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Academics as play and the social as discipline:  
School readiness in Denmark  

 

Bjørg Kjær, Dil Bach & Karen Ida Dannesboe 

 

Abstract 

Denmark has a tradition of kindergarten pedagogy focused on children’s play, sociality and individual 
interests. Political emphasis on global competition, however, has led to reforms in early childhood 
education and care (ECEC) since 2004. Based on ethnographic fieldwork at three kindergartens, we analyse 
how the ECEC-reforms have affected the priorities of parents and pedagogues regarding school readiness. 
To understand how this is negotiated, we draw upon Lareau’s distinction between childrearing as 
“concerted cultivation” or as “the accomplishment of natural growth” (2003).  

We show that parents and staff consider the social as the most important thing for kindergarten children to 
learn and as something that the adults must cultivate – often in a disciplinary manner. Meanwhile, parents 
and pedagogues state that academic competences are not important to cultivate because an interest in 
academics will naturally grow. Adults just have to support academic activities through play when the 
children choose to engage in them. However, academic competences are actively cultivated in practice. 

 

Keywords:  ECEC, school readiness, ethnography, concerted cultivation, natural growth 

 

Introduction 

Play and social interaction have historically been the focus of the Danish early childhood education and 

care (ECEC) sector. Here, kindergarten is not regarded as ‘preschool’ but as a socio-political, preventative 

measure. As such, ECEC in Denmark is regulated by social legislation instead of school policy, and the 

educational staff are pedagogues rather than teachers. Since the 1960’s, the ECEC-sector has expanded, 

and today the vast majority of children in Denmark attend ECEC. 90 % of 1-2 year olds and 98 % of the 3-5 

years old are enrolled in ECEC (Juhl 2018). The first phase of the expansion of the ECEC-sector was focused 

on ensuring sufficient capacity for all children. Since the late 1990ies, the focus of Kindergarten policy has 

increasingly changed to issues of content and quality (Borchorst 2000, Kampmann 2004). However, in 

response to relatively modest Danish results in OECD’s PISA-studies, school readiness in Danish ECEC-

institutions has received greater attention since 2000 (Andersen et al. 2001; Egelund ed. 2009), including 

efforts to promote learning as early as possible. The increased focus on early learning in political discourses 

and the legal framework regulating ECEC resonate with international tendencies promoted for example by 

OECD reports highlighting early learning as crucial for children’s development (e.g. OECD 2017). Similarly, 
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economist James Heckman (2008), who argued that investing such efforts in very young children yields a 

greater return than investments later in the lifecycle, is widely quoted in Denmark. Thus, a stronger nexus 

between early learning and school readiness seems to be forming.  

This focus has led to new initiatives that formalise the work regarding school readiness in Denmark (Nielsen 

et al 2006). Since the introduction of a formal curriculum in Danish ECEC-institutions in 2004, there has 

been consistent political attention on ‘school start’ and the role of ECEC in preparing children for school 

(Ministry of Children and Social affairs 2004). In 2007, the government’s Act regulating Day Care Facilities 

clarified learning expectations and pointed to the importance of the ECEC-institution cooperating with both 

parents and primary school to ensure a smooth transition (Ministry of Children and Social affairs 2007). In 

2012, a task force addressing ‘Future Day Care’ submitted its recommendations on how to bring more 

learning into young children’s lives (Ministry of Children and Education 2012). This was subsequently 

emphasised in the legislation (Ministry for Children and Social Affairs 2018). Such efforts are also 

emphasised in recent reports highlighting a need for strengthening the transition from ECEC to school 

through specific goal oriented activities in ECEC (DEA 2017, Ministry of children and Social affairs (2017). In 

the last decade, there has been an increased expectation that pedagogues can mobilise parents to promote 

school readiness through learning at home, and to coordinate this learning with what takes place at the 

ECEC-institution (Dannesboe et al. 2018; Juhl 2019). This means that children’s readiness for school has 

become the focus of pedagogical work in a way it has not previously. 

While the discourse is changing, there is a remarkable consistency concerning practice. Letters of the 

alphabet have adorned the walls of Denmark’s kindergartens before, during, and after the introduction of 

the formal curriculum – just as so-called big groups (the kindergarten’s oldest children) have gathered for 

school-preparation activities for decades. Previously, stimulating the academic was also considered part of 

children’s training (see Bayer and Kristensen 2015; Kjær 2018). In addition to this level of continuity, the 

increased focus on learning and transition to school has also changed pedagogical practices. The concept of 

‘learning’ was initially, in 2004, met with resistance and often interpreted in ‘school-like’ ways; e.g., 

pedagogues connected learning and school readiness with adult-led activities (Kjær 2013). However, the 

concept of ‘learning’ has increasingly been endorsed and is now widely accepted. In 2017, 89% of ECEC-

institutions used school related activities, where children ‘play with numbers and letters’ and the 

pedagogues now act as a kind of teacher (DEA 2017).  

 

While political discourses and practice address school readiness in diverse ways, Danish and international 

reviews on school readiness indicate that it is less clear how school readiness is defined ( Dockett & Perry 
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2013, Petriwskyj et al 2005, Stanek & Vendelbo 2019). According to such reviews, some studies focus on 

measuring individual children’s school readiness, thus defining school readiness as specific measures of 

children’s knowledge, cognitive skills and motivation when starting school (Docket & Perry 2013). Other 

studies point to the importance of creating continuity across ECEC and of school emphasising the processes 

and contextual aspects of school readiness. Yet other studies explore professional’s understandings of 

school readiness and transitions (Broström 2016, Petriwskyj et al 2005, Stanek & Vendelbo 2019). Our 

study takes an exploratory approach, which means that we do not have a predefined definition of school 

readiness. Instead, we examine how pedagogues and parents understand ‘school readiness,’ and how they 

practice, think, and talk about it. In particular, we discuss how school readiness is linked to different ideas 

of learning and the primary school as an institution. Analytically, we distinguish between a discursive level, 

characterised by ideological struggles, and the level of practice, for example the practices in the ECEC-

institutions. 

Our ambition in this article is to show that changes have occurred in the pedagogues’ interpretation of 

school readiness since the formalising of learning by law in 2004. These changes have promoted 

endeavours to consider ECEC- institutions as part of the overall course of formal education. 

 

Method  

This article is based on ethnographic fieldwork (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995) conducted in three ECEC-

institutions in 2016-2017. The three ECECs are located in different socio-economic environments, one north 

of Copenhagen with a large proportion of well-educated and well-off parents; one ethnically and socio-

economically diverse neighbourhood in a partly gentrified working class area of Copenhagen; thirdly, a 

diverse municipality south of Copenhagen. The differences between the socio-economic environments are 

addressed elsewhere (Bach et al. 2020, Kjær 2020). Here, we focus on the similarities. 

During our fieldwork, we participated in regular pedagogical activities as well as those explicitly preparing 

children for primary school, including parent–pedagogue conferences focusing on school readiness. We 

produced both digital and analogue field notes. In addition, we conducted qualitative interviews (Spradley 

1979) with 40 parents. We also held conversations with 35 pedagogues either as individual interviews or as 

part of three workshops where research questions, empirical findings, and analyses were discussed. We 

transcribed the interviews, documented the workshops in extended summaries and field notes. Finally, we 

analysed our empirical material; first through an open reading, then by more focused thematic readings. 

We identified dominant patterns in the material as well as ideas of interpretation. We discussed these 

tentative findings with the pedagogues both in order to nuance them, but also for ethical reasons, to give 
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participants an opportunity to influence the research. Following ethical guidelines, we ensured informed 

consent from pedagogues and parents and anonymised all the participants’ details.  

We consider ethnographic research to be epistemologically relational as well as reflexive and recognise all 

knowledge production as partial, temporary and dependent on perspective (Tedlock & Mannheim 1995, 

Clifford & Marcus 1986, Hastrup 2004). Our study is qualitative, resulting in new understandings that are 

neither quantifiable nor representative. Rather, we identify complex cultural problems embedded in 

everyday interaction and local interpretations of national legal frameworks regarding what children should 

learn before entering primary school. With three ECEC-institutions as point of departure, we examine in 

detail how specific pedagogues and parents cope with legal and cultural imaginaries, values, norms and 

ideals related to school start. Thus, we highlight a general problem, relevant to all Danish ECEC-parents and 

pedagogues. The ways of handling and interpreting these issues vary but resonate to different degrees with 

the experience of other pedagogues and parents (Hastrup 1998, Denzin & Lincoln 2005). In brief, we are 

preoccupied with resonance rather than reference (Hastrup 1998: 60), producing insight and new 

understanding rather than quantitative overview. In our quest for understanding locally enacted and 

negotiated imaginaries of school readiness, we look for specific emic categories, explore their meanings, 

and compare them with earlier findings (Kjær 2019, Headland et al. 1990).  

 

Natural growth versus concerted cultivation 

To understand the perceptions of school readiness that are involved in the pedagogue’s work, we draw 

upon a fundamental tenet within pedagogical thinking - the idea that a child grows naturally as opposed to 

being cultivated (see, e.g., Halldén 1992). The Bourdieu-inspired sociologist Anette Lareau (2003) takes as 

her starting point the nature/culture-dichotomy to describe differences in childrearing strategies amongst 

working-class and middle-class American parents. Lareau characterises working-class parents’ strategy as 

“natural growth”; here, children’s growth is left to nature and the children themselves. Conversely, for 

middle-class parents, their children’s development is considered too important to leave to either nature or 

the children themselves. Instead, adults must actively cultivate children’s potential. Lareau refers to the 

latter as “concerted cultivation” (2003). 

However, studies suggest that connections to socioeconomic class are different in Scandinavia (Stefansen 

and Smette 2017; Dannesboe et al. 2018). Childrearing in Scandinavia distinguishes itself with an 

‘enjoyment’ strategy, especially amongst members of the well-educated middle class. Here, we draw from 

another Bourdieu-inspired sociologist, Helene Aarseth (2015). Her study focuses on upper middle-class 

parents in Norway, and she describes two different types of childrearing: a joy-oriented culture of learning 
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amongst the cultural elite, and a goal-orientated culture of learning amongst the economic elite. The first is 

person-centred and focuses on personal interests and inner drive; the latter is position-orientated and 

competitive. 

We draw upon these studies to understand the kindergarten’s practices in relation to school readiness,  

because Danish children spend lots of time in ECEC-institutions; pedagogues thereby become deeply 

involved in childrearing. But it is also because an orientation towards both internal drives and external 

goals – which are part of “natural growth” and “concerted cultivation”, respectively – were quite 

pronounced in our empirical material. 

Taking our point of departure in these distinctions, we examine what the adults say is important to 

cultivate or to leave to natural growth with regards to children’s school readiness, together with what the 

pedagogues actually do.  

 

The discourse regarding the social and the academic 

In this section, we present the empirical findings regarding the ECEC-institutions in our study. When 

pedagogues and parents talked about school readiness and learning, they often distinguished between the 

social and the academic. These terms are the field’s emic categories. The pedagogues told us that the social 

is the most important thing to cultivate during a child’s time in kindergarten – both in order to function 

there, but also for them to be prepared for primary school. There was a prevalent idea that the social must 

be attended to before the academic. The pedagogues expanded the category of ‘school readiness’ to 

include what they considered the most important aspect to work with; they identified this category with 

their profession, and it was simultaneously viewed as part of the children’s social training.  
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In this way, focusing on the social was not a rejection of working with school readiness, at least not in 

practice. For the pedagogues, it was about linking preparation for school to their work with the social. The 

pedagogues made a distinction between these categories but not all parents associated the social with 

school readiness; when that was the case, the pedagogues worked diligently to convey a broader 

understanding of school readiness and thus seeking to convince parents that focusing on the social is the 

‘right’ way to prepare children for primary school. As one pedagogue said: 

The parents have a clearer memory of what school is about and they put more emphasis on school... I don’t 

think it’s dawned on them how important the first years of a child’s life are for the rest of their life. I think 

they will soon understand because people are discussing it so much now, and it’s on the political agenda. 

School preparation begins when the child starts to attend the ECEC-institution…. In many ways, it’s 

preparation for life, but it’s also preparing them for school. So, some of the things we do with the 3-year-

olds relate to what it will be like when they start school. When we gather a group of children, we work with 

everyone sharing attention because we know they’ll have to be able to do that when they start school. 

Perhaps we don’t work with numbers and geometric shapes in these circle times, perhaps we do. 

 

In this quote, it is interesting that preparation for primary school is used to legitimise the pedagogues’ 

work, especially their work with the social during group gatherings. Similarly, another pedagogue told us 

about the school-preparation activities each week: We put most of the emphasis on the social – and a little 

on worksheets. Thus, the pedagogues believed that cultivating the social is essential with regards to school 

readiness. This also came up when two pedagogues discussed a set of parents who had the ‘wrong’ 

perception about school readiness (cf. Dannesboe et al. 2018): 

… (They said) he should be able to write the letters, and they’d go home and practice the alphabet with him. 

And we said: “That's not what it’s all about. You have to let him grow a little more – I mean, he needs to get 

more resilient”. 

 

However, most parents in our study agreed with the kindergarten’s prioritisation of the social. Several of 

them also distanced themselves from parents who wanted the pedagogues to work more with the 

academic. As one father said:  
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At the parent meetings in the kindergarten, people asked if they’re doing things to prepare 

them for school – a bit with numbers, reading, letters etc. And then our principal said: “We’ve 

received strict orders from the municipality that we create supportive frameworks and make 

sure they’re ready for school, but we mustn’t pile on the academic – that starts in primary 

school. It doesn't start in kindergarten … And there were some parents who said: “Well, the 

last six months before they start school, you must be able to do something for them” … We 

don’t belong to that category [of parents]. 

Here, a greater focus on the academic in kindergarten is not considered as a good preparation for school. 

Dismissing an emphasis on numbers and letters is an important way for parents to establish consensus with 

the pedagogues, which according to anthropologist Marianne Gullestad is a characteristic trait of 

Scandinavian culture where disagreement and difference is considered problematic (Gullestad 1991). 

Moreover, an emphasis on academic school preparation is often associated with over ambitious parents, 

and conflicts with the Scandinavian enjoyment-orientation and ideology of equality (Aarseth 2015; Bach 

2016; Gullestad 1991).  

According to both the pedagogues and most of the parents in the three ECEC-institutions, preparing 

children for school is about cultivating the social. As such, in the staff’s assessment of a child’s readiness for 

primary school, it was important to determine whether the child can handle the school’s less-secure 

framework and be considerate of others, but also whether they are able to protect their own integrity. 

Moreover, the social was perceived as a prerequisite for academic learning, which requires one to sit still, 

wait their turn, raise their hand, etc. These self-discipline skills were not necessarily considered to be 

related exclusively to either the school or the academic. They were also understood as general life skills 

that a child should manage in order to transit to primary school. Thus, a child’s self-discipline is embedded 

in the category of the social (Dannesboe 3 et al. 2018).  

While the pedagogues’ job regarding the social was believed to be cultivated in collaboration with the 

parents, there was a discourse about “natural growth” in relation to the academic. Both pedagogues and 

parents said that children’s interest in the academic happens naturally, as children get older and want this 

for themselves.  

After one pedagogue told us that she was most concerned about the children becoming social, she added:  

Eventually, they develop an interest in numbers and letters on their own, and we make it part of play. In 

other words, the idea is that the academic happens on its own, but it should also be supported in playful 

ways. 

Many parents held a similar view that the academic will happen in due time. Several of them mentioned 

that it emerged naturally and wasn’t forced onto the children. As one father said about his daughter: 
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She loves words and letters, and says, “I can count to 1000”. She just naturally thinks it’s fun. It’s not that 

we say, “Now you must practice this and that”. It happens when it happens because I really think that the 

kindergarten’s view – that social competences are more important – I think that’s right. 

 

Here, we see that children’s interest in the academic is believed to be associated with enjoyment, and 

something that a child loves. One mother was also highly enjoyment-orientated when she told us what she 

thought about the worksheets that several ECEC-institutions use: 

 

... It MUST be part of their play. It MUST be fun. Otherwise, it’s not worth it. So, if a child has to do 

worksheets, then they should be fun  ... I think this should be the most enjoyable period in one’s life. 

 

This mother’s considerations illustrate a logic of enjoyment that contains elements of what Aarseth 

identified in the well-educated Norwegian middle-class. Most parents we interviewed shared this emphasis 

on children’s natural growth and enjoyment in relation to academic learning. 

In contrast, parents spoke about the social as absolutely necessary, which a child does not need to want to 

do but that they must learn. In practice, however, the academic was actively stimulated in the 

kindergartens, and we noticed some ambivalence regarding the position of the academic. In addition, 

academic activities often contained social elements and vice versa. 

 

Cultivating the social  

The pedagogues in our study did not only talk about the social but also actively cultivated it in 

everyday life. Other studies of Danish ECEC suggest that a focus on the social is widespread 

(Gilliam & Gulløv 2014; Palludan 2007; Kjær 2010). While there was previously a more extensive 

perception that children developed and matured by themselves (see Kjær, 2002, 2003), we saw 

considerable focus on the pedagogues’ work to make the children social. 

Cultivating the social in kindergarten encompasses a range of activities related to everyday 

interaction, especially within institutional settings. For example, it refers to being able to sense 

boundaries, verbalise emotions, wait one’s turn, sit still and in general to think about others and be 

a good friend.  It is primarily about shaping the children’s behaviour to ensure that they develop 

social skills. Being able to handle oneself in social contexts is considered central to a child being 

able to function in the ECEC-institution and for them to be ready for primary school. In 
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kindergarten, the social is therefore trained both in everyday practices and through specially 

organised activities. 

The practical training of the social is done through the children’s self-organized play with each 

other, which is still the main activity in many Danish ECEC-institutions. This is not a natural-growth 

strategy however, because children are not expected to resolve conflicts themselves; rather, they 

get help from the pedagogues, in the ECECs in our study as well. 

The pedagogues sometimes also engaged children in specially organised activities in which the 

children’s individual social skills were explicitly trained. The ECEC-institutions worked with projects 

with themes such as ‘friendship’; children were invited to reflect on what characterises a good 

friend, and how to manage conflicts. In these types of activities, social skills were not merely 

cultivated through practices – children were also expected to reflect upon them. In one of the 

kindergartens, the theme of friendship was part of the weekly school-preparation activities and 

thereby directly connected to school readiness. 

Cultivating the social often happened in group situations, such as gatherings, circle time and 

meals. Gatherings have deep historical roots and are a well-integrated element in Danish ECEC 

(Kristensen & Bayer 2015). The format is reminiscent of school lessons and they are often 

comprised of sessions lasting up to 45 minutes. The morning gathering is an example of a situation 

that the pedagogues believed should not only make the children ready for the day ahead but also 

for primary school. Specifically, it was a time when the children were expected to sit still, wait 

their turn, raise their hand, and follow the pedagogues’ instructions. While the children ate a 

snack, the pedagogues introduced the day, month, the weather and the activities they had 

planned for that day. During the gathering, the pedagogues helped the children remain orderly by 

shushing them, asking them to raise their hand, putting a hand on their shoulder, or physically 

placing themselves close to a child who was fidgety: 

“In 5 minutes, we have to clean up”, says the pedagogue THOMAS. As the girls begin to 

clean up, the boys continue playing. It is only when THOMAS says: “Ugh, now you really 

have to clean up” that the boys begin to pack up their LEGO-bricks. Just past 9 o’clock, 

the morning gathering starts. The children sit and talk around the table, and the 

pedagogue CHRISTIAN cuts up fruit. The adults ask what day it is today. Several children 

continue talking while Filip answers: “It's Monday”.  They talk a little about the weather 

while the pedagogue CAMILLA takes out the signs with “Monday” and “clouds” and puts 

them up on the board. She also puts up signs with a bicycle and play equipment to show 
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which trips they are going on today, and she writes the children’s names for the different 

activities. 

This example shows how the morning gathering contains elements that are orientated towards 

school. The content of the gathering focuses on the day of the week and the weather, which gives 

the children certain knowledge. They are also introduced to specific words and numbers as they 

look at letters and pictures related to the subject. In this way, the academic is woven into the 

ECEC-institution’s everyday practices. In the kindergarten’s self-perception, the gathering is a 

situation that creates community and develops the social, since it focuses on the interactions 

between the children, and between the children and the adults. It appears to be a special kind of 

shared fellowship (Palludan 2007). The pedagogues’ attention is directed towards the children’s 

behaviour and their verbal participation. Something similar occurred during another gathering:  

Everyone has to tell what they’re going to dress up as for the upcoming Carnival. The 

next-to-last child takes a long time to answer, and the last child becomes impatient: 

“Now it’s my turn, now it’s my turn, now it’s my turn”. But the pedagogue STEEN tells 

him that if he keeps it up, then STEEN doesn’t want to hear his answer at all. STEEN 

reprimands some of the boys for not sitting still and following along. One boy begins to 

get teary-eyed. In jest, STEEN calls them ‘rubbish children’ and says that they will only be 

allowed to physical education again if they can all sit still. Those who have been the best 

at sitting still are allowed to go outside first. Then the second-best. Finally, there are five 

boys left. They are told that they were not very good at this. 

Here, the pedagogue judges some of the children as needing to be better at sitting still, a central 

aspect of the social. Such an assessment would be unthinkable in relation to the academic. This 

example shows how the gathering functions as an institutional practice that disciplines the 

children’s behaviour – rewarding those who can do certain things, and punishing those who 

cannot (see Foucault 1978/2002). They must learn the social. This is important in ECEC-institutions 

in order for them to function, but the pedagogues simultaneously emphasise it as something the 

children need to learn in order to be ready for primary school. Thus, one could argue that school 

readiness has been a central part of the kindergarten’s concept from the beginning; i.e., as a place 

to learn appropriate institutional behaviour. The requirements for the children are stressed even 

further as the start of primary school approaches. The pedagogues promote behaviour that 

corresponds to ‘the rule of calm’ in school (Højlund 2002). “Older children have to be able to sit 

still because they have to go to school soon”, or “this kind of behavior is not acceptable at school”, 

are examples of what the pedagogues in the three ECECs uttered to the children. 
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In this way, the pedagogues’ references to school are used to underscore their expectations for 

schoolchildren as well as to legitimise a goal-oriented and disciplined cultivation of the social. This 

illustrates how cultivating the social includes a cultivation directly related to school readiness. As 

the start of primary school approaches, ‘the school’ increasingly becomes a disciplinary argument 

that the staff uses towards both children and parents. It is a fact that the children have to advance 

to primary school, where the daily structure sets an agenda that a child should be able to manage 

socially and learn what is necessary, rather than doing whatever they please. Here we see a 

manifestation of the self-image of the Danish kindergarten, namely that children here are free to 

play. This is paradoxical, as kindergarten life is often quite structured and imbued with demands 

and expectations (Palludan 2007, Gulløv & Gilliam 2014, Kjær, Bach & Dannesboe 2020). This fact 

seems to activate a logic of necessity and an obligation that children should conform to certain 

expectations related to school. 

Cultivating the academic  

In our material, we saw that the category of the academic contains a number of subcategories, 

such as numbers and letters, themes, projects, dialogical reading and other forms of language 

stimulation. Although the pedagogues emphasised that they primarily work with the social and 

distance themselves from focussing too much on the academic, in practice they often cultivated 

the children’s verbal development. Working with children’s language development was a key 

activity in the kindergartens in our study, and a central subcategory of the academic. At the same 

time, we saw that language formed in a broader perspective and was an essential element in the 

assessment of a child’s social readiness. Language was thus regarded as both academic – learning 

letters of the alphabet and vocabulary – and as intertwined with the social.  

Since 1998, general language work has been explicitly formulated as part of the ECEC-institutions’ 

responsibilities (Jespersen 1998); this includes both general initiatives aimed at all children, and 

specific initiatives aimed at bilingual children (Kjær 2013). Language stimulation is an example of 

an activity at the ECEC-institutions, which consider a certain level of verbal ability essential for 

school readiness. This ability is evaluated through a language test when the children are five years 

old. These language tests are a consequence of national legislation, but they are implemented on 
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the basis of different rationales in the local municipalities, varying from obligatory testing of all 

children to testing only children who are considered to be at risk. 

Since 2004, traditional practices of reading aloud to children has increasingly been replaced by so-

called dialogical reading, which is recommended by the Ministry of Social Affairs and meant to 

develop children’s language skills (Ministry of Education 2018). Dialogical reading is a structured 

and curricularised way of organizing reading sessions. Several of the pedagogues in our study had 

taken courses in dialogical reading, and one of them explained that the children remember the 

content better this way. Dialogical reading also suited this pedagogue better because it seemed to 

more actively involve the children. We experienced dialogical reading on several visits: 

“Now we’re going to have a reading-session”, says the pedagogue PETER. He asks, 

“What’s this called?” “The front cover”, answer a few of the children. “And this?” “The 

back cover”. “And this?” “The spine”. “And what are these?” “The pages”. “And the 

author’s name is...?” and he says a name. “Now I’ll read, and you can raise your hand if 

you want to say or ask something”, he says. “If there are some words you don’t 

understand, we can talk about what they mean”. One child says , “Why should we?” 

PETER asks what ‘laughed’ means.  They also talk about what ‘confused’ means ... The 

story is about a kitten being teased at kindergarten by another kitten who calls her Pee-

pee Kitty. 

Here, we see that the pedagogue establishes the activity as a reading-session, which 

associates it with the school subject ‘Danish language’. In the session children are trained 

to know what elements comprise a book and to ask the meaning of unfamiliar words. Like 

in the morning gathering, they also practice listening, raising their hand, and waiting their 

turn. Contrary to ideals about the academic that had been mentioned in our interviews, 

the pedagogue’s approach here is instructive rather than playful, and children who 

challenge the specific question-and-answer structure are ignored. However, the content 

of the story focuses on the social; thus, we see how the social and the academic are 

woven together in practice. The book’s focus on how children should treat each other in 

kindergarten simultaneously transforms the social into something that can be taught as 

an academic subject. 

Another way to cultivate the children academically is through project-work. As here 

where the pedagogue Ole tells the children that they would be starting a project: 
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OLE takes out a book about the solar system. Elina says, “I hate projects”. “Oh, stop now 

– it’s really fun”, says OLE. OLE shows the children different pictures of the solar system. 

Pointing to the moon, he asks, “What planet is this?” “It’s the moon”, the children 

answer in unison. Elina quietly says: “It’s not a planet”. They go through the other 

planets the same way. “What planet is this?” “It’s the Earth”, the children answer in 

unison. “And this?” “It’s Mars”. “And this one?” “Jupiter”, etc. Elina asks, “What about 

the sun?” “Yeah, we haven’t talked about that at all”, says OLE. He points to the sun, and 

asks the children what it is. “It’s the sun”, they answer in unison. “The sun is a star”, adds 

Elina. The children are repeatedly told that they should raise their hand if they want to 

say something. One boy looks a little lost and some lie on top of the table, but most of 

the children are eagerly engaged with their hands up. 

Similar to dialogical reading, this is an approach to academic learning where children should be 

able to recognise words that are determined in advance. The session is structured around the 

adult’s questions and the children’s answers – here, even in unison. Input from a particularly 

proficient child is mostly ignored. Again, the approach is not playful, as the pedagogues 

discursively present it. However, in both cases, one can perhaps say that the pedagogues ‘play’ 

school. The school that Ole plays is a classical old-fashioned classroom (Goffman 1959). When 

Elina challenges the fun of academic project-work and the pedagogue insists that it is fun, this 

suggests that cultivating the academic is only acceptable if it is fun. There seems to be an 

obligation to think that the academic is fun. This reveal a more general logic that the academic is 

only legitimate in kindergarten if it is fun and driven by the child’s interest. There is a discourse 

about making it part of play, although this is not necessarily what is done in practice. With this 

logic, it becomes a challenge when children say that they do not want to do an activity, or that it 

is not fun. It should be noted that, instead of trying to make the activity more playful, Ole simply 

insists that it IS fun. Here, the logic of enjoyment is transformed into the child’s duty to be 

interested. 

Like with the dialogical reading, the question is whether the main goal of the activity is the 

learning content – i.e., teaching children about language and natural phenomena – or whether it is 

about teaching them to act as pupils. In any case, these school-preparation activities tend to 

convey a particular old-fashioned idea about school, prompting the pedagogues to take the role of 

an authoritarian schoolteacher, addressing children as a group that should answer in unison to 

specific questions (Palludan 2007). However, as described earlier, this does not prevent the 

pedagogues from discursively insisting that activities related to the academic are fun.  
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Worksheets, homework, and ‘graduation’  

Worksheets were a recurring feature within the ‘big groups’ of older children in two of the three 

kindergartens, but they were surrounded by ambivalence; the adults often discussed whether or 

not there was time for them. Some children eagerly requested worksheets, while others were not 

interested. The latter makes it difficult to conduct the activity without breaking the logic of 

enjoyment. Some children resisted the adults’ agenda, and thus made it clear that this logic has 

limits. Similarly, the logic of enjoyment is characterised by an ambivalence that leans towards a 

goal-orientated logic of obligation: 

This morning the adults agree that the children should do worksheets, and most of the 

children seem eager. Simon gets a worksheet where he must count and calculate with 

pigs. Daniel has not received a worksheet. He sits singing the alphabet while he looks at 

a poster with the letters called ‘play and learning’. One of the girls asks why Daniel 

doesn’t have a worksheet. Daniel tells the pedagogue that he has done it. “But it’s not in 

your folder with your name on it”, replies HENRIETTE and asks if he wants to do it again. 

The children talk about their folders and that they have to show them to their parents. 

Daniel finishes the worksheet quickly and shows it to HENRIETTE. She praises him, and 

says that he should colour it.  

In this example, the children are trained in doing worksheets that deal with numbers and letters.  

However, that the adults were not particularly concerned about the learning content of these 

assignments; i.e., whether the children actually learned something about numbers and letters. The 

adults rarely supervised these assignments, and they generally gave very little or no feedback on 

them. Again, it is more about the form than the content, although there is an expectation that the 

children should be able to write their own name and identify simple numbers towards the end of 

kindergarten. Rather than the learning content itself, the focus is on whether the children can act 

like pupils. Thus, the function is not so much academic learning as a form of discipline concerning 

the structure of school; instead, it is symbolic of the children’s academic readiness for school. The 

symbolic aspect was reinforced by the fact that all of the children’s worksheets, without regard for 

how they had completed them, were gathered into a folder that – with ritual ceremony – was 

given to each child at the end of their time at kindergarten as a sign of their readiness for school. 

In one of the kindergartens, pedagogues did not only sometimes cultivate the academic; they also 

expected parents to support this. For example, when we arrived one morning, the atmosphere 
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was very tense. The week before, the pedagogues had written to the parents of the ‘big-group’ 

informing them that the children had some homework: they should prepare two facts about a wild 

animal. However, it turned out that only few children had done the homework. “The parents 

aren’t supportive”, said the pedagogue Ole, while Mie went to the principal of the kindergarten 

and asked whether she could write to the parents to chastise them. A little later, the pedagogues 

gathered the children and asked who had done the homework. The majority of the children now 

raised their hands, but only seven had prepared their homework at home. These seven children 

were then allowed to present the facts about ‘their’ animals. 

Daniel was the first to go. The adults asked him to stand up and present: Just like when you have 

homework in school, they added. Daniel stood up on a chair and said that wolves live in packs, and 

they eat meat. The adults then asked if he knew what kind of meat they eat, and if he knew what 

it means “to live in a pack”. Daniel answered, It means being together with your friends. In this 

example, language learning was integrated into an activity that deals with nature and natural 

phenomena; increasing the children’s vocabulary through dialogue is thus connected to the 

nature-related academic content of the activity.  

After the presentations, the pedagogues asked if anyone else had something to present. Again, 

many hands shot up into the air, but since none of the others had prepared something at home, 

the activity was ended.  It is striking that the children were not recognised for having something to 

say about the ‘homework’, but instead whether their parents had shown support for the 

assignment, and whether the children had completed the assignment at home with their parents. 

The form of the assignment and the term ‘homework’ thus appear to be the most important 

aspect to the staff – not whether the children think about the characteristics of certain animals or 

learn how to present in front of the group. 

After the presentations, the pedagogues decorated the walls with drawings of all the children’s 

animals. They also mentioned the children’s ‘homework’. But ‘homework’ was written in scare-

quotes, signalling that school ‘is just something we play’, even though it actually WAS homework 

in the true sense of the word, and the pedagogues were cross when some of the children had not 

done the assignment at home. Thus, it is not only in connection with the aforementioned 

worksheets that there was an instrumentalised approach to the academic. The ‘homework’ 

activity prepared the children for the academics of school as a special form of practice; here, the 
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value of applying to this practice was at the centre, and what can be termed ‘academic content’ 

was acknowledged to a much lesser degree. 

For the oldest children in many Danish ECEC-institutions, the completion of their kindergarten 

experience is marked with a graduation party (see also Schmidt 2017). At the end of the party in 

one kindergarten, each of the children walked up a red carpet to one of the pedagogues, who 

handed them the folder with their worksheets and said, Congratulations for all the fine things you 

have done during the year. The children also received a diploma saying: 

You have succeeded in completing your time in kindergarten. Well done! Throughout 

your time in kindergarten, you have played and learned to be a good friend. You have 

learned many different things, explored the world, and made new friends. You are now 

ready for primary school. 

Here, the social is emphasised and the categories language and numbers and letters are absent. 

The content of the folder included items that fall into the categories of numbers and letters, but 

what is rewarded and recognised explicitly relates to play, exploration, and social skills. Rather 

than demonstrating that the children have acquired academic knowledge during their time in ECEC 

the folders are instead a form of symbolic documentation and assurance to the parents that the 

children have worked with academic preparation for school, even though it is ideologically 

downplayed. With the final graduation ritual’s emphasis on the social, the pedagogues seem to be 

able to reconcile this with their own understanding of their profession. 

 

Conclusion 

We have described and exemplified how the increased political focus on formal learning from 

2004 onwards is not incompatible with a longstanding emphasis on the social in Danish ECEC-

institutions. There is a presupposition that the social will be worked with in order to ensure 

children’s readiness for primary school. In the ECEC-institutions, this partially occurs through the 

practices of everyday life and partially in connection with more organised activities, such as 

morning gatherings. It also happens in specially organised activities like themed work on 

friendship. Sometimes, the cultivation of the social becomes explicitly linked to school 

preparation, often in a goal-orientated way in which the pedagogues do not hesitate to be 

disciplinary. 
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The political focus on formal learning however, has also led to reframing the academic. While 

there is no doubt among pedagogues and most parents that the social must be cultivated, the 

kindergartens’ underlying pedagogical discourse about the academic emphasises natural growth. 

However, despite a strong conviction that a child’s interest in the academic will develop on its 

own, adult-initiated work to cultivate this also takes place in ECEC. In this context, a dominant 

discourse regarding enjoyment is activated, particularly when pedagogues and parents talk about 

including the academic in play. This is worth noting because, in a Danish cultural understanding, 

the academic connotes something ‘hard’ and externally regulated, while the social connotes 

something ‘soft’ and self-regulated. The discourse about enjoyment serves to dismantle these 

connotations and legitimise academic school preparation. Paradoxically, it therefore culminates in 

‘the soft’ becoming ‘hard’, while ‘the hard’ should preferably be ‘soft’. This also becomes clear in 

the latest legislation from 2018, where play is reinstalled as a core activity in kindergartens, but as 

a vehicle for academic learning. However, the discourse about play and enjoyment does not 

necessarily equate with enjoyable practices or children’s play. Rather in some cases, it seems that 

the pedagogues prepare children by ‘playing’ school. The discourse’s legitimacy may be challenged 

by children who do not find these ‘school like’ activities fun. This reveals the symbolic agenda’s 

paradox: that children in kindergarten are obligated to desire ‘school like’ activities. These 

examples illustrate how, demonstrating motivation for school in conjunction with conforming 

socially seems to be the culturally enacted definition of school readiness in these Danish 

kindergarten contexts.  
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