5.2.3  Analysis from the Perspective of Cultural Formation 
in Nature

In line with Vygotsky (2016) and Hedegaard (2009), children are seen as active in 
their learning and development. Children’s learning and cultural formation are con-
textualised, situated, mediated and embedded in their given cultural context. 
Building on Ødegaard and Krüger (2012), cultural formation is understood as an 
always present and continuous process. Ødegaard and Krüger promote cultural for-
mation as a descriptive concept that describes an act of humans in relation to the 
conditions in their given culture. Both the process (act) and the result of being a part 
of the activity are embedded in cultural formation. The children, the process, the 
activity and the context are all parts of the involved children’s exploration and are 
traced through emerging tensions and conflicts. Understanding both the process and 
the result as cultural formation provides an opportunity for analysing how children 
are formed by their culture at the same time as they are influencing their own forma-
tion, the people they are involved with and their contexts.

Research done in kindergartens in the Norwegian culture raises the notion of 
nature. Witoszek (1991) states that nature is given a temporal and cultural dimen-
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sion, in a transgression of the distinct nature/culture dimension in Norway. She 
claims that nature serves as a base for Norwegians’ national identity. This identity 
is traced in the emphasis on outdoor activities, the happiness attained while staying 
at a remote family cabin, strong egalitarian impulses, the position of Norwegian 
farmers and Næss’ (2005) in-depth ecological utopia, where humans, animals, 
plants, woods, and sea are connected in a holy peace. It is a place where there is no 
need for alcohol or stimulating drugs, because there is no boredom. From this, I 
conclude that nature is embedded in the cultural tradition in Norway and in 
Norwegian ECE—although culture and nature most often are seen as dichotomies.

Payne (2018) challenges the cultural-historical approach by addressing the 
necessity to take into consideration theorisation of children’s experiences of the 
temporal-spatial dimensions of nature as part of everyday life (home, gardens, 
woods, open spaces, urban settings, neighbourhood). In contrast to Payne, I do not 
meet this need by a posthumanistic approach but by adding another perspective in 
the analysis. Instead of trying to overcome dichotomies (here, between nature and 
culture), which is a common aim in a posthumanistic approach (Braidotti, 2016), I 
emphasise the conflicts embedded in the dichotomous concepts to construct insight. 
I see this as coherent with the tension between children’s values and motives while 
meeting conditions and demands in their contexts. Thus, both the different perspec-
tives and the ongoing activity are analysed from an understanding of conflict as a 
core concept for further insight and knowledge construction.

5.2.4  Illustrating a Multifactorial Methodology for Analysis 
to Construct Theoretical Dialectical Knowledge

Fleer and Veresov (2018) point to many interesting and valued studies in ECE. The 
researchers they refer to also describe their contributions to knowledge in the field 
through more or less transparent analysis. Despite the outspoken need for more 
transparency when it comes to qualitative analysis, however, there is a limited num-
ber of articles with the main aim of illustrating how to do analysis when activities 
are understood as situated in institutions, society/culture and nature. To contribute 
to this area, I outline how to trace conflicts between values and motives versus con-
ditions and demands from four contextual perspectives, which are inspired by 
Hedegaard (2009, 2014). The first perspective is in an activity that I label as explor-
ative play, the second is from the institutional perspective, the third is from the 
cultural perspective and the fourth is from the perspective of how nature is posi-
tioned in the activity. This elaboration of the model is in line with my understanding 
of knowledge construction as theoretical dialectical knowledge. What happens in 
the activity challenged my theoretical framework, and the dialectical tension or 
 conflict between material and theory constructed further insight about how to anal-
yse explorative play.
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5.3  Method and Material

Since the analysis is central to this article, I present only a brief overview of the 
method and material that form the foundation of my analysis.

The material that forms the basis for my analysis is from a study done in collabo-
ration with a kindergarten institution in Norway from April 2016 to August 2017. 
Five teachers at this kindergarten made videotapes to illustrate children’s activities 
that they found to be of special interest and value. I visited their institution to select 
the videos and interview the teachers who recorded the activities, meeting one 
teacher at a time as well as the children in the particular video(s). I visited the insti-
tution 11 times for 2–4 h to do the interviews. Altogether, I obtained 13 videotapes 
of activities that differ in length from 1.11 to 10 min—all followed by comments 
from the teachers who made the recordings; and seven videos also include com-
ments from the involved children. The videos contain activities that took place over 
the period of 1 year and involve different teachers, children, activities and places, 
but all from the same institution.

The materials to illustrate how explorative play can be analysed are: a video 
(9 min and 17 s) of four boys playing dragons, the transcribed conversations with 
the teacher who recorded the video, the transcribed conversation with the involved 
children and their teacher, the local curriculum for this year in their kindergarten, 
the aims and tasks for Kindergartens in Norway (UDIR, 2017) and our Western 
(Christian) traditional interpretation of dragons (Kværne, 2012) and the Norwegian/
Nordic closeness/understanding of nature (Witoszek, 1991). The recorded activity 
forms the basis for the analysis throughout all four perspectives in my analysis.

5.4  Analysis

Although how to do the analysis is at the core of this article, so is the question of the 
purpose of the analysis—the research question is an always relevant object in any 
research. My suggestions for a way to analyse draws on the purpose of the analysis, 
which is to discover what children are exploring in their play. What children are 
exploring can depict an important insight into their experiences, interests and every-
day life. This insight can also reveal conditions, such as structures, routines and 
content, that can be challenged to improve pedagogical practices in ECE institu-
tions. Since the activity forms the material basis for the analysis, I start the illustra-
tion of my analysis by presenting a short summary of the activity:

Four boys were playing dragons, ‘flying’ while running with their arms spread, using most 
of the room. They were sleeping in the area for family play, followed by sitting down on a 
bench and making up stories involving dragons that soon led to acting out the story instead 
of telling it. As dragons, they ran from the area for family play and were suddenly caught in 
a cage. Luckily, they were soon able to escape when one of them realised that they were 
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able to blow fire and thereby melt the lock on the cage. The dragons were also fighting, 
rolling over each other on the floor. Occasionally, they were transformed into crocodiles 
and firefighters, and they drove a car while attacked by other dragons. Thereafter, they were 
all involved in a war. After some time, one of the boys withdrew from the physical play and 
offered water to the dragons. A second boy also started to play a lesser part in the physical 
involvement, although the two who played lesser parts apparently still related to the theme 
of the play. After some minutes, the boy who served water to the dragons uttered that he 
wanted to play with Lego. He suggested it several times to the other boy, who also withdrew 
from the physical game. By the end of the video, the four of them had split into two groups 
of two, in which one group played with Lego and the other group continued their game of 
dragons (Grindheim, 2018, p.7).

The question that guided my analysis was: What are the children in the video explor-
ing while playing dragons? Exploring was traced through conflicts caused by differ-
ences in values and motives while meeting conditions and demands in the context, 
from the perspective of the activity, the kindergarten, the Norwegian culture and the 
way nature is positioned in the activity. To make my analysis more transparent, I 
will illustrate my analysis in four steps, illustrated in five tables. The fifth table is a 
synthesis of the first four, and it describes how I interpret what was being explored 
from the conflicts in the activity, from an institutional perspective, from a cultural 
perspective and from a perspective that includes the position of nature. The activity 
of children playing dragons is at the core according to any level of analysis—it is 
the base for the analysis.

5.4.1  Conflicts in the Activity (Imaginative Play)

Material for analysis comprises the recorded activity and the notes on the children’s 
and their teacher’s comments about the video. According to the teacher, all four of 
the children were playing together for several minutes. That was also the reason 
their teacher made this video, and the collaborative play had gone on for a while 
before she started to record the video. She had never seen the four of them playing 
together in a peer group before. Despite all four playing together, there were several 
suggestions from one of the boys to start building with Lego. By the end of the 
video, the four of them had split into two groups of two, in which one group played 
with Lego and the other group continued their game of dragons. From the video and 
the comments, a conflict appears between playing together as four versus as two, in 
two-person groups.

In addition, the comment from the boys who were fighting, as dragons do, that 
they did not fight (‘I tickled you’) appears as a conflict between the theme of the 
play—being evil dragons that are fighting and killing—versus how friends act. 
Thereby, a conflict can be traced between the frames in the imaginative play and the 
children involved (Table 5.1).
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Table 5.1 Conflicts in the activity

Social situation Values and motives
Conditions and 
demands Conflicts

Activity Four boys playing dragons, 
making stories, fighting, 
catcher in a cage, escape, 
driving cars while being 
chased in a war between 
dragons. They are also 
changing roles to become 
dragons, firefighters and 
crocodiles.

The children told us 
that ‘this is the first 
time we are playing 
this kind of play 
inside’.

‘We became 
friends’.

When watching the 
fighting, the 
comment from the 
attacking boy was, 
‘We did not fight, I 
tickled you’.

Some 
knowledge 
about these big, 
ugly, dangerous 
animals

Being a part of 
the game/play

Playing together 
for a long time 
span for the first 
time versus 
splitting into two 
two-person 
groups.

We became 
friends (in the 
game) being 
friends/friendly 
(facing danger 
together as 
firemen, chased 
in a war) I tickled 
you (which is 
friendly) versus 
being dragons 
(fighting and 
killing)

5.4.2  Conflicts from an Institutional Perspective

Material for the analysis comprises the recorded activity, the notes on the teacher’s 
comments about the video, the transcribed interview with the teacher and this kin-
dergarten’s plan for the year. In addition, some of the children’s comments were 
seen as relevant to the institutional perspective. According to the teacher, the furni-
ture in the room was not usually used for this kind of play. A conflict appears 
between the artefacts and the furniture and the usual use of the room versus the 
theme of play that requires space for running and collaborative movements involv-
ing the whole body. I interpret that as a conflict between the teacher’s values and 
motives versus the conditions and demands in the institution, and a conflict between 
didactical practices aimed at prescribed definitions of good play versus making 
friends and making room for play where children are in control of the temporary 
content of their kindergarten (Table 5.2).

5.4.3  Conflicts from a Cultural Perspective

Material for analysis comprises the recorded activity, the notes on the teacher’s 
comments, the Frameworkplan for content and tasks in Norwegian kindergartens 
(UDIR, 2017) and our Western (Christian) traditional interpretation of dragons 
(Kværne, 2012). According to the teacher, it was hard for these children to partici-
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Table 5.2 Conflicts from an institutional perspective

Social situation Values and motives
Conditions and 
demands Conflicts

Activity The 
imaginative 
play of the 
four boys 
playing 
dragons

Institution In free-play 
time, children 
are divided in 
groups in the 
kindergarten

The teacher 
comments about why 
she made room for 
(this) play: ‘Play is a 
space for freedom 
and joy. These boys 
do have their needs. 
Here they are in 
control, having fun 
escaping from their 
everyday life’.

‘The good life for 
children is in play’.

According to the 
teacher, this kind 
of play was 
conditioned by 
‘Making social 
play situations 
transparent and 
thereby accessible 
for children’.

In the plan for 
this particular 
kindergarten, play 
is emphasised and 
described as 
activities that 
‘give the children 
opportunities to 
face scary themes 
and the unknown. 
In play, they can 
cultivate each 
other and 
cultivate emotions 
and experiences’ 
(the plan for the 
year 2016, p. 4).

‘Materials to 
inspire (this kind 
of) play’.

According to the 
teacher:

‘There are limited room 
for these kinds of play 
(tumbling, fighting, 
walking, as you need 
when playing Captain 
Sabeltann) in 
kindergartens. The 
room they are playing 
in is usually not for 
role-play, but for 
activities on tables’ 
(games, drawings, 
painting, etc..), versus 
the teacher’s valuing of 
the children’s initiative, 
the activities they are 
generating in the given 
and planed didactical 
practice and even the 
plan for this 
kindergarten.

pate in peer groups, and in more regulated and prescribed required activities. They 
needed to meet in a common theme that also required openness for variety of ways 
to act, close to experiences that were of importance for them. From this, a conflict 
emerges between kinds of play that are often emphasised in education versus influ-
ence from cultural fiction’s creatures. In addition, a conflict appears between wor-
ries for changes in our democracy, children leaving school, emphasis of early 
interventions to prevent behavioural problems and crime versus play as the leading 
line for children’s development (Vygotsky, 2016). I interpret this as a conflict 
between being dragons and crocodiles that are not good friends, not socially com-
petent nor good citizens (Kværne, 2012) they fight, they are lonely and they abduct 

L. T. Grindheim



75

Table 5.3 Conflicts from a cultural perspective

Social 
situation

Values and 
motives Conditions and demands Conflicts

Activity The 
imaginative 
play of the 
four boys 
playing 
dragons

Culture Attending 
early 
childhood 
education in 
Norway

The dragons in 
fairy tales have 
been of 
historical 
interest for 
decades 
(Kværne, 2012).

As imaginative 
creatures, they 
give room for a 
variety of ways 
to play and 
explore what is 
important for 
them, also 
nonverbally.

According to the teacher, ‘it 
is hard for these children to 
engage in groups of 
children’.

Formation of ‘good 
citizens’: ‘By participating 
in the kindergarten 
community, the children 
shall be able to develop an 
understanding of society and 
the world in which they live. 
Kindergartens shall promote 
democracy and be inclusive 
communities in which 
everyone is allowed to 
express themselves, be heard 
and participate. All children 
shall be able to experience 
democratic participation by 
contributing to and taking 
part in kindergarten 
activities regardless of their 
communication and 
language skills’ (UDIR, 
2017, pp. 8–9)

Play that is 
emphasised in 
education versus 
influence from 
cultural fiction’s 
creatures, film, 
media, dinosaurs.

Being dragons and 
crocodiles versus 
being ‘good 
citizens’.

Worries for changes 
in our democracy, 
children leaving 
school, emphasis on 
early interventions 
to prevent 
behavioural 
problems and crime 
versus the 
children’s proximal 
zone of 
development.

the princess to have company versus the aim that ‘all children shall be able to expe-
rience democratic participation by taking part in kindergarten activity’ (UDIR, 
2017, p. 8). The activity of playing dragons does not appear as an arena to experi-
ence democratic participation, nor learn social competences, let alone seeing play as 
an activity in which children manage to regulate their behaviour within the rules of 
the play (Vygotsky, 2016; Table 5.3).

5.4.4  Conflicts from the Perspective of Nature

Material for analysis comprises the recorded activity, the notes on the children’s and 
their teacher’s comments, and Witoszek’s (1991) outline of the Norwegian/Nordic 
attachment to nature. According to the children, they never played dragons inside 
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Table 5.4 Conflicts from the perspective of nature

Social situation Values and motives
Conditions and 
demands Conflicts

Activity The imaginative 
play of the four 
boys playing 
dragons

Nature Outdoor play 
performed 
inside

The free child, 
nature as the best 
place to be, ‘play as 
freedom’, according 
to their teacher

Scandinavian 
outdoor/wildlife 
(Næss, 2005; 
Witoszek, 1991).

According to the teacher, 
‘This play was inspired 
by the weather, storms’. 
versus cultivated 
activities inside

The logocentric and 
anthropocentric approach 
versus the eco-centric 
approach

before. A conflict emerges between dragons, the children and outdoor activities ver-
sus family role-play, (socially) competent children and indoor activities. Their 
teacher’s comment that the weather/storms inspired their dragon play also forms a 
conflict to cultivated, indoor, temperate environments for play. In addition, the 
involved children’s activity put the humans in a lower position than in the logocen-
tric (the overall focus on language and cognitive skills) and anthropocentric 
approaches (the overall focus on humans)—dragons as representing nature are at 
the core. From this, I assume that a conflict emerges between logocentric approaches 
and anthropological approaches versus the eco-centric approach in which nature 
and non-human agents are seen as a part of the situated activity (Table 5.4).

5.4.5  The Conflicts and What Were Explored

From these tables, the next step in the analysis was to figure out what the children 
were exploring. This is illustrated in Table 5.5. The content in the middle column, 
labelled ‘Conflicts’ in Table 5.5, is the same as in the column ‘Conflicts’ in the four 
tables already presented. My interpretations of what the children were exploring are 
presented in the column on the right labelled ‘Exploring’ in Table 5.5.

From the conflicts outlined in the activity, I assume that the involved children 
were exploring how to be a part of a peer group. In addition, they explored how to 
relate to the theme in the play versus their intentions of making friends by changing 
the dragons into crocodiles and firefighters, and dragons that were involved in a war 
fighting other dragons. Thus, they were facing danger together, as friends do. From 
this, I assume that the involved children were exploring friendship and danger, 
anger and evil, and even being a danger.
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Table 5.5 The conflicts and what were explored

Perspectives Conflicts Exploring
Activity Playing together as all four in conflict with 

splitting into two, two-person groups.

Dragons who are fighting and killing in conflict 
with being friends, tickling each other and facing 
danger together.

Interaction in a 
peer group

Friendship

Danger, anger 
and evil or 
being a danger/
being evil

Institutional perspective Quiet activities on the table in conflict with a 
place for running, moving and fighting.

Educational content in conflict with media-
inspired content.

Didactical practices aiming at prescribed 
definitions of good play in conflict with making 
friends and making room for play where children 
are in control of the temporary intent of their 
kindergarten.

Place

Space

Artefacts

Media-inspired 
experiences

Their teacher’s 
didactical 
understanding

Cultural perspective Being dragons and crocodiles in conflict with 
being ‘good citizens’. Worries about changes in 
our democracy, children dropping out of school, 
low scores on the PISA test, emphasis on early 
intervention to prevent behavioural problems and 
crime in conflict with the children’s proximal 
zone of development.

If and how 
themes and 
experiences of 
importance for 
the involved 
children can be 
a part of the 
content of ECE

How to 
socialize and 
educate young 
children

Perspective of nature What to do outside in conflict with what to do 
inside
Nature in conflict with culture.

Influence of the 
content in the 
ECE institution

Different ways 
of participating 
indoors in ECE 
institutions

From the conflicts outlined from an institutional perspective, I assume that the 
involved children were exploring place, space and artefacts. The irregular use of the 
room supplied by their teacher gave the children the space to explore more media- 
inspired, multicultural themes (dragons are a part of different cultures). Dragons 
that are imaginative creatures is a concept that is hard to define. Therefore, playing 
dragon forms a contrast to prescribed definitions of ‘good’ play. From this, I assume 
that the children were exploring their teacher’s didactical understanding and play 
themes (dragons) that are of relevance for them.

From the conflicts outlined from a cultural perspective, I assume that the chil-
dren were exploring how themes and experiences of importance to them can be a 
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part of the content of their kindergarten. The conflict between conditions and 
demands for education ‘to save’ the future versus the values and motives from the 
children to play the socially incompetent dragons indicates that the children were 
exploring what content can be a part of ECE. It can also be assumed that the chil-
dren were exploring how young children can be socialized and educated.

From the conflicts outlined from the perspective of nature, I assume that the 
children were exploring relations among nature, a cultivated indoor milieu, climate 
and humans. The involved children’s exploration involved their whole body within 
the dramatic frame of the dragon play; they were fighting, rolling around on the 
floor and running to hide. In addition, nature is a part of their exploration and 
thereby their cultural formation. From this, I assume that the children were explor-
ing their intra-relations to nature, indicating a more eco-centred perspective than an 
anthroposophical and logocentric perspective. It also paves the way to depict the 
impossibility of heading towards only previously defined competences, since 
humans (including teachers) cannot escape from nature and other actors, such as the 
involved (uncultivated) children, when conditioning educational practices. Thereby, 
the limitations for rational, cultivated humans (such as teachers) to be in total con-
trol of their practices were explored and challenged.

5.5  Concluding Reflections

My multifactorial analysis illustrates how a small-scale analysis that commences 
from an everyday activity can give insight into how the dialectical relations in dif-
ferent contextual perspectives interact. By presenting this methodology, we can see 
how a situated activity is closely connected to the larger context. What play themes 
are possible to be involved in, institutional factors, cultural conditions and the posi-
tion of nature are woven into the present activity and are therefore perspectives that 
need to be taken into consideration when improving pedagogical practices in ECE.

Despite aiming at transparency and coherence, reaching these aims is a compli-
cated task. There is a great deal of information presented in a compact form, the 
researcher (me) has made many challenging choices with regard to what to present 
and what to leave out, which call for a reflexive research practice. The epistemologi-
cal position and the concepts for analysis, followed by the perspectives in the 
extended model, are meant to make these choices more transparent. The research-
er’s interpretations are thereby based on several perspectives, and so the interpreta-
tion process paves the way for several opportunities for drawing conclusions that 
are not valid. Nevertheless, the systematic and multifactorial analysis helped to 
open up the empirical material and, to a larger degree, to avoid superficial and ear-
lier, biased interpretations. It gave room for the unexpected, because of the variety 
of factors that were taken into consideration to investigate what the children were 
exploring. Therefore, this way of analysing represents the opposite of liner causal-
ity. Further, the aims for curbing conflicts are challenged. Conflicts emerge as 
important both for children’s development and for the researcher’s insight.
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The four perspectives, including the perspective of how nature is positioned in 
the material for analysis, emerge through the process of analysis. The theme of the 
play is dragons, who are indeed not cultivated and never will be. The idea that chil-
dren are being cultivated by playing these creators appears as a conflict to cultural 
formation. Moreover, the Nordic (Norwegian) idea resuming that humans are culti-
vated through nature, appear at first glance as a contradiction or in conflict with a 
cultural-historical approach. My experiences while doing the analysis and outlining 
it in text indicate that research and methods for analysis should be constantly evolv-
ing, in line with or in contrast to the changing society, changing nature and research-
ers who are in a constant struggle to learn and understand more, at the same time as 
aiming to find ways of doing research and analysis that are sustainable. It seems as 
though the basic ideas in dialectic approaches that emphasise conflicts make a larger 
space for challenging theories and methodology from (unexpected) experiences 
attained when doing research.

In addition, using the concept of exploring allowed for more than putting cogni-
tion, language and humans in the centre. Even though exploration is a concept that 
is closely connected to human activity, it leaves an opening for extending the overall 
focus on language and humans—there has to be something to explore. The aggre-
gating, changing and improvisation in children’s imaginative play also indicate that 
it is impossible for humans to be in ‘full control’—and neither can the researcher. 
An awareness of conflicts from a variety of perspectives could help in coping with 
the uncertainty of never being in full control but continues our struggle for transpar-
ency and new insight when it comes to both the object of study and the methods for 
how to construct knowledge.
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