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Rationalities in the pedagogical regime of practice 
 

Abstract 
Using a Foucauldian governmentality approach, this article examines the connections and 

tensions between rationalities relying on recognition and democratic ideals, and the 

educationally- and developmentally-oriented rationality that characterises the pedagogical 

regime of practice in Denmark. The conclusion is that rationalities of recognition and 

democracy are subordinated to an educationally- and developmentally-oriented rationality. 

Thus, in practice the former are transformed into an instrument for fulfilling educational and 

developmental objectives, with a primary focus on the child achieving an age-appropriate level 

of development. 

 

Keywords 
Early childhood education, governmentality, recognition, developmental psychology, 

children’s participation. 

 

This article explores rationalities in pedagogical work in day care institutions for young 

children in Denmark. It examines how these rationalities, and their related power relations, 

impact pedagogy, and thereby shape the space available for the recognition of children’s 

perspectives and participation. The article draws on the insight that childhood is a social 

phenomenon, and hence it regards the aims of child care, and approaches to it, both as emerging 

from socially constructed images of children that interact with other societal characteristics, 

trends and changes; and as contributing to the positioning of children in the generational order 

(Qvortrup 2009, Alanen 2009). 

 

In globalised societies in which national governments identify and act as competition states 

(Cerny, 1997; Jessop, 2002) or investment states (Giddens, 1998; Esping-Andersen et al., 

2002), increasing attention is being paid to young children (who are regarded as human raw 

material), and by extension to early childhood education, with a view to optimising the 

potential of children as future citizens (Lister 2004, Bühler-Niederberger & Sunker 2009; 

Ailwood, 2010; Lee & Motzkau, 2011; Warming, 2018a). Simultaneously, there is growing 

acknowledgement of children as beings and rights bearers, and a resulting engagement with 

children’s perspectives (Wyness, 2018; Warming, 2018b). Denmark, together with the other 



Nordic countries, is often singled out as an exemplary case which other countries might learn 

from, due to its long tradition of high coverage of children in day care, improvement of 

children’s wellbeing, and recognition of children’s perspectives (see e.g. Devine & Kilkelly 

2011 and Sylva 2010). However, critical voices in Denmark have also claimed that these 

institutions are – or have been – more about the ‘storage’ of children than about education and 

development (Reksten & Jørgensen 1996). This critique - which has fed into an intensive 

governmentalisation of the field in the form of national curricula, documentation requirements, 

and municipal implementation of various imported educational programmes and approaches - 

stems from a pedagogical position in which education is conceptualised in terms of structured, 

adult learning. 

 

Throughout the last century, pedagogy in Danish day care institutions was inspired by Fröbel’s 

reform pedagogy (Fröbel 1895/1985), where the primary idea is that children learn best through 

free play rather than by being taught strictly in line with curricula (Kampmann & Nielsen 

2004). This contrasts starkly with the ideology behind the above-mentioned critique. The new 

governmentalisation of the field challenges this pedagogical approach, although not for the first 

time. During the 70’s, and to some extent also during the 80’s, reform pedagogy was challenged 

and partly replaced by Soviet-inspired ‘structured pedagogy’ which aimed to enhance 

children’s social competences and prepare them for ‘the real world’ using structured adult 

activities (ibid). However, this pedagogical trend didn’t last long, as a new alliance between 

reform pedagogy and ideas from the new social studies of childhood during the 80’s and 90’s 

challenged ‘structured pedagogy’ through critique and by proposing alternatives. Thus, the 

focus on children’s own initiatives and engagement was renewed, now with the explicit 

intention of involving children’s perspectives for democratic and ethical reasons (Warming, 

2011). Together with the critique of total institutions (Goffman 1961), which has also found its 

way into the Danish day care field (see Sigsgaard et al. 1998), this resulted in attempts to 

deinstitutionalise and democratise for the purpose of enhancing children’s wellbeing, as well 

as in initiatives to create a homelike and inclusive environment with a focus on the individual 

child, allowing space and support for his/her individuality. 

 

The pedagogical landscape has thus changed several times, but recently further changes have 

been quite intensively initiated by the government. This is not only the case in Denmark and 

the other Nordic countries, but is a more widespread phenomenon, as least across Europe 



(Bahle 2009). In this article, we examine these changes in Denmark based on a qualitative case 

study analysed using a Foucault- and Rose-inspired approach. 

 

Several Foucauldian-inspired childhood researchers have explored these changes in the 

pedagogical landscape and the governmentality that children are subjected to. They have 

demonstrated how the ‘government of children’ and the concept of governmentality are useful 

theoretical approaches for analysing such changes (e.g. Hultqvist, 1997; Hultqvist and 

Dahlberg, 2001; Dahlberg and Moss, 2005; Smith, 2011; 2014). Nicolas Rose (1999) further 

developed this approach in the related perspective known as ‘advanced liberalism’. This has 

resulted in several studies which investigate the neoliberal government of children. Thus, 

Parton (1998) finds that neoliberal governments have shifted towards a focus on the 

management of risks that children might bear. He argues that this will change the pedagogical 

profession and its work, so that the primary focus will be on the identification and elimination 

of risk at the expense of other goals. In two other studies, Ailwood (2004; 2008) shows how 

the rationalities that children and adults are governed by aim to produce and mobilise capacities 

that prepare the child for lifelong learning and earning. The goal is to produce a child that can 

be part of the workforce in the future. Likewise, Lee (2001) finds that the government of 

children turns the state into a “developmental state” whose primary task is to shape children in 

order to secure the economic future of society (Lee and Motzkau, 2011). 

 

The above-mentioned studies implicitly identify a political rationality that advocates the future-

proofing of society though the intensive government of children. Children are thereby reduced 

to being the raw material of their future societal function. Moreover, the child figures as a 

passive object that must be shaped and educated. Thus, in these rationalities, the child’s 

participation, both as a democratic right and in the form of co-creation and resistance, appears 

to be ignored. However, a different perspective is given in Redmond’s (2010) study of welfare 

reforms in the West. According to Redmond, children are constantly seen as “experts in their 

own lives”, which fundamentally makes them responsible. Redmond suggests that this will 

mobilise certain capacities in children that society will take advantage of, because power is 

mediated through children, thereby affecting parents’ self-government. Haldar and 

Engebretsen (2013) offer the same conclusion in their study of so-called ‘teddy-diaries’. 

 

Summed up, these studies thematise the idea that the new political rationalities both address 

children as passive objects over whom power is executed; and as active subjects through whom 



power is mediated. Although taken together, these studies provide a fairly comprehensive 

picture of the plurality of rationalities of government that exist on different levels and in 

different national contexts, few studies analyse the coexistence of, and power relations 

between, several rationalities in a  single context. Fewer still explore how these various 

rationalities support or work against each other in the pedagogical regime of practice, which is 

the focus of this article. 

 

We start out by introducing the concepts of ‘political’ and ‘governmental’ rationalities, 

respectively, as well as practice regimes, which are central to our analysis. We then describe 

our data and methods. Next, we describe the three main rationalities, and analyse how they 

manifest in different articulations of daily work with children. First, the developmental 

rationality is analysed as an example of a political rationality. Second, we analyse two different 

governmental rationalities: the participation rationality and the relational rationality. Finally, 

we analyse the connections and tensions between these rationalities, and the opportunities and 

limitations they create in the pedagogical regime of practice.  

 

Rationalities in action in practice regimes 
This section introduces a distinction between political and governmental rationalities. The first 

refers to how government affects governmental authorities and organs, such as pedagogues; 

while the second does not necessarily refer to a government but can be constituted and modified 

in internal contexts such as day care institutions. Based on Foucault’s analysis of the 

transformation of the modern state’s use of power from repressive enforcement to 

‘government’ (Foucault, 1991; 1983; 1984), Rose and Miller (1990, 1992) develop the concept 

of political rationalities as a means to analyse government in the sense of the “conduct of 

conduct”. Political rationalities are characterised by the following: 

 

1) They have a moral form that defines the aims of government, the ideals and principles 

that underpin these aims, and the tasks that certain authorities can legitimately perform 

(e.g. the pedagogical profession should ensure children’s development and learning). 

 

2) They rely on epistemological assumptions about, and characterisations of, what and 

who must be guided and managed, particularly those who are objects of different 



governmental strategies (e.g. children in the educational system or children with certain 

rights). 

 

3) They use a distinctive idiom which addresses the reality and the object of government 

in such a way that its aims, ideals and principles are realised (e.g. developmental-

psychological instruments that are used to measure and evaluate children’s 

development and learning). 

 

Political rationalities are governmental rationalities if they contain reflections and calculations 

about the way in which certain objects are governed. However, they are also characterised by 

their unambiguous focus on sustaining the government’s power, influencing the way that 

governmental authorities and organs exercise power in their daily work, and ensuring that the 

state can take advantage of this (Dean, 1999: 210). What distinguishes governmental 

rationalities from political rationalities is that these can involve: 

 

”… any form of thinking which strives to be relatively clear, systematic and explicit about 

aspects of ‘external’ or ‘internal’ existence, about how things are or how they ought to be” 

(Dean, 1999: 11). 

 

Rationalities should be related to the particular practice regime where they exist, function and 

operate. The regime of practice is therefore the analytical level where we identify and analyse 

the connections and tensions between rationalities, and how these affect ways of thinking and 

behaving that create certain subject positions (Dean, 1999). 

 

‘Practice’ is not understood as something that is formed by an institution or a specific ideology; 

rather, it is something that: “…up to a point [has its] own specific regularities, logic, strategy, 

self-evidence and reason” (Foucault, 1991a: 75). The definition of practice must be combined 

with Foucault’s definition of regimes, which is why our analysis addresses regimes of practice, 

which are described as: “places where what is said and what is done, rules imposed and 

reasons given, the planned and the taken for granted meet and interconnect” (Foucault, 1991a: 

75). Based on the pedagogues’ verbal articulations, we analyse how different rationalities meet, 

interconnect, cooperate and oppose each other, and which opportunities and limitations this 

creates in practice. 

 



Data and method 
Empirically, we base our analysis on a case study of two day care institutions in Denmark. We 

regard these institutions as extreme and critical cases, following Flyvberg (2006). He defines 

extreme and critical cases as “the ‘most likely’ or ‘least likely’ case; that is, cases which are 

likely to either clearly confirm or irrefutably falsify propositions and hypotheses (Ibid: 14).  

We regard our cases as extreme and critical in regard to the hypothesis that a fundamental shift 

is taking place away from reform pedagogy, since management and staff at the institutions in 

question were very reflexive about their pedagogy and explicitly expressed their aim to 

recognise children’s perspectives and participation. Thus, our cases are atypical examples of 

what is possible within the pedagogical field in Denmark, with its history and ongoing changes. 

Flyvbjerg argues that “atypical or extreme cases often reveal more information because they 

activate more actors and more basic mechanisms in the situation studied” (Flyvbjerg 2006: 

13).  
 

The analysis is based on two focus group interviews with staff members, individual semi-

structured interviews with the head of each of the institutions, and documents. In each focus 

group, four pedagogues participated: two persons from the section for children aged 0-3 years, 

and two persons from the section for children aged 3-6 years, respectively. The documents 

include legislation (Retsinformation, 2015, 2015a), the institutions’ own descriptions of their 

aims, purpose, values, theoretical approaches, methods and instruments, as well as different 

evaluations and descriptions of practices. We analyse these documents with a view to 

identifying different political and governmental rationalities at play at the national and local 

government institutional level. This informs our analysis of whether and how these rationalities 

are at work in staff members’ verbal articulations of practice.  

 

In the following, we describe the three main rationalities and analyse how they manifest and 

are linked to different kinds of knowledge in daily work. First, the developmental rationality is 

analysed as an example of a political rationality. Second, we analyse two different 

governmental rationalities, respectively: the participation rationality and the relational 

rationality. Finally, we analyse the connections and tensions between the rationalities, and the 

opportunities and limitations they create for daily work with children. 

 

The developmental rationality 



In this section, we analyse how the nursery curriculum and assessment instruments can be 

regarded as manifestations of an external development rationality that reduces pedagogical 

work to a focus on children’s age-appropriate development; and we examine how this 

rationality is implemented in practice. Our analysis starts with legislation, as this underpins the 

regulation of the institutions in question.  

 

Particularly interesting is the law from 2004 that introduced state-defined curricula for early 

day care (Retsinformation, 2015), marking a radical shift away from the decentralised 

identification of pedagogical aims by municipalities or institutions and towards aims 

determined by the state (Broström, 2007). The law dictates that all day care institutions must 

prepare one curriculum for children aged 0-2 years, and one for children aged between 3 years 

and the age of school start (Retsinformation, 2015). In these curricula, the institutions have to 

describe their educational/pedagogical learning objectives under the following six themes: 

1. Versatile personal development. 

2. Social skills/competences. 

3. Linguistic development. 

4. Body and movement. 

5. Nature and natural phenomena. 

6. Cultural forms of expression and values. 

Each theme must be accompanied by a description of how the institution meets the various 

objectives, and how the work with each theme is evaluated (Retsinformation, 2015a). In this 

way, the curriculum is an instrument that addresses the moral dimension of the political 

rationality whereby objectives, ideals and values are clarified to the pedagogues. A pedagogue 

described this as follows:  

 

“It’s [the curriculum] something fundamental that constantly forms the basis of the work, it is 

the starting point in relation to which part of the child’s development we must take care of”. 

 

In both institutions, the pedagogues describe the curriculum as a fundamental basis and starting 

point for their daily work, and as the criterion that defines what activities are considered 

relevant. The curriculum constructs a particular framing of pedagogical practice in which the 

child’s development, notably its next developmental stage and learning level, become the 

primary objective. This becomes clear in the pedagogues’ basic attitudes to that work, which 



reveal that the support and development of the child’s competence acquisition are viewed as 

the primary objectives. One pedagogue said:  

 

“Everything we do is to prepare for the child’s development, for a life they know and can 

follow, and then develop the skills they need, depending on their age and what goals they 

have next”. 

 

Besides stating that these objectives are anchored in daily practices, this quotation is also an 

expression of epistemological assumptions about the object of power. These assumptions are 

concentrated around the child, and around specifically selected skills that depend on a given 

competence and age classification of the child. The epistemological realisation of the objectives 

in question therefore rests on a series of assumptions about the skill set that a child must have 

by a certain age. One of the pedagogues put it this way in relation to the curriculum:  

 

“Sometimes it creates challenges because there may be cases or periods where we haven’t 

been so much into a theme, e.g. motor skills, and then we need to rectify that before we 

evaluate the curriculum, so in that way the curriculum manages much of the work”. 

 

Pedagogy is thereby transformed into a functional didactic in which pedagogical ideals are 

rooted in a belief that daily pedagogical work must shape children to become resources for 

future society. Or as one of the pedagogues said: to produce “personal well-being, 

development, learning and health, so that they [the children] achieve the best possible 

qualifications for an independently adult life”. This is supported by developmental psychology 

assessment instruments, which the institutions use to measure and assess each child’s 

development. Some municipalities establish mandatory instruments to support the 

municipality’s overall child policy and the general framework provided by the state, but this is 

not the case for our case institutions. They have chosen to use the instruments themselves.  

One of our case institutions uses the Wheel of Competency Assessment (WCA), which is a 

circle divided into six sections. Each section corresponds to one competence, and each 

competence contains several sub-competences. The six main competences are: 

 

1. Personal – e.g. feelings, self-esteem and association. 

2. Body – e.g. fine/gross motor skills, nutrition and health. 



3. Language – e.g. listen, talk, vocabulary and communication. 

4. Nature – e.g. terms, attention, actions and relationship to nature. 

5. Culture – e.g. music, drama and figurative language. 

6. Social – e.g. social behaviour and relations. 

 

Based on the WCA, the pedagogues assess whether the child has acquired these competences, 

and whether its development in regard to each competence dimension is age appropriate. This 

is a simplified description, however, as it contains a large number of different sub-competences 

with several explanations for each competence. The WCA is a complex abstraction in which 

almost all elements of a child’s development, competences, learning, behaviour and relations 

to its surroundings are objectified and systematised for the pedagogues to use. The WCA draws 

its theoretical inspiration from Daniel Stern's developmental psychology and Lev S. 

Vygotsky’s learning psychology (LearnLab, 2019). Vygotsky is known for the theory of “the 

zone of proximal development” where it is assumed that the child is located in a current zone 

of development and can, with the proper exposure, move towards its potential zone of 

development. The child’s development and learning is therefore not just supported from a here-

and-now perspective, as the pedagogues have to guide the child towards its potential and future 

zone of development. Thus, a new zone and a new goal always exist towards which the child 

must be guided and led. 

 

The WCA exemplifies the way in which the rationality in question seeks to shape reality and 

guide the work with the children towards optimising the child's competence acquisition and 

linear movement towards the next zone of development. This means that the instrument 

conceptualises those latent objects in the child that must be managed, in order to realise and 

achieve the objectives of the developmental rationality. The six competences are directly 

coincident with the six themes in the curriculum, which show how the rationality mobilises 

self-government by the pedagogues, because the institutions implement and use instruments 

that can fulfil the curricular objectives. The pedagogues find the instrument helpful:  

 

“It's so easy, because the child is placed on a scale and then we can monitor the child's 

development and that's just the way it is. If something is lagging behind, then we can put in 

an effort” 

The rationality’s moral form and ambitions are operationalised into practical demands and 

methods (or instruments) of performance optimisation. Since the pedagogues find it helpful to 



assess and evaluate each child’s performance, and relate it to their own efforts, this appears to 

shape their pedagogical practice. 

 

The relational rationality 
The institutional goal is to ensure that children’s relationships with adults support their 

development. This goal rests on a scientifically founded perspective, namely Stern’s theory 

about the child’s development of self-senses (Stern, 1995). This theory emphasises that the 

child’s development is realised through a supportive relationship to its caregivers, characterised 

by affective attunement. Through this, the child comes to know the caregivers’ reactions as a 

direct extension of its own behaviour, and is thereby affirmed (Wedel-Brandt, 2008). Thus, the 

broad intention behind this rationality is to mobilise development-supporting interactions with 

the children for the purpose of the child’s movement towards the next zone of development 

and, according to this rationality, this is the pedagogues’ responsibility. 

 

The primary adult technology 

One example of how this rationality influences daily practices is the so-called primary adult 

function, which means that one specific pedagogue is the child’s primary caregiver and the 

parents’ reference point vis-à-vis the institution. This pedagogue pays particular attention to 

the child from the beginning, conducts a start-up meeting with its parents, and arranges a 

follow-up meeting after a month. At these meetings, the parents must deliver special knowledge 

about their child. First, knowledge is sought concerning the child’s sleeping and diet routines, 

for example, how the child sleeps, signs of tiredness, which foods the child does not eat, if the 

child is breastfed at home, and how the child displays signs of hunger and thirst. Second, the 

parents must provide general information about the child. For example, if the child suffers from 

any illnesses or allergies, if the child has motor skill problems, what makes the child happy/sad, 

and what works best in terms of comforting the child. The parents are also invited to provide 

general information about the child’s health, religion, family relations and other special 

considerations. With this information, the pedagogues are able to mobilise an intimate 

relationship with the child that rests on concrete knowledge about him or her, so that their 

relational work may be performed in the best way possible. However, this approach also 

establishes certain power relations between the pedagogue, the child and its parents, because 

the theory is assumed to factually explain how children’s early development progresses, and 

how the pedagogues are supporting this. Thus, the theory that underpins this rationality defines 



the core of pedagogical work in terms of supporting the child’s development through the 

establishment of an intimate, caring and recognising relationship which requires 

comprehensive knowledge about the child. Thus, the relational rationality is a governmental 

rationality that is mobilised internally through a recognition approach in which the pedagogues 

meet the child on its own terms. 

 

The participation rationality 
Besides assessment instruments, our case institutions also select and use specific pedagogical 

methods independently: namely the “Marte-Meo” method and the “Pedagogy of Curiosity” 

method. These methods are examples of the operationalisation of a relational pedagogy that 

emphasises the fostering of children’s well-being and self-awareness through relationships in 

which others recognise their participation and contribution (Papatheodorou, 2009). The first 

method was developed by social worker, Maria Aarts. It is based on Stern’s developmental 

psychology, and deploys a recognising approach to the children, in which the pedagogues 

follow the child’s initiatives and verbalise its actions (Aarts, 2005). This means that almost all 

everyday situations, whatever these involve, are explained by the pedagogues. For example, 

when the child puts clothes on in the changing room, the pedagogue will then verbalise what 

the child is doing, and its purpose. The goal is to provide the child with the experience of a 

responsive and recognising relationship with the caregiver in which the child’s own initiatives 

and actions are acknowledged and constituted as the centre of the relationship and interactions. 

According to the pedagogues, the overall goal is to incorporate a positive form of contact that 

promotes the child’s personal development in the best way possible. However, this must take 

its point of departure in the child’s own initiatives. 

 

The “Pedagogy of Curiosity”, which was developed by one of our case institutions, is inspired 

by the north Italian Reggio Emilia pedagogy, and aims to incorporate the child’s initiatives, 

creativity and curiosity into the  institution’s daily work and practice. Here, the child’s acts are 

the primary focus of the pedagogical work, which typically means that the pedagogues follow 

the children’s interests, and then challenge and develop these in collaboration with the children. 

Such interests may involve animals, buildings or painting, for instance. 

 

These methods are an expression of a governmental rationality that is based upon the 

institution’s own wishes to put the child at the centre of its pedagogical work. They are 



therefore a manifestation of the pedagogues’ agency within the context of the governmental 

administration.  The methods emphasise that it is through the child’s participation, influence 

and active co-creation, that development and learning take place. The child’s involvement has 

no specific goal in relation to this development and learning, but is regarded as having value in 

itself. Therefore, the choice of these pedagogical methods is an example of resistance to the 

more instrumental development rationality. This resistance is  rooted in an ideal about 

children’s participation, i.e. that children should have a voice in their own lives and in the 

pedagogical processes they are a part of. The pedagogues must therefore turn the power 

relationship around and let the child influence decisions regarding pedagogical activities. Thus, 

this rationality rests on democratic ideals and values: the pedagogues strive to make room for 

the children and let them have a say in how everyday life is organised. 

 

The ambivalence of the rationalities  
The analysis shows how the developmental rationality represents and serves a political 

rationality that seeks to influence the way in which the pedagogues manage children in their 

daily work, and shape them as future citizens. It revealed that the developmental and relational 

rationalities have the same objectives when it comes to ensuring age-appropriate development. 

This produces the reality that pedagogues must navigate, and creates certain frameworks for 

their relations with the children. For example, these rationalities support each other when a 

primary pedagogue holds formal meetings as well as informal conversations with a child’s 

parents. These meetings and conversations serve to create a good relationship with the parents, 

and keep them informed about the child’s life in the institution. However, at the same time, 

they also provide an occasion for the pedagogues to ‘present’ their professional assessment of 

the child, based upon the assessment instruments in question, as expressed in this quotation 

from an interview with a leader, who is describing the meetings with parents: 

”It may sound a bit harsh, but then the child gets points, depending on how well it manages 

[its life, development and learning]”. 

Here, the parents are confronted with whether or not their child displays age-appropriate 

development, and which competences and learning potential they should work on afterwards.  

One of the pedagogues described this as follows:  

“For example, for the conversation, there might two different things in which the child lags 

behind [based on the assessment instrument], and then we can take that as a starting point 

[together with the parents]”. 



In this way, the rationalities complement and support each other. However, there is a 

fundamental difference since the developmental rationality is an external political rationality 

that imposes the institutions’ predefined goals, while the relational rationality is  mobilised by 

the institution to make the child and its parents feel secure, albeit as a means to support and 

assess the child’s age-appropriate development. Thus, the relational rationality appears to be 

subordinate to the political rationality, as the relationships are only regarded as having value if 

they enhance the pedagogues’ ability to support the child’s age-appropriate development. The 

risk of instrumentalising relationships is therefore imminent. 

 

According to the participation rationality, the critical question is whether the child’s 

emancipation and the incorporation of democratic values will, in practice, be determined by 

the political rationality. The leaders of the institutions emphasised that it is crucial that the 

pedagogues take ownership, use participatory methods and follow the children’s initiatives, 

curiosity and creativity in designing daily activities. The activities must therefore stem 

naturally from the children’s involvement. However, they also emphasise that the activities 

must relate to one of the six themes in the curriculum. Thus, children’s participation is used as 

a means to enact the developmental rationality. This shapes and reduces children’s involvement 

and activities in favour of supporting the curriculum. Thus, activities that are not regarded as 

supporting the child’s development in accordance with the curriculum, i.e. that do not result in 

a further strengthening of the political rationality in question, are not favoured. One of the 

pedagogues put it this way: 

“We can sit down and plan something in relation to what the children display an interest in, 

but it must always be in line with the curriculum themes”. 

When the normalised knowledge that the assessment instruments create is also internalised by 

the pedagogues, any emancipatory and democratic potential risks being curtailed or excluded 

in favour of activities that provide the prescribed level of development and learning, as 

preferred by the political rationality. 

 

The relational and participation rationalities are similar in the sense that both are mobilised 

internally in the regime of practice. They are based on the institutions’ own wishes to conduct 

relational pedagogical work and to create a participatory, recognising environment. However, 

as shown above, in practice these intentions are governed by the developmental rationality, 

implying that this rationality is institutionalised as the superior rationality, and the other 

rationalities are subordinated to the former. Within the three rationalities, there are two main 



conflicting approaches to government in practice: a divergent and a convergent mentality. The 

first emphasises that the child should be met with recognition and have influence over its 

activities. Daily life is therefore managed through recognition and democratic involvement. 

The second, conversely, emphasises that activities should be governed by the curriculum and 

developmental-psychological priorities. Thus, children are offered a subject position which on 

the surface seems to be characterised by recognition and participation, but which at its core is 

based on predefined goals and directions, and on the construction of adults (the pedagogues) 

as responsible for guiding the children in accordance with those goals and directions.  This 

duality is clearly expressed in one of the leaders’ descriptions of their vision for the institution: 

 

“Our vision is that, through well-being, development and learning, we can help to create 

individuals who can be a part of democratic society. To show them the way and help. To 

create good citizens who will help to define what kind of society we want to live in”. 

 

As the quote shows, the pedagogues seek to produce and mobilise a range of capacities and 

characteristics in the child that are integrated through well-being, development and learning. A 

specific selection and exclusion mechanism is thus incorporated, whereby the understanding 

of citizenship is reduced to whether the child will develop and acquire the skills that are 

believed to be crucial to becoming a good citizen. Delanty (2003) conceptualises this approach 

to citizenship as governmentalisation, which shapes the citizenship learning process in a 

disciplining manner, with the risk of producing alienation and exclusion. Thus, although the 

relational and participation rationalities in our case do not rest on specific objectives for 

development and learning, nor are they intended to normalise the child, in practice when these 

rationalities are used to fulfil the political rationality they become an instrument to realise other 

objectives. 

 

Discussion 
In this study, we have revealed certain rationalities in the pedagogical regime of practice in 

Denmark. This creates an opportunity to question and criticise the way in which children are 

subjected to different rationalities of government. The study did not intend to follow a 

genealogical trail or to unravel historically how these rationalities have developed in relation 

to children and childhood. Many others have already done this and demonstrated that 

rationalities shift over time, which creates certain ways of thinking about children and 



constructs power relations between children and adults (Hultqvist, 1997; James et al., 1998; 

Vandenbroeck & Bouverne-De Bie, 2006; Smith, 2011; 2014). Instead, our starting point was 

the pedagogical regime of practice, as exemplified in two day care institutions. The intention 

was not to analyse everyday life, but to explore how rationalities create a specific frame for the 

regime of practice. Our study goes beyond existing approaches to studying the normalisation 

of children in the educational system and the ways in which developmental psychology affects 

this system, since it also includes day care services in Denmark, and children aged 0-6. 

 

We conclude that the dominant rationality is the developmental rationality, and that the 

relational and participation rationalities are regarded as instruments to realise this. This creates 

a certain framing of  daily work, as care relations become instrumentalised and certain activities 

are omitted because they do not support the objectives of the political rationality. This is not 

necessarily a problem, though, as prioritising children’s development and learning may be 

crucial for the individual child. However, we do see a risk that problems may arise if this 

priority becomes so dominant that all other ideals and values are subordinated to it. For 

instance, if involvement and recognising relations are instrumentalised, this could potentially 

lead to the standardisation of pedagogical work, as well as of the children who are its targets. 

When institutions use assessment instruments that create a normalised understanding of 

development, some capacities and skills are nursed and fostered while other ways of behaving 

that are considered flawed, or deviations from ‘normal’ behaviour, are monitored and 

corrected. Although the staff at our case institutions are reflexive about their pedagogy, they 

are not aware of how the assessment tools they have chosen themselves mobilise the political 

agenda in a way that undermines their own pedagogical values and goals. Thus our analysis 

reinforces Millei & Kallio’s point that “professionals could be more aware of the political 

agendas they mobilizse as part of their pedagogies and caring work” (2016: 13), by 

highlighting the power of seemingly ‘innocent’ and helpful tools in the shaping of the practice 

regime. In another study, Houmøller (2018) also problematises the use of so-called “well-being 

assessment tools”; however, her criticism is that these create a false sense of security about 

children’s well-being, causing some children to become invisible in pedagogical practice. 

 

Our analysis of different rationalities also identifies a subject position in which children have 

to play a deliberate and active part in their own learning and evolution, but are at the same time 

subject to moulding based on various normalising techniques and knowledge about how 

children normally develop. Similarly, Ailwood (2004; 2008) shows how children are prepared 



for a life of lifelong learning and earning; and Redmond (2010) finds that children are regarded 

as experts in their own lives. However, our study indicates that this is only the case to a limited 

extent because the developmental rationality constructs the pedagogues as knowledgeable and 

responsible.  

 

Why should we be interested in these rationalities, and in how power is exercised in day care 

institutions? First of all, because such an analysis shows how freedom-based power is 

constituted and how it guides the pedagogues towards a certain way of thinking and behaving 

in relation to the children and the way the children are involved. Second, because power can 

be changed and modified, the rights that protect children, for example the UN Convention on 

the Rights of the Child, cannot guarantee that power will not turn into a relationship of 

domination. If children's rights to participation, through their daily involvement and freedom 

of speech, are reduced to whether their involvement fulfils political objectives concerning the 

mobilisation of specific competences, children will become locked into a subordinate position 

that does not correspond to the rights and conditions that the Convention promotes. This 

suggests a further need to analyse the presence of the various, and often conflicting, 

rationalities in practice, with a view to clarifying how dominant rationalities subordinate 

alternative approaches. 
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